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ABSTRACT

This study explores how Ugandan coffee suppliers navigate global sustainability supply
chain expectations within the Global Value Chain (GVC) framework. As Uganda emerges
as now Africa’s leading coffee exporter, the sector faces increasing compliance pressures
with evolving environmental and social due diligence regulations. The research employs a
qualitative case study design combining document and policy analysis with one semi-
structured interview through coding to identify the enablers, constraints and adaptive
mechanism that shape supplier responses to meeting sustainability requirements. Findings
reveal that while sustainability compliance fosters process and product upgrading
opportunities, it also reinforces structural inequalities by transferring compliance burdens
upstream to smallholder farmers. The study concludes that Ugandan coffee industry’s ability
to meet global sustainability expectations depends on strengthening institutional capacity,
enhancing digital traceability and promoting climate-smart adaptive techniques. Shared-
responsibility financing between global buyers and local suppliers is essential in ensuring
inclusive and equitable participation in global coffee trade.

The findings contribute to the broader discourse on sustainability within agricultural trade,
GVC governance, and the balance between market access and developmental inclusion in
developing-country supply chains.



DECLARATIONS

I acknowledge that Al specifically ChatGPT was used during brainstorming sessions and
structuring. I also used Napkin to visualize the conceptual framework which | then had to

re-draw myself.
Al usage

The author of the thesis, Linda Mbabazi, used the Chat GPT and Napkin as Al-tools during

the preparation of the thesis.
Turnitin

The originality of this thesis has been reviewed with the Turnitin similarity checking

service.
Responsibility

The Author of this thesis, Linda Mbabazi, takes full responsibility for the content of this

thesis and has reviewed and edited the content generated by the possible use of Al tools.



SYMBOLS AND ABBREVIATIONS

Roman characters

HC

Hectare miles

Superscripts and Symbols

%

EUR
usb
UGX

Percentage symbol
Euro
United States Dollar

Uganda Shillings

Abbreviations

Al

GVCs

TBL

ESG

UCDA

ILO

EUDR

CSDDD

NGO

Glz

EU

ICO

FAO

UNCTAD

SDGs

SSCM

Artificial Intelligence

Global Value Chain(s)

Triple Bottom Line

Environmental, Social, and Governance

Uganda Coffee Development Authority

International Labour Organization

European Union Deforestation Regulation

Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive
Non-Governmental Organization

The Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmBH works
European Union

International Coffee Organization

Food and Agriculture Organization

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
Sustainable Development Goals

Sustainable Supply Chain Management



NARO

NaCORI

VSS

RWF

DOI

Gl

National Agricultural Research Organization
National Coffee Research Institute
Voluntary Sustainability Standards

Research with Fawad

Digital Object Identifier

Geographical Indication



Table of Contents

1 INTRODUCTION ...ttt ettt e e snre e e snae e e nneeeennaeeans 11
1.1 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY ...cocoiiiiiiiiieeninieeseses e 13
1.2 RESEARCH OBJIECTIVES. ...ttt 15

1.2.1 Defining and Differentiating Value Chain vs Supply Chain.........c...cccccceueee.. 19
1.2.2 Global Value Chain (GVC) Concepts and Relevance............cccccovvvereneennennne. 21
1.2.3 Application of GVC Framework in Agricultural Value Chains...................... 22

2 LITERATURE REVIEW .....ccooiiiiiiiiiiie ettt 24
2.1 Sustainability in SUPPIY ChaiNS..........cociieiiee e 24
2.2 The Tripple Bottom Line (TBL) in Uganda’s coffee chain............c.ccccoevveninnns 27
2.3 Climate change impacts on coffee production in Uganda............cccccocevirininnnnne. 29

2.4 Why Climate change matters to Uganda as Africa’s giant coffee producer in
Meeting GV C eXPECIALIONS?.......ccv it nas 30
2.5 Governance “Vices” Informalities and the GVC mismatch ...........c.ccoovviiiinnns 32
2.5.1 Institutional mismatches between Uganda’s coffee sector and global supply
ChaiN EXPECIALIONS. ....c.eiieiciece e sae e e 34
2.5.2 Applying GVC + Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) to

Agricultural chains with emphasis 0N COffEE ..o 36
2.5.3  Synthesis and IMPlCAIONS ..........cccoiiiiiiiiiiee e 36

2.6 Review on Global Coffee Trade StatiStiCS.......ccovreiereiiiiiisieee e 38

3  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ...ccocoiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiee ettt 40
3.1 Data Collection Methods ..........cocveiieiiiiiiieece e s 40
3.1.1  Coding ThEMALIC PrOCESS ......ocviiviriiiieiieieieie et 41
3.1.2 Justification of Analytical APProach ..........ccccceevieiiiiiiic i 43

3.2 The coffee supply chain process/stages and its sustainability challenges in Uganda
as a Methodology Of ASSESSIMENT........ccueiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e 44
3.2.1 Justifying Efficiency as a Methodology of Assessment in the Coffee SC ......46

4 ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS.......oiiieiiiieitst et 48
4.1 /Uganda’s Institutional positioning and policy context in coffee GVC............... 48

41.1 The Perception of Uganda’s Governance Alignment with GVC and
Sustainability in Coffee ProduCtion............ccoecevieeieiie e 54



4.2 Practical mechanisms that enable re-export/re-label of Ugandan coffee in other

IMATKEES ...ttt bbb bbbt e bbb bt bRt R bbb bbb r e 60

5 DISCUSSING UGANDA’S COFFEE PRODUCTION LEADERSHIP IN

ALIGNMENT WITH GLOBAL MARKET EXPECTATIONS ......cccco e 63

5.1 Thematic interpretations misaligning Uganda’s GVC Sustainability capacity ...65

5.2 Adaptive and Enabling MechaniSms ...........cccceeveiieiiiie i 68

B CONCLUSIONS ... .ottt sttt nesne e 72

6.1.1 Cross-Cutting Systematic-Systemic Barriers.........ccccoovevevievvivesciese e 73

LISt OF RETEIBNCES ...cvieeie ettt te et esaeeteeneenreenne s 76
Appendices

Appendix 1. Anonymous Zirobwe smallholder farmer interview questions



10

Figures
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Diagram

Figure 2: Uganda’s positioning amongst 10 Global coffee producers

Tables

Table 1: Key differences between supply chain and value chain

Table 2: Developed coded themes reflecting GVC and Sustainability expected relevance
Table 3: 14 out of 54 Sustainability support database projects for Uganda

Table 4: Enabler-Constraint summary (mechanisms)

Table 5: Dimensional interaction with Supply chain and GVC



11

1 INTRODUCTION

Uganda has been for a long time a major player in the global coffee economy, ranking as
now Africa’s largest exporter of Robusta coffee and among the top ten coffee exporters
worldwide as of July 2025 reports (ICO, 2024). This has enabled Uganda to surpass Ethiopia
on first account in 30 years with coffee exports valued at 2 billion USD (World Coffee
Research, 2025; UCDA, 2025). Coffee is the country’s most valuable agricultural export,
contributing around 15-20% of foreign exchange earnings and supporting the livelihoods of
more than 1.8 million households (UCDA, 2020; World Coffee Research, 2025). Coffee as
a crop thus holds both economic and social significance, functioning as a critical source of
rural income, employment, and national revenue. Within the Global Value Chain (GVC),
Uganda primarily occupies the production and primary processing segments. Smallholder
farmers_ mostly cultivate less than two hectares- producing the bulk of the crop especially
in Greater Masaka and the Southwestern region of Uganda (ICO, 2024; UCDA, 2025). This
is then aggregated by traders, cooperatives, and exporters before being shipped as green
beans to international roaster markets (Ponte, 2019b). The distribution of value in this chain
reflects the buyer-driven governance characteristic of the coffee sector: multinational
roasters and retailers capturing the largest margins, while countries of origin like Uganda
captures relatively little beyond farm-gate and export earnings (Gereffi et al., 2005). Like
other producing countries, more comparatively in the African continent and East African
region ie_ Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and Rwanda; Uganda faces mounting pressure to adapt

to the sustainability expectations of the global buyers.

The introduction of the European Union Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) is particularly
significant given that European Union (EU) accounts for over 60% of Uganda’s coffee
exports (UCDA, 2021). Compliance with EUDR requires geolocation mapping of farmers’
plots, proof of deforestation-free production, and robust traceability systems. Of which these
are challenges in a sector dominated by fragmented smallholders with limited documentation
(European Commission, 2023). Similarly, the forthcoming Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and National buyer-country laws such as Germany’s Supply
Chain Act (LkSG) extend demands for human rights due diligence, requiring suppliers to
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demonstrate the absence forced labour & child labour and other social risks in their supply

chains. Uganda has begun to take steps to address these requirements.

The National Coffee Act (2021) expanded the mandate of the Uganda Coffee Development
Authority (UCDA) to regulate quality, varieties, and farmer registration across the value
chain (UCDA, 2021). The government has also launched a national farmer registration and
traceability initiative to align with EUDR, while the Coffee Sub-Sector Strategy (2020/21-
2024/25) emphasizes certification, reduction of post-harvest losses and sustainable
intensification (UCDA, 2020). In parallel, exporters such as Kyagalanyi Coffee (a subsidiary
of Volcafe) have partnered with programs like Nespresso’s Reviving Origins initiative and
donor-supported projects such as Nespresso’s (2021) AAA sustainable quality program
which aims to implement digital traceability, farmer training and climate-smart practices
through regenerative agricultural practices at farm-level (Nespresso, 2021). Nevertheless,
significant challenges remain. Mapping millions of smallholder farms is costly and
logistically demanding. Certification schemes, while opening access to premium markets,
impose compliance burdens that often outweigh financial rewards for farmers (Bitzer et al.,
2013).

Climate risks_ including erratic rainfall and pest outbreaks exacerbate sustainability
pressures by reducing yields and increasing production volatility (1ITA, 2021). Moreover,
the buyer-driven structure of the coffee GVC means that suppliers have little bargaining
power to negotiate favourable terms, placing them in a reactive position vis-a-vis global
sustainability standard (Ponte, 2019a). Against the backdrop, Uganda represents a
compelling case study of how a developing-country supplier navigates the evolving
sustainability agenda of the global coffee market. The country’s reliance on smallholder
production, its integration into the EU-dominated coffee trade, and the nascent institutional
reforms underway, make it an ideal context to explore enablers, challenges and limitations
of meeting the sustainability supply chain expectations of the global market from a supplier’s

perspective.
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1.1 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This research’s significance contributes to the academic literature on global value chains and
sustainable supply chain management. By providing an empirical case study from a
developing-country supplier perspective which is often underrepresented in GVC
scholarship (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016; Ponte, 2019a). Ndubuisi & Owusu (2021) research
shows that GVC participation is relevant to export upgrading pointing to a potential
heterogeneity on the impacting channel across different countries and their levels of
development. This indicates the backward and forward integration of GVC exports
participation between developed and developing country contexts. Secondly, the study offers
practical insights for Ugandan coffee exporters, cooperatives, and policy makers on how to
navigate complex global sustainability regulations, particularly in the light of EUDR and
CSDDD. Third, the findings carry broader policy relevance for international debates on
equitable trade and sustainable development as they highlight the risk of marginalizing
smallholder producers in developing countries if sustainability requirements are not matched
with adequate support and shared responsibility from global buyers (Giovannucci et al.,
2020).

Coffee is one of the world’s most consumed agricultural commodities, second to crude oil
in terms of global trade value among primary commodities (ICO, 2022/2023). According to
the August 2025 report, all form of coffee exports came to a total of 11.42 million bags
which showed a decrease of 1.6% from July 2024 in all regions, however with green Arabica
bean’s preference growing faster than Robusta beans. (ICO, 2024). It is also estimated that
more than 2.25 billion cups of coffee are consumed daily across the globe, which reflects its
entrenched role in both cultural practices and global consumer markets (Ponte, 2019a). The
International Coffee Trade (ICT) generates an annual export value exceeding USD 20
billion, with over 25 million households worldwide depending on coffee for their
livelihoods. This accounts for more than 80% of the world’s output; particularly in
developing countries across Africa, Latin America and Asia (FAO, 2025). From a supply
chain perspective, coffee represents a classic example of Global Value Chain (GVC) in
agriculture. (Ponte, 2004). This substantiates how much coffee is not only an agricultural
dependable product, but a global market consumed product especially in developed countries

whose climate conditions require the need for coffee consumption for survival. For example,
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developed coffee consuming countries in Europe most especially the Nordics such as
Finland and North America’s USA and Canada have high consumption trends for coffee.
The chain stretches from millions of smallholder farmers in producing countries, through
intermediaries such as traders, cooperatives, processors, exporters to international roasters

and retailers who capture most of the value (Ponte, 2019b; Gereffi et al., 2005).

The Governance of coffee GVC is buyer-driven: multinational roasting and retail firms such
as Nestle, Starbucks and JDE Peet’s set quality standards, sustainability requirements and
contractual conditions that should meet resource efficiency output. (Humphery & Schmitz,
2002). This asymmetry means that producers and suppliers of coffee in countries of origin;
despite being indispensable, often remain confined to low-value segments of chain,
exporting primary unprocessed green beans (Ponte, 2019a; Ponte, 2004, p. 2). Today, the
global coffee markets are increasingly shaped not only by quality and price competition, but
also by sustainability requirements. Consumers and regulators in major consuming regions_
especially Europe, USA and Canada-demand assurances that coffee is produced under
environmentally and socially responsible conditions. (ICO, 2022/2023). This trend has
accelerated with the introduction of binding legal frameworks such as the European Union
Deforestation Regulation (EUDR), which prohibits imports of coffee linked to deforestation

and requires farm-level geolocation (European Commission, 2023).

The EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), mandating that firms
identify and mitigate human rights and environmental harm across their supply chains (ICO,
2022/2023; European Parliament, 2024). This also includes National laws such as
Germany’s Supply Chain Act, the UK’S Modern Slavery Act, different green coffee
consumption Acts majorly governed by the EU. For example, according to Finnpartnership
(2017) reports, it is required to import green coffee beans from local processors through
roasting, distribution to retail with a focus on transparency and ethical sourcing in Finland
due to high Finnish consumer awareness. All of which further reinforce the sustainability
sourcing and consumption obligations. In response, coffee producers worldwide have
increasingly adopted sustainability certifications and standards as a means of maintaining

market access and securing price premiums.
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Initiative schemes such as Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, UTZ (now integrated into
Rainforest Alliance), and Organic certifications; establish frameworks for traceability, fair
labor practices, biodiversity protection, and climate resilience (Bitzer et al., 2013). Beyond
certification, producing countries are expected to experiment with digital traceability
platforms, climate smart agriculture practices and service delivery models to strengthen their
compliance (Giovannucci et al., 2020; Ponte, 2004; UNCTAD, 2020). For instance, Brazil
and Colombia have invested heavily in national traceability systems while Ethiopia has
implemented coffee branding and origin protection strategies especially because of their
Robusta green coffee beans which are a favorite consumption in mostly high per-capita
consuming regions like the Nordics; as well as Vietnam that has expanded its climate-
resilient Robusta production. The dynamics of the coffee GVC thus illustrates a broader
transformation in agricultural supply chains: producers are no longer expected to supply only
raw commodities but also to demonstrate compliance with environmental, social and
governance (ESG) standards. This represents both a challenge_ given the costs of
compliance and the risk of smallholder exclusion_ and an opportunity of upgrading within
the GVC through process efficiencies, product differentiation, and enhanced bargaining

power (Humphery & Schmitz, 2002).

Ultimately, by examining the Ugandan coffee sector through GVC framework lens, this
study sheds light on how global sustainability governance interacts with local supplier
realities. Hence exposing a fundamental contradiction of Uganda’s coffee sector displaying
production leadership regionally and globally posed with market-based upgrading
legitimacy appeal to meet GV sustainability expectations. It thus offers valuable guidance
for achieving a balance between global access and inclusive sustainable development in

agricultural export sectors.

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

Coffee has become emblematic of both the opportunities and vulnerabilities inherent in the
global agricultural trade. While coffee is one of the most valuable and widely traded
agricultural products worldwide, the distribution of value along the chain remains highly
unequal. Producers, especially smallholder farmers in developing countries, are often

confined to low-value segments of the coffee value chain according to Ndubuisi & Owusu
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(2021); and face mounting compliance pressures from increasingly stringent sustainability
standards (Ponte, 2019b; Gereffi et al., 2005). Global consumers and regulators now demand
assurance that coffee is produced in environmentally sustainable and socially responsible
ways. This is reflected in the mandatory frameworks such as the EUDR and the CSDDD
(European Commission, 2023; European Parliament, 2024). For a supplier country such as
Uganda, where coffee represents the leading agricultural export and lifeline for over 1.8
million farming households as per UCDA (2020) reports, these expectations carry profound
implications. That said, the smallholder-based structure of the Ugandan coffee industry
complicates compliance with traceability and deforestation-free requirements. With
certification schemes such as the Fairtrade, Organic and Rainforest Alliance having the
potential of offering premiums, it also involves high costs and technical burdens that can
exclude vulnerable producers (Bitzer et al., 2013). Furthermore, Uganda’s position within a
buyer-driven GVC means that suppliers and farmers have limited influence over the terms
of engagement, relying heavily on international buyers for both market access and
compliance guidance (Stefano Ponte, 2019a; Ndubuisi & Owusu, 2021).

Global coffee trade continues to rely heavily on the top ten exporting countries, including
Uganda, ranking among Africa’s largest coffee producers (ICO, 2023). If we are to
contextualize scenarios and zone into environmentally conscious coffee-consuming regions
like the Nordics, import relationships do not always align strictly with global production
volumes. For instance, while Uganda remains a top ten exporter, EU’s Nordic-Finland
sources a significant share of its coffee imports from Kenya_ an African neighbor of Uganda
with a comparatively smaller coffee production footprint (OEC, n.d; FAO, 2009). This
divergence raises critical questions about the criteria driving global value chain’s import
choices. Are they primarily based on volume and cost, or do factors such as sustainability
from a climate resilience, social livelihood impact, country’s level of development,
regulatory alignment play a more critical role? And if so then, does resource efficiency have
an impact on the country’s coffee industry meeting GVC expectations? While both Uganda
and her African competitors are situated within the same agro-climatic region and share
almost similar social-economic but differing profiles, their integration into the global coffee
supply reflects markedly different strategies and performance indicators (1CO, 2023; OEC,
n.d; FAO, 2009).
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Kenya’s coffee is often associated with higher quality and traceability standards, while
Uganda’s industry has focused on volume and expansion under national development
initiatives (ICO, 2023). Given Finland’s high environmental standards and SDG leadership
according to Sachs et al. (2023), understanding why it favor imports from Kenya over a
higher-volume producer such as Uganda offers a lens into the intersections of climate
responsibility, labour & ethical conditions, and market perceptions of the macroeconomic
alignment with global trade. The tension between global market sustainability expectations
and Uganda’s structural constraints underscores a critical problem: how can Ugandan coffee
suppliers effectively navigate and respond to sustainability supply chain requirements
without risking exclusion from global markets? To top it off, structural hiccups that constrain
resource efficiency through logistics_ given the landlocked-ness of the country. This impacts
supply chain efficiency due to resource inadequacy triggering prohibitive costs and the

inevitability of Ugandan coffee being resold as other country market’s produce instead.

Addressing these problems is vital for sustaining Uganda’s competitiveness in coffee
exports, safeguarding rural livelihoods, and ensuring compliance with emerging
international trade regulations. Existing literature addresses sustainability as a challenge in
Uganda as a coffee-producing country by reflecting on the local realities in dealing with
complex scenarios surrounding the approach towards sustainable coffee up and down stream
value chains as highlighted by Samper & Quifiones-Ruiz (2017); as well as the carbon
footprint of agricultural commodities by Poore & Nemecek (2018). There is an implicative
and substantially growing concern of sustainable coffee chains over the past decades, with a
strong focus on the environmental and social impacts of coffee production in exporting
countries (Bitzer, 2012; Samper & Quifiones-Ruiz, 2017; Vellema A et al., 2011). Just as,
Poore & Nemecek (2018) & Bunn et al. (2014) research has also highlighted how coffee
farming contributes to deforestation, water consumption, and carbon emissions, while also

being vulnerable to climate shocks.

Holistically, the objective of this thesis is to examine Uganda’s capacity to translate
production leadership in the coffee sector into a recognized market that meets sustainability
expectations within the GVC framework. This general aim is broken down into the following
specific objectives:

e To analyze the sustainability requirements shaping the global coffee value chain.
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o Identify enablers/challenges in meeting GVC sustainability expectations

o Evaluate supplier practice-oriented initiatives, policy and strategic recommendations

that can strengthen Uganda’s position in the global coffee trade.

e Find the contradiction between Uganda’s coffee production leadership and meeting

global supply market recognition requirements.

To address the identified problem, this thesis is guided by the following research questions:

1. What enablers exist within Uganda’s coffee sector that facilitate supplier compliance

with global sustainability requirements?

2. How do these enablers challenge or limit supplier alignment with sustainability-

driven GVC governance?

Farmer organizations
Certification/Traceability
Finance & Technology

Policy support

Sustainability Supply chain
expectations ie

-Environmental
-Social

-Economic

/

Ugandan Coffee Producer’s
competitiveness in GVC

-Market access
-Value capture

-Upgrading

Global Buyer Governance
Global & Regional Trade Dynamics
Price Volatility

Climate shock

Figure 1: A conceptual framework diagram of this research
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1.2.1 Defining and Differentiating Value Chain vs Supply Chain

The supply chain concept originates from an operations and logistics management concept.
A supply chain is a multiple system characterized by a network of facilities and activities
that convert raw materials into finished products driven by logistics processes until it gets to
the end customer. (Prater & Whitehead, 2013, 8). Christoper (2016) goes ahead to justify
that the whole process involves the flow of financial, informational and logistics activities.
This system of networks is composed of different actors within the chain that may be
classified as independent firms who represent the different supply chain actors, each with an
operational objective to fulfil within the value chain of command (Kordic, 2008, 1). The
whole supply chain process starts with a product in its raw form; then manufactured into a
finished product or service and then distributed through a chain to its last destination for
consumption. Therefore, the entire process of supplier-manufacturer-storage-
distribution/transportation-retail-consumer is what makes up an entire supply chain function

whether import or export.

One of the key indicators of a good supply chain performance is the visibility of logistics
processes through an integrated network system/team both internal and external with clear
information sharing platforms (Hosseinzadeh-Lotfi et al., 2023). This can be achieved by
creating a business process map to visualize all logistics functions hence a smooth supply
chain import or export flow. The emphasis is typically on efficiency, cost minimization, and
coordination of physical and informational flows (Mentzer et al., 2001). Supply chains have
gained so much critic today as the world evolves with different dynamics in this new
paradigm that requires resilience. In fact, today, globalization of markets and competition
amongst firms is a trend major supply chain businesses must reckon with so as to make

decisions that impact survival (Kordic, 2008, 1).

The value chain concept stems from business strategy and development economics. Porter
(1985) originally framed it as the sequence of activities within a firm that add value to
products and services. Later, scholars like Gereffi and Kaplinsky expanded the idea globally
as Global Value Chains (GVC); while focusing on capturing value creation and distribution
across firms and geographical locations (Gereffi et al., 2005; Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016).

Unlike supply chains, value chains are not only about movement of goods, but about who
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controls strategic activities (governance), how upgrading occurs, and how different actors

share or gain the benefits. There are key aspects that differentiate a supply chain from a value

chain as shown in the table below:

Table showing Key Differences between supply chain and value chain

ASPECT SUPPLY CHAIN VALUE CHAIN

Focus Operational efficiency, logistics, | Value  creation, distribution,
cost, speed, reliability and | governance, upgrading, power
sustainability asymmetries and branding

Scope Physical/material, information, | Economic, social, environmental,
financial flows institutional, governance

dynamics
Origin Operational management and | Strategy (Porter) and Global

logistics while considering the

environment

development economics (GVC)

and environmentalism

Analytical narrative

The ability to move goods
effectively from point A to point
B

Who captures value, how power is
exercised, and how producers can
upgrade to match global market

expectations.

Relevance to thesis

Ensure coffee beans are collected,
processed, shipped efficiently to

markets

Explains why Uganda captures
limited value despite being
Africa’s leading exporter of
coffee, and how global standards,
certifications and branding shape

Uganda’s coffee position

In coffee, the supply chain encompasses farmers, aggregators, processors, exporters,

logistics providers, importers, roasters, retailers, consumers as well as waste management

from a sustainability perspective. It studies how beans move from Ugandan farms through

transport, milling, warehousing, shipping, roasting, retailing and ultimately to the consumer_

asking: how can these flows be optimized, reliably and resiliently? On the other hand, GVC

lens highlights that Ugandan farmers often capture a small fraction of the final retail value,

while branding, roasting and retail capture disproportionate margins according to Ponte

(2019a). For this thesis_ “A Ugandan coffee supplier’s perspective on meeting the

sustainability supply chain expectations of the global market with a focus on GVC
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framework”- the distinction matters: Supply chain lens helps to examine sustainability
requirements as operational expectations (traceability, climate-smart farming, certification
logistics, compliance with EU laws and the like). Value chain on the other hand helps to
analyze power relations and upgrading barriers. For example, why Uganda remains a green-
bean exporter, how neighbors capture branding value and how global buyers set
sustainability standard rules. Thus, using GVC framework allows moving beyond efficiency
to understand structural constraints and opportunities for Ugandan suppliers in the

sustainability era.

1.2.2 Global Value Chain (GVC) Concepts and Relevance

The GVC framework has emerged as a parsimonious central yet powerful set of concept or
analytical tool for understanding the organization of production, trade, value and governance
in the global economy. Developed in the early 2000s, GVC theory provides a lens through
which to analyze how economic activities are distributed and coordinated across firms and
boarders (Gereffi et al., 2005). At its core, the framework emphasizes the interconnectedness
of production stages and highlights the governance structures that shape how value is
created, captured and distributed along supply chains. Central to the approach are (i) the
mapping of the chain segments e input production- primary processing-
aggregation/trading-roasting/branding/retail; (ii) types of governance ie (market modular,
relational, captive, hierarchical) determined by information complexity and supplier
capabilities, and (iii) “upgrading” pathways whereby suppliers move higher-value activities:
product, functional-process and chain upgrading (Humphery & Schmitz, 2002; Gereffi et al.,
2005)

According to Gereffi et al. (2005) p.15, governance in GVCs can take several forms ranging
from market-based coordination, where transactions are simple and price-driven, to highly
hierarchical structures, where lead firms exert extensive control over suppliers. Between
these extremes lies relational, modular and captive forms of governance, each reflecting
different degrees of information complexity, supplier capabilities and buyer power. In
agricultural commodities such as coffee, the GVC is typically described as a buyer-driven
chain, meaning that downstream actors-particularly large roasters, traders and retailers_ set

technical, quality and increasingly social/environmental standards recognized as
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sustainability requirements, and contractual conditions, while upstream producers often have
limited bargaining power (Ponte, 2019a; Ndubuisi & Owusu, 2021). This emphasizes that
upstream actors must satisfy these standard requirements to gain and retain market access.
Within buyer-driven governance, lead firms exercise leverage through contractual
specifications, private standards and procurement practices. Consequently, the ability of
suppliers to upgrade pivots not only on technical capacity but, relational dynamics with lead
firms and the institutional environment in countries of origin. (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016;
Ponte, 2019a)

The GVC framework is also closely linked to the concept of upgrading, which refers to the
ability of firms and suppliers to improve their positions within the chain. Humphery &
Schmitz (2002) identify four main types of upgrading: i) Process upgrading: this is
improving resource efficiency in production or logistics. ii) Product upgrading: producing
higher-quality or more sophisticated products. iii) Functional upgrading: acquiring new
functions within the supply chain, such as moving from raw material supply to processing
or branding. iv) Inter-chain (or chain) upgrading- which is transferring competencies to
different, often higher-value, chains. For developing countries that rely heavily on
commodity exports, upgrading is viewed as a pathway to increased competitiveness and
poverty reduction (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016). However, opportunities for upgrading are
often constrained by governance asymmetries, volatile commodity prices and the
institutional requirements imposed by lead firms and consumer markets (Ponte & Sturgeon,
2014).

1.2.3 Application of GVC Framework in Agricultural Value Chains

Agricultural commodities are particularly relevant for GVC analysis because they involve
complex cross-border networks, large numbers of smallholder producers and growing
integration with global standards. Unlike manufactured goods, agricultural value chains are
characterized by biological risks, seasonality and strong dependence on natural resource
conditions, and weaker public institutions in countries of origin, which complicates
compliance with global buyer requirements. (Ford, 2002; Ndubuisi & Owusu, 2021). This

plays a critical role in structuring governance and upgrading mechanisms. In this context,
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the GVC approach helps explain not only how trade is structured but also how power

asymmetries affect farmers, suppliers and processes in developing countries.

The governance of agricultural GVCs increasingly reflects the influence of sustainability
standards and certifications. Standards such as Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, and Organic
are not simply mechanisms for signaling quality but also instruments of private governance
that regulate environmental practices, labour conditions and traceability (Bitzer et al., 2013).
These standards illustrate how governance extends traditional price and quality
specifications to encompass broader environmental, social and ethical dimensions (Ponte,
2019a). Smallholder producers’ integration into global agricultural GVCs can both be an
opportunity and a risk. On one hand, participation offers access to premium markets, training
and technology transfer, On the other hand, the requirements of certification schemes and
due diligence regulations can create barriers to entry particularly in countries where farming
is highly fragmented and institutional capacity is weak (Giovannucci et al., 2020). This
tension is central to debates on sustainable development, inclusivity and fairness in global

agricultural trade.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter synthesizes empirical literature relevant to the thesis topic by developing ideas
on: sustainability in supply chains and voluntary/ mandatory governance instruments; how
climate change affects coffee production in Uganda; an application of GVC and Sustainable
Supply Chain Management (SSCM) to agricultural chains with emphasis on coffee; and a
focused Tripple Bottom Line (TBL) review for Uganda’s coffee sector that links enablers to
the constraints they may become in practice. The institutional mismatches between Uganda’s
coffee sector and governance expectations of global supply chains, highlighting where
biophysical vulnerabilities intersect with governance, traceability and market-eligibility
barriers that create compounded risks for Ugandan suppliers attempting to comply with
evolving sustainability requirements. Where relevant, the discussion highlights mechanism
of upgrading (process, product, functional, chain) and the institutional conditions that shape
supplier options (Humphery & Schmitz, 2002; Gereffi et al., 2005).

2.1 Sustainability in Supply Chains

Sustainability as a concept has become a defining paradigm in supply chain management
and global trade. Traditionally, supply chains were evaluated primarily in terms of cost
efficiency, quality and reliability. However, in the last three decades, concerns about
environmental degradation, social inequality and ethical consumption have pushed
sustainability to the forefront of supply chain governance (Carter & Rogers, 2008; Pagell &
Shevchenko, 2014). Social inequality is very detrimental to sustainable agri-value chains,
especially because Uganda’s coffee sector employs about 5 million Ugandans within the
different related coffee value chain activities according to Uganda Global Coffee Platform,
n.d.)_ 2023 reports. The dominant framework used to conceptualize sustainability is
Elkington’s (1998) “Triple Bottom Line” (TBL), which requires firms to simultaneously
pursue economic performance, social equity, and environmental stewardship. Within supply
chain contexts, this means that actors are increasingly judged not only by their profitability

but also by the social and ecological footprints of their sourcing and production practices.
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In academic literature, this evolution has given rise to the field of Sustainable Supply Chain
Management (SSCM), as defined by Seuring & Muller (2008) p.1700 is “the management
of material, information and capital flows as well as cooperation along the supply chain
while taking goals from all three dimensions of sustainable development into account.”
SSCM acknowledges that sustainability pressures often originate from downstream buyers,
regulators and consumers, and cascade upstream through contractual obligations and
certification requirements (Touboulic & Walker, 2015). This aligns with global value chain
governance perspective, where lead firms impose not only quality and price conditions but

also environmental and social standards on suppliers (Gereffi et al., 2005; Ponte, 2019a).

A particularly relevant feature of sustainability in agricultural supply chains is the pivotal
role of voluntary sustainability standards (VSS), such as Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance,
Organic, and UTZ. This means that sustainability has become institutionalized in supply
chain governance and as a public regulation. These standards emerged in the 1990s and
2000s as private regulatory mechanisms designed to fill gaps left by weak national
institutions in producing countries (Giovannucci & Potts, 2018). While initially voluntary,
they have become de facto entry requirements in many segments of the coffee market, as
roasters and retailers rely on certification schemes to demonstrate compliance with consumer
expectations and corporate social responsibility (CSR) commitments. (Bitzer et al., 2013).
VSS regulates a wide range of practices including deforestation, biodiversity conservation,
agrochemical use, labour rights and community development. Importantly, they also serve
as tools for traceability, enabling buyers to verify supply origins and monitor compliance

across dispersed smallholder networks (Dietz et al., 2019).

The relationship between sustainability standards and smallholder producers is, however,
deeply ambivalent. On one hand, certification can provide farmers with access to premium
markets, training in good agricultural practices, and modest price premiums (Fairtrade
International, 2021). On the other hand, the compliance costs_ ranging from farm audits to
changes in cultivation methods- are often prohibitive for the poorest farmers (Dietz et al.,
2019; Ponte, 2019b). Moreover, empirical studies suggest that the distribution of benefits is
uneven_ as exporters and cooperatives may capture a greater share of certification premiums,
while smallholders see marginal improvements at best (Valkila, 2009; Chiputwa et al.,

2015). This raises critical questions about equity and inclusivity within sustainable supply
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chains. Beyond certification, sustainability in agricultural supply chains is increasingly
driven by mandatory regulatory frameworks. The European Union (EU) has taken the lead
with the Deforestation-free Products Regulation (EUDR), which requires coffee imports to
be proven free of deforestation and mandates farm-level geolocation data (European
Commission, 2023). The CSDDD expands this by obligating firms to identify, prevent and
mitigate human rights and environmental risks across their supply chains (European
Parliament, 2024). National laws such as Germany’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act
(2021) and the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015) further extend compliance requirements,
effectively hardening sustainability from voluntary standard into a legal obligation (LeBaron
& Ruhmkorf, 2017).

The implications of coffee supply chains and particularly for developing-country suppliers
such as Uganda, are profound. Compliance now requires not only technical improvements
at the farm level (eg., climate-smart agriculture, agroforestry and reduced chemical use) but
also the establishment of institutional infrastructures for traceability, farmer registration and
digital monitoring (Grabs, 2020). This necessitates collaboration between governments,
cooperatives, NGOs and private buyers to build systems capable of meeting global
expectations. The costs and risks of compliance, however, remain disproportionately borne
by suppliers, raising concerns about the potential exclusion of smallholder farmers who
cannot meet the required standards (Giovannucci et al., 2020). From a GVC perspective,
sustainability thus functions as a new layer of governance in agricultural trade. Lead firms
in consuming countries increasingly use sustainability requirements as mechanisms of
control and risk management, transferring responsibilities upstream while retaining market
power (Ponte, 2019a). For suppliers, this dynamically creates both pressures and
opportunities in the form of compliance burdens and potential exclusion, and opportunities
through upgrading-particularly via product differentiation (specialty and certified coffee),
process efficiencies (digital traceability), and functional upgrading (exporters offering

sustainability verification services).

In summary, sustainability has transformed agricultural value chains into arenas of both
private and public governance, where suppliers are expected to simultaneously ensure
compliance, manage risks, and pursue upgrading. For Uganda, situated in a highly

fragmented coffee sector dominated by smallholder farmers, this transformation raises
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urgent questions about capacity, equity, and the long-term viability of its integration into the

global coffee market.

2.2 The Tripple Bottom Line (TBL) in Uganda’s coffee chain

The TBL’s_ economic, social and environmental performance- provides the normative
framework for sustainable supply chain management (Elkington, 1998; Seuring & Muller,
2008). Uganda’s coffee landscapes Robusta lowlands and Arabica highlands (eg, Mt.
Elgon and Rwenzori)- are increasingly exposed to rising temperatures, erratic rainfall and
altered precipitation regimes of extreme events according to (IITA, 2021) and (Uganda
Global Coffee Platform, n.d.)_ 2023 reports. Climate models project altitudinal shifts in
suitability, heightened pest/disease incidence, and quality volatility _amplifying process risk
and threatening both yields and cup profiles (ICO, 2023; IITA, 2021). Since arabica coffee
is grown within altitudes of 1300-2300 above sea-level ground in the areas of Mt. Elgon and
Rwenzori, while robusta coffee grows within altitude of 900-1500 above sea level within
surrounding areas of Lake Victoria basin; is a climate change recipe for disaster causing
reduction of suitable land area for growing of coffee hence encroaching on productivity
(Uganda Global Coffee Platform, n.d.).

Agroforestry and shade systems enhance microclimates (shade-grown coffee), soil organic
matter (soil conservation) and biodiversity while buffering heat and rainfall variability
literature centered measures. In practice, the private governance layer is dominated by VSS.
These are often embedded in certification criteria (Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade and
Organic) and donor programs that incorporate criteria addressing labor, biodiversity,
agrochemical use and traceability. These schemes function both as market signals and as
compliance architecture for downstream firms seeking to manage reputational and
operational risks (Bitzer et al., 2013; Dietz et al., 2019). Nevertheless, opportunity costs like
land allocated to shade trees vs food crops, time lags to benefits and seedling survival under
drought can deter adoption without tailored extension and cost-sharing (Grabs, 2020).
However, the feasibility literature emphasizes that environmental upgrading requires secure
tenure, investment finance and credible monitoring systems_ elements often weak in
smallholder contexts (Grabs, 2020; Pagell & Shavchenko, 2014). Post-harvest practices such

as raised bed drying, moisture control and hermetic storage, lower mould and ochratoxin
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(mycotoxin) risks but require equipment finance and behaviour change at scale_ which is

key for meeting buyer quality and safety expectations (UCDA, 2020).

Recent years have witnessed a shift towards mandatory due diligence and regulatory
instruments. Notable examples that shape coffee sourcing are the EUDR and CSDDD which
adds an ecosystem governance layer by requiring geolocation and deforestation-free proof
coffee beans; while environmentally protective, compliance hinges on accurate cadastral
information and smallholder plot mapping for environmental and human-rights harms_
challenging where tenure is customary, and boundaries are fluid (European Commission,
2023; European Commission, 2024). This is because national laws have reinforced these
new trends, creating a regulatory environment that hardens previously voluntary compliance
into legal obligations for many buyers, who then cascade requirements upstream (LeBaron
& Ruhmkork, 2017). Thus, environmental upgrading is technically feasible but capita- and
institutional-intensive. This is because the combined effect is to raise transactional and

institutional costs of market participation for suppliers in the countries of origin.

Coffee underpins incomes for more than 1.8 million Ugandan households, yet livelihoods
are exposed to price volatility, small plot sizes and limited off-farm income (UCDA, 2020;
ICO, 2023). Evidence from Uganda indicates that certification can improve access to
training and sometimes process, but impacts on poverty are heterogeneous, varying by
organizational quality, farm size and market conditions (Chiputwa et al., 2015). Where
premia are thin, farmers shoulder compliance costs without clear net gains (Valkila, 2009).
Gendered constraints persistence in women’s land tenure insecurity, time burdens and
limited control over income often dampen the distribution of benefits from upgrading, even
when women provide substantial labour in harvest and processing (Touboulic & Walker,
2015; Grabs & Ponte, 2019b). Youth face barriers to land access and finance, constraining
generational renewal in coffee. Social due diligence under CSDDD and buyer codes (eg
child labour prohibition, health and safety) formalize expectations but requires functional
upgrading on the supplier side. This causes grievance mechanisms, remediation protocols
and training_ whose costs are rarely internalized in FOB prices (European Parliament, 2024;
Seuring & Mullers, 2008; Hahn, 2025).
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Economically, Uganda’s position remains concentrated in green-bean exports, with value
capture dominated by downstream roasting/retail (Ponte, 2019b). Process and product
upgrading (ie, quality, traceability and certification) can raise farmgate and FOB values, but
margin compression is common due to buyer concentration and specifications that transfer
compliance responsibilities upstream (Gereffi et al., 2005; Ponte, 2019a). Attempts at
functional upgrading_ offering compliance services, carbon reporting or limited local
roasting_ are growing but constrained by economies of scale, finance and brand access
(Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016).

2.3 Climate change impacts on coffee production in Uganda

A growing body of agronomic and climatological literature identifies coffee as highly
climate sensitive; temperature, precipitation, seasonality, and extreme events directly
influence yield, pest and disease, pressure, and bean quality (IITA, 2021; ICO, 2023). In
Uganda specifically, the literature documents several interrelated pathways through which
climate change undermines coffee viability. Temperature and suitability shifts causing
coffee species to respond differently to thermal changes. For instance, Arabica coffee is more
temperature-sensitive than Robusta, with optimal growing ranges that are being encroached
upon by global warming trends (IITA, 2021). In Uganda, highland Arabica zones_ Mt Elgon
and Rwenzori face upward shifts in suitable agro-ecological envelopes, potentially reducing

cultivable area and enforcing either altitudinal migration or varietal change.

Rainfall variability and water stress which are visible through altered rainfall onset,
prolonged dry spells, and more intense storms. These are associated with flowering
irregularities, poor fruit set and increased post-harvest drying difficulties. These dynamics
reduce both yield and cup quality and the latter through compromised maturation and
increased mycotoxin risk when drying is inadequate (UCDA, 2020; IITA, 2021). Then
comes the never-ending issue of pests, diseases and quality degradation that farmers are
forced to contend with regularly. Climatic stressors amplify pest and pathogen incidences
such as coffee berry disease, coffee wilt and increased insect pest lifecycles. While higher
humidity and poor drying conditions elevate fungal contamination risks (IITA, 2021),
quality losses translate directly into lower prices on specialty and premium markets

segments increasingly critical to sustainable upgrading. Interplay with smallholder
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production systems is predominantly magnifying Uganda’s climate impacts. With
fragmented holdings limiting economies of scale in adaptation investments (irrigation,
improved post-harvest infrastructure), and reliance on rainfed systems raises vulnerability
(UCDA, 2020; I1CO, 2023).

Empirical work form East Africa underscores that smallholders without access to finance,
secure tenure or extension services struggle to adopt agroforestry, shade management and
other adaptation practices at scale (IITA, 2021; Grabs, 2020). Impacts on livelihoods and
value capture. Beyond biophysical effects, climate-driven yield and quality shocks reduce
household incomes and increase price sensitivity, constraining investment in certification
and traceability _ both of which are prerequisites for many premium markets (Chiputwa et
al., 2015; Giovannucci et al.,, 2020). Thus, climate effects cascade from farm-level

productivity to the social-economic ability to meet market sustainability demands.

2.4 Why Climate change matters to Uganda as Africa’s giant coffee producer

in meeting GVC expectations?

Climate change is one of the biggest major global trends that have not only slowed down the
supply chain industry but also become a major key implication in coffee production. Coffee
is an agricultural product which is desirable to favorable temperatures, rainfall and a
conducive environment. A growing According to Bilen et al. (2023), climate change is
pertaining to long-term temperature changes and precipitation patterns, along with increase
in extreme weather events. Such changes are usually driven by human actions which pose
significant challenges to agricultural systems including coffee production especially because
of the high sensitivity the coffee product attached to rainfall variability and temperature. It
is expected that climate change will reduce the worldwide coffee yield by mostly reducing
land suitability for coffee cultivation by 2050 according to World Coffee Research (2025)

reports.

Uganda has also fallen victim to the unforgiving climate change realities that mandate

upgrading seed varieties, need for sustainable agricultural innovations and mitigate pest and
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disease outcomes through protection of local ecosystems through biodiversity preservation.
This is according to 2017 reports from National Agricultural Research Organization
(NARO), National Coffee Resources Research Institute (NaCORI) in collaboration with
World Coffee Research. Coffee is Uganda is often intercropped in garden plantation system
with bananas and other food crops (Gunther et al., 2025; Akoyi & Miet, 2018). This rising
issue is not new to African economies that are heavily reliant on agriculture but are also
coffee producers. According to Piexoto, et al. (2022), resource efficiency refers to the
productive use of natural resources while maintaining environmental impacts and waste. Due
to growing concerns for sustainable living and business practices, industries are pressured to

prevent environmental degradation by reducing resource consumption.

Contextualizing of the coffee global market, it is vital to ensure the supply chain is fully
optimized from growing the bean to shipping it on the global market platform. Hence the
emphasis of the impact of sustainability and resource efficiency as a major influence on
meeting global market conditions is vital for Uganda. Coffee, being a climate-sensitive and
resource-intensive crop, with high carbon footprint impact at cultivation-production and
consumption stages; is heavily impacted by the climate change trends. Since climate change
is one of the biggest sustainability unrests, that the world must deal with, given the impacts
and consequences therein. It would therefore be a win-win situation for Uganda as Africa’s
no.1 exporter surpassing Ethiopia for the first time as of May 2025 (World Coffee Research,
2025), to sieve through its export supply chain for climate friendly coffee especially being
globally ranked as 5™ exporter. There are significant ways in which the supply chain process
of coffee is a hotspot of carbon footprint with 0.27 to 0.70 kg of carbon emissions eq/L
coffee (Usva et al., 2020). This is where traceability quality control mechanisms come in
handy within the process. And such include coffee cultivation, processing, shipping,
roasting, packaging, distribution and consumption.

Studies show that the cultivation/planting and consumption stages are likely to suffer major
catastrophism, because of climate change within the value chain of coffee. This is because
these two stages have high chances of interfacing with environmental and carbon footprint
impact issues across the lifecycle of a day-to-day coffee cup. For example, when
planting/cultivating coffee beans, chemical fertilizer usage is sometimes inevitable along the

process and yet this activity decreases biodiversity exacerbating use of fertilizers as the most
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important process contributing to carbon footprint in the agricultural sector let alone coffee
production. The same applies to the consumption level where waste management of the
coffee residual after coffee making process is still wanting hence leading to loss of

biodiversity in the long-term.

Moreover, statistics show the cultivation stage has a larger climate change impact with a
carbon footprint share of (32-78) % compared to the consumption stage with (19-49) %
coffee (Usva et al., 2020). Considering that majority of global coffee markets in South
America, Africa and Asia are still developing or even still underdeveloped, their ability to
adapt or take in climate related shock waves is still a very big risk to their coffee value chain
and Uganda is not exempted from such shocks; despite the agri-boosted climate the country
poses with. Unlike developed nations who possess resilience capacity giving upper hand
expectations as global market consumers, this becomes and order fulfillment constraint
towards meeting sustainability market conditions that developing producer countries such as
Uganda are still grappling with. Order fulfillment is a point where a seller’s efficiency
through quality, accuracy and lead time capacity are tested with sustainability. This is
somewhat a challenge to the supply chain infrastructure of a developing supplier as Uganda,
hence leading to longer lead times due to inability to meet GVC market expectations and

requirements.

2.5 Governance “Vices” Informalities and the GVC mismatch

Beyond technical and financial constraints, several governance frictions_ often normalized
as “formalities” in the everyday trade undermine alignment with GVC expectations. i)
Transaction-cost inflation in licensing documentation, and inspections can create delays and
unpredictability, weakening just-in-time delivery and eroding trust with lead firms (Poulton
et al., 2010: Ponte, 2019a). ii)Rent-seeking and informal fees at critical chain nodes
(transport, warehousing, checkpoints) raises costs and incentivize side-selling to faster-
paying intermediaries. This dilutes traceability (Poulton et al., 2010). iii) Input market
failures (adulterated fertilizers and poor seedlings) depress productivity and quality, hence
increasing the difficulty of meeting buyer expectations (UCDA, 2020). iv) Quality gaming
(moisture manipulation and cherry adulteration) emerges under cash pressure, triggering

rejections and credence risk vis-a-vis certifications (Bitzer et al., 2013). v) Data integrity
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gaps (mismatched farmer IDs, polygon errors) compromise due-diligence files for
EUDR/CSDDD, leading to compliance downgrades or shipment diversion (Dietz et al.,
2019). These “vices” are not unique to Uganda but interact with smallholder fragmentation
and buyer-driven governance to magnify misalignment between local practices and global
compliance templates (Ponte, 2019a; Grabs, 2020).

According to Mckinsley analysis of reports from UCDA, NARO and NaCORI, Uganda’s
potential coffee roadmap that was adopted in 2017 according to World Coffee Research, is
ambitiously estimated with up to 20m USD estimated bags of coffee production by 2025-
2030, export earnings of 1.5-2.2 billion USD and 1-1.5 billion USD worth of finance and
investment attraction within the first 3-5 years. A 3-4 times coffee yield improvement
showcasing 20% expansion in access to availability of land for growing coffee ie production
land). (NARO & NaCORI, 2017). Nine key initiatives divided into 3 themes that impact
value chains act as catalysts that could help transform this coffee roadmap into reality.

“a) Demand and value addition through i) Building strong demand through country-to-
country deals, especially with China; ii) Branding Ugandan coffee to drive demand and
improve value by up to 15%; iii) Support local coffee businesses for value addition,
including primary processing and a soluble coffee plant. b) Production through i)
Strengthening farmer organizations and producer co-operatives to enhance
commercialization for smallholder farmers and ensure broad access to extension, inputs,
finance and aggregation; ii) Supporting joint ventures between middle class owners of
underutilized land and investors to develop coffee production; iii) Provide and promote
concessions for coffee production on large-underutilized tracts of land. ¢) Enablers that
include: 1) Improve quality of planting material (seeds and seedlings) through
strengthened research and multiplication of improved varieties; ii) Improve access to
quality inputs by reducing counterfeiting (fertilizer, pesticides, herbicides) from current
40-60%; iii) Develop coffee finance programs with Central Bank and Treasury to
provide finance to farmer organizations (including on-lending to smallholders), coffee
business and investors. As sourced from Uganda Coffee Lab through Mckinsley
analysis”

Institutional responses in Uganda have included the National Coffee Act (2021) and the
Coffee Sub-Sector Strategy (2020/21-2024/25), both of which foreground farmer
registration, traceability, quality improvement and certification expansion as national
priorities (UCDA, 2020; UCDA, 2021). Gunther et al. (2025) suggests that adoption of
sustainable practices by context and crop starts with the considerations of individual,

household-farm-level and institutional factors most especially in East Africa. For example,
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at individual level, traits like risk aversiveness, proactiveness and climate change perception;
then household-size, social-economic status and deciding influences towards adoption
strategies at household and farm-level; and access to support services such as producer
organizations, extended credit & savings and certification schemes to alleviate financial
constraints without systemic hinderances at institutional level. It is on many occasions
witnessed that the political state of a nation has a pivotal role on its governance mechanisms.
This sheds light on behavioural economics motivations of the different existing supply chain
coffee actors within Uganda’s coffee chain. At the same time, private-public partnerships
(PPPs) and donor programs (eg Nespresso’s Reviving Origins, Solidaridad projects) have
supported pilot traceability, agronomy and climate-resilience interventions.

2.5.1 Institutional mismatches between Uganda’s coffee sector and global

supply chain expectations.

Global buyers and regulators now require farm-level traceability, deforestation-free sourcing
and the ability to demonstrate social safeguards (EUDR, CSDDD, buyer codes). Several
researchers have identified a series of institutional mismatches that limit Uganda’s capacity
to meet these demands. Starting off with traceability and cadastral/information gaps. EUDR-
lifestyle geolocation and due-diligence requirements presupposes cadastral clarity and
digital registry capacity (European Commission, 2023). Uganda’s nascent farmer
registration and traceability initiatives represent progress (UCDA, 2020; UCDA, 2023), but
research highlights the difficulty of mapping millions of small plots with customary tenure,
variable boundary definitions, and limited digital connectivity. These are perceived as
conditions that create both technical and inclusion risks (Grabs, 2020; Dietz et al., 2019).

Certification and cost benefit mismatches is an issue Uganda grapples with. Voluntary
sustainability standards (VSS) provide and operational pathway to market compliance, yet
they impose audit, ICS and administrative costs that often fall on cooperatives and
smallholders (Bitzer et al., 2013; Chiputwa et al., 2015). The literature notes that where
premiums are volatile or captured upstream, certification can become a regressive burden
that weakens long-term resilience rather than strengthening it (Valkila, 2009; Giovannucci
et al., 2020).
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Buyer governance vs. supplier capacity irregularities in GVC studies demonstrate that buyer-
driven governance concentrates on standard-setting power downstream (Gereffi et al., 2005;
Ponte, 2019b). In Uganda, this asymmetry manifests as buyers prescribing traceability
systems, HRDD expectations and quality thresholds. These require investments in
infrastructure, training and monitoring_ investments that suppliers and farmers cannot
always afford without shared responsibility financing mechanisms (Rainforest Alliance,
2020; Grabs, 2020).

Informality and cross-border practices that have normalised as business as usual in Uganda.
Informal trade, aggregator side-selling and regional re-routing of beans to neighbouring
Kenya, Rwanda and Tanzania complicates efforts to establish continuous provenance chains
(Poulton et al., 2010) Together with investigative sector reports such as UCDA and ICO,
these informality dynamics weaken the credibility of traceability claims and increase

compliance risks for both suppliers and buyers, especially under stricter import controls.

Governance fragmentation and policy churn encompassed with rapid evolution of regulatory
requirements such as the shifting EUDR guidelines and CSDDD transpositions_ producing
compliance uncertainty. The literature cautions that such policy volatility raises transaction
costs and can stall long-term investment in adaptation and traceability systems. Unless
national strategies like UCDA initiatives are harmonized with buyer expectations as well as
supported by finance (European Parliament, 2024; UCDA, 2020).

A recurrent theme in literature is the interaction between biophysical vulnerability and
institutional weakness. This emphasizes institutional effects where climate change magnifies
institutional effects. This is because climate shocks reduce yields and cash flows, which in
turn limit the adoption of traceability, certification or post-harvest improvements required
by global buyers (Giovannucci et al., 2020; IITA, 2021). Thus, climate change does not act
in isolation; rather it compounds institutional mismatches, increasing the likelihood that

Uganda’s smallholders will be excluded from segments of the GVC that demand stringent
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sustainability performance. This is where the re-emphasis on biodiversity in business is

inevitable as part of embracing sustainable strategies that impact global market expectations.

2.5.2 Applying GVC + Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) to
Agricultural chains with emphasis on coffee

Applying the GVC lens brings clarity to several recurring dynamics such as: a) Asymmetry
of value capture: where downstream roasting, branding and retail capture the bulk of
consumer-side margins; upstream actors (farmers, aggregators) capture limited value unless
they achieve product differentiation or functional roles (Ponte, 2019b). b) Sustainability as
layered governance: Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) and regulations operate as
control mechanisms that can lock suppliers into compliance regimes or enable entry to
premium markets depending on access and capacity (Bitzer et al., 2014; Giovannucci et al.,
2020). ¢) Upgrading possibilities and constraints: process upgrading (better drying, storage),
product upgrading (specialty or certified coffees), functional upgrading (traceability
services, compliance bundling) and chain upgrading (local roasting/branding) are all
theoretically feasible but differ substantially in required capital, skills and institutional
backing (Humphery & Schmitz, 2002; Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016). d) Risk of exclusion:
certification and due-diligence regimes can operate as non-tariff barriers for smallholders
who lack documentation, capital or organizational capacity, thereby producing “compliance
poverty traps” (Valkila, 2009; Chiputwa et al., 2015).

Therefore, coffee exemplifies these features with more than 25 million coffee producers
globally _ most smallholder farmers_ and concentrated downstream firms, the sector is a
paradigmatic case of buyer-driven GVC dynamics overlaid with sustainability governance
(ICO, 2023; Ponte, 2019a).

2.5.3 Synthesis and Implications

The combined theoretical and empirical literature yields several implications that guide the
empirical component of this thesis. Taken together, Uganda’s pathway to meeting

sustainability expectations is not merely technical (agronomy and traceability) but
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institutional and distributive. This requires integrated solutions rather than isolated
interventions. Enablers- traceability, certification, PPPs, digitization_ can catalyze
upgrading, yet flip into constraints when costs are shifted upstream, data governance is weak
and or programmed dependency is high. This paradox should be a central empirical focus
(Giovannucci et al., 2020; Grabs, 2020). Triple bottom-line (TBL) trade-offs are acute which
shows that environmental resilience, social inclusion and economic viability are jointly
produced; neglecting any pillar risks_ non-compliance or exclusion from premium GVC
segments (Elkington, 1998; Seuring & Muller, 2008). This evidently shows that
environmental gains must be balanced with social inclusion and economic viability to avoid
negative distribution impacts; support regulatory harmonization and shared-responsibility

financing mechanisms which are pivotal in meeting GVC expectations.

Adaptation, governance reforms and research gaps in literature are scalable. Adaptation
measures promoted in the literature include agroforestry, shade management, drought-
tolerant varieties, improved drying and storage and landscape restoration (IITA, 2021;
UCDA, 2020). However, scholars emphasize that technical adaptations must be paired with
institutional reforms. These may include scalable farmer registration, interoperable
traceability systems, financing mechanisms that embody shared responsibility and regional
protocols to manage cross-border flows (Grabs, 2020; Suring & Muller, 2008; Pagell &
Shevchenko, 2014) according to Ponte (2019a). Key research gaps remain in: a) evaluating
cost-effective models for nationwide plot-level traceability under customary tenure; b)
quantifying how climate driven quality changes affect premium capture in specialty markets
and; c) designing finance instruments that explicitly link climate adaptation to traceability

and certification investments.

Much as the literature converges on two linked propositions: (i) climate change posing
significant threat to yield, quality and livelihoods in Uganda’s coffee sector and (ii) existing
institutional arrangements and governance asymmetries creating systemic mismatches
between Ugandan supplier’s capacities and the documentation, traceability and social-
environmental criteria demanded by global markets. Effective policy and market responses
therefore require integrated solutions that couple climate-resilient agronomy with
institutional strengthening, financing for compliance and regional cooperation to manage

cross-border trade complexities. These propositions frame the empirical questions examined
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in the Uganda case: how do suppliers experience and operationalize sustainability
expectations; which enablers produce sustained compliance versus those that produce
exclusion; and what forms of upgrading are both feasible and equitable under the current

institutional arrangements?

2.6 Review on Global Coffee Trade Statistics

Global coffee trade is dominated by a handful of top ten key producing countries-Brazil,
Vietnam, Colombia, Indonesia, Ethiopia, Honduras, India, Uganda, Peru and Mexico_
whose export performance has historically shaped global coffee supply chains according to
ICO (2023) reports and Observaotry of Economic Complexity (OEC) statistics. As these
nations strive to meet growing international demand, they face intensifying pressure to align
their production practices with global sustainability standards and inevitable global market
expectations (Samper & Quifiones-Ruiz, 2017; FAO, 2009). The report continues to show
how Uganda-now Africa’s highest producing coffee supplier by volume (ICO, 2024) has
significantly reduced from 6 million bags in 2021/22 to 5.6 million bags in 2022/23 due to
drought constraints. One of the consequences of climate change is drought that is a result of
deforestation affecting rainfall formation. Studies have explored the roles of certification
schemes for example Fair Trade Rainforest Alliance; and global governance in improving

the sustainability of agricultural exports (Raynolds et al., 2007; Giovannucci & Ponte, 2004).

Uganda positioning among top 10
coffee global producers
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Figure 2: Uganda’s position among top 10 global coffee exporters as adapted from ICO, 2024 statistics)
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The coffee sector provides a paradigmatic case of a buyer-driven agricultural GVC. Coffee
is produced by more than 25 million farmers, the majority of whom are smallholders, and
traded through a network of exporters, traders, roasters and retailers before reaching
consumers (ICO, 2022/2023; FAO, 2025). The most lucrative segments of the chain_
roasting, branding and retail _ are dominated by a handful of multinational corporations such
as Nestle, Starbucks and JDE Peet’s; while producing countries often remain locked in the
low-value chain activity of exporting raw green beans (Ponte, 2019b). Governance in the
coffee GVC is thus heavily skewed towards downstream actors. Lead firms impose not only
quality requirements but also compliance with sustainability expectations, which have
expanded in scope over the past two decades. What began with voluntary certification
schemes has now evolved into legal binding frameworks such as the EUDR and CSDDD,
which are reshaping the competitive landscape for suppliers (European Commission, 2023;
European Parliament, 2023).

Applying the GVC framework to coffee allows scholars to examine both the distribution of
value and the opportunities for upgrading availability to producing countries. For instance,
process upgrading may involve the adoption of climate-smart practices to boost yields and
resilience; product upgrading may involve the production of specialty or certified coffee
products; functioning upgrading may involve moving into roasting and domestic
consumption markets; and chain upgrading may involve diversification into related agro-
industries (Humphery & Schmitz, 2002; Ponte, 2019b). However, as Ponte (2019a) argues,
upgrading is not automatic, and many suppliers remain structurally disadvantaged due to
power asymmetries in the chain. For Uganda, this implies that meeting sustainability
expectations is not only a matter of compliance but also of strategic positioning within the
GVC.
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3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a qualitative inductive case study design, and a deductive hybrid
approach grounded in thematic process analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), focusing on a
Ugandan coffee suppliers as the unit of analysis. By tracing the entire supply chain from
production to export, application of the GVC conceptual framework _ a powerful lens for
understanding how value is created, distributed, and governed across global networks
(Bolwig et al., 2009) or analogous GVC theory models. The research will map and scrutinize
each supply chain node_ smallholder production, collection/aggregation. Processing,
certification, traceability, export logistics_ to identify enablers, challenges, limitations and

initiatives pertinent to sustainability.

3.1 Data Collection Methods

Document and Policy Analysis was done by reviewing key academic and empirical
documented literature such as UCDA’s sector strategies, value-chain mapping, risk
assessments for example, (UCDA strategy 2020/21-2024/25; International Labour
Organization (ILO) value-chain mapping. UCDA’s strategy outlines Uganda’s coffee
economic importance, production trends, and objectives for sustainable development. ILO’s
mapping of the coffee value chain provides thematic entry-points and stakeholder
perspectives. Trend analysis reports highlight variability in export value, and the role of fair-
trade, certification, and climate change as cross-cutting issues (Ategeka, 2024). Policy
documents and reports from NGOs and industry associations such as the National Coffee
Act, international standards such as the EUDR, Rainforest Alliance, 1CO, IITA, Fairtrade
Foundation will also be analyzed for their implications on suppliers.

A key informant interview that was semi-structured was conducted with one coffee
plantation owner (a smallholder farmer who owns a coffee plantation in Vvumba-Zirobwe-
a county and small town along Gayaza road located in Luwero district. The anonymous
interviewee is also a Logistics Entity owner however, who when asked why not engage in

exporting own coffee produce intimated the following: I cannot handle the “politics” that



41

comes with exporting coffee through my logistics entity, so I choose to sell my coffee yields
to local distributors who can handle the stress and hustle or roasting, aggregation and
exportation. She reiterated that the logistics firm has the capacity to ship, but it is a tedious
process encompassed with bureaucratic politics. This helped to give background insights
into production, certification, inclusion, gender participation, and traceability constraints and
export resells or mismatches eg smallholders’ limited transparency, low bargaining positions
(sustainable-agri-trade.eu, AP News). UCDA officials existing institutional support, policy

implementation, traceability systems like the UESW.

Buyers/exporters_ for perspectives on compliance with EU regulations (EUDR), demand for
sustainability, and digital traceability platforms such as blockchain adoption. NGO or project
staff-for initiatives such as climate-smart coffee, regenerative practices, gender
empowerment schemes for example the Bayaaya Specialty Coffee (CBI, AP News,
Technoserve). The interview focused on themes with a background perspective of
sustainability supply chains, global value chains, climate change adaptation in coffee-
producing countries. Some of the themes coded were based on motivations, constraints,
institutional support, market requirements, certification, digital systems, gender barriers and
climate resilience. This mix provided both institutional and experiential data, allowing
triangulation between what policies prescribe and how suppliers experience sustainability
compliance (Creswell, 2014; Flick, 2018).

3.1.1 Coding Thematic Process

All transcripts and documents were read multiple times to understand key issues surrounding
sustainability expectations and Uganda’s response capacity. Reflexive notes were taken to
capture recurring observations and contradictions between institutional expectations and
supplier realities. Each transcript systematically open coded by marking labelled texts which
made a representation of key themes eg “traceability burdens”, “buyer audits”, “price
pressure”, “climate unpredictability”, “weak policy coordination” as illustrated in the table
below. This generated 25 preliminary grounded codes from documented literature and the

one participant’s interview.



42

Codes were then grouped into conceptual categories based on relationships between
sustainability dimensions (economic, social and environmental) and institutional contexts as
illustrated in the table below. For example, codes like” low premium margins” and “high
certification costs” merged into Economic sustainability barriers. This reduced redundancy
and aligned the coding scheme with the study’s conceptual framework (GVC and the Triple

Bottom Line). In the final stage, five overarching themes were developed that reflected both

the GVC structure and the Sustainability expectations from global markets.

Table with coded developed themes reflecting GVC and Sustainability expected relevance.

Main Theme

Sub Theme/Code

Illustrative Data Sources

Relevance to Thesis

Institutional and
Governance
Mismatches

Weak policy coordination

Fragemented farmer
Registration

Limited traceability
infrastructure

Regional trade policy

UCDA, Anonymous
smallholder farmerin
Zirobwe interview, EU
Regulations, Journals

Explains misalignment
between Uganda's
institutions and global
compliance requirements
(GVC governance)

Climate change

Unpredictable rainfall

Pest outbreakls

constraints and
Market access

Low premiums

Certfication costburdens

Lack of finances for
smallholder farmers

Anonymous smallholder
farmer, Exporters and
Certification agents (Bitzer
etal.(2013), Journals

and . Highlights environmental
Environmental Drylng challenges constraints limiting
Poor infrastructure Farmer cooperatives, IITA, compliance with
vulnerability |Deforestation UCDA, Jornals sustainability standards
. Price volatili
Economic b

Links sustainability
compliance with financial
capacity and value
capture in GVC

Informal labour

Social impacts Gender inequality Anonymous smallholder Illustrates the social
d Labour Youth exit farmer, Cooperative dimension of
an Unfair renumeration leaders Grabs (2020), sustainability and its
conditions  |child labour UCDA, ICO, Research effect on
Justice & fairness journals competitiveness
Farmer organization
Adaptive and |Collective certification
Enabling Digital traceability NGO reports, UCDA, EUDR, Identifies potential
. Climate-smart practices Rianforest Alliance, ICO, levers for aligning
mechanisms  [transparency & Ethics National Coffee Act, Uganda's coffee supply
Policy reforms Journals with GVC expectations
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3.1.2 Justification of Analytical Approach, Ethical considerations, Validity and

Limitations

Thematic analysis was selected for its flexibility and depth in uncovering meaningful
relationships and contradictions within complex socio-economic systems (Braun & Clarke,
2006). And the contradiction here is being an Africa by volume coffee production leader vs
market recognition required to meet GVC sustainability expectations. Themes emerging
from coded qualitative data were compared across nodes to generate a holistic picture of
enablers, barriers and leverage points for meeting sustainability expectations. By combining
inductive coding grounded in Ugandan experiences, with deductive mapping against the
GVC framework, the analysis achieves both contextual and theoretical alignment (Nowell
et al., 2017). The approach therefore supports the thesis objectives by i) Revealing how
sustainability expectations are interpreted and operationalized by Ugandan coffee suppliers.
i) ldentifying the institutional bottlenecks that prevent compliance with GVC norms. iii)
Demonstrating the interdependence between environmental, economic and social

dimensions (Triple Bottom Line) in a low-income country context.

The study adhered to ethical standards for research with one human participant informed
consent that was obtained, confidential assurance and voluntary participation. Special care
will be taken to ensure that gender-related questions are handled sensitively. Triangulation
of documents, literature or humanly informed data and observations will reinforce
credibility. Use of rich, contextual descriptions enhances transferability. Member-checking
as a key factor will review preliminary findings for accuracy. Reflexivity is key in the
researcher’s positionality (external vs local, gender) will be critically reflected upon the
dissertation. This is supported by memos that captured the researcher’s evolving
interpretation and positionality as an analyst (Creswell, 2014) over time. Continuous
refinement of themes through cross-comparison with literature was done to ensure
theoretical consistency and empirical validity. (Palpacuer & Smith, 2021). In summary, the
analytical process distilled rich qualitative material intro five interconnected themes
reflecting how Uganda’s coffee sector has potential but struggles to meet global

sustainability expectations.
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Findings from a single supplier or region may not generalize across Uganda’s diverse coffee
landscape. Access constraints may limit observations or interviews especially to only one
informant. Individualized self-reporting by one interviewee regarding compliance or
practices may carry bias, but triangulation mitigates this as far as possible. The theoretical
limitations of the GVC framework in the Ugandan coffee context varies from a PESTEL
contextual perspective especially when it comes to attaining sustainability global standards
or even global market trade expectations. For example, while the GVC framework provides
valuable insights into the governance, distribution of value, and upgrading opportunities in
commodity chains, it is not without limitations when applied to the Ugandan coffee sector.
These limitations are important to acknowledge, as they influence both the scope of analysis
and the interpretive boundaries. Starting with i) overemphasis on governance and power
asymmetries; ii) limited attention to informality; iii) weak integration of local and cultural
contexts; iv) static treatment of sustainability expectations; v) ambiguities in measuring
upgrading and vi) limited predictive power in contexts of volatility; all of which are
macroeconomically governed by PESTEL framework which is contextually viable to

Uganda’s industry practices.

3.2 The coffee supply chain process/stages and its sustainability challenges in

Uganda as a Methodology of Assessment

The first stage of the supply chain also known as the production/coffee growing stage in
Uganda involves primary production on smallholder farms. Most coffee is cultivated on
small plots of land using traditional methods, often intercropped with food crops for
subsistence needs (ILO, n.d). Although such systems can provide agroecological benefits,
they are also highly vulnerable to climate variability, soil degradation and pest infestations;
all of which reduce yields and quality. Farmers typically have limited access to agricultural
inputs such as improved seedlings, fertilizers, and pest-control solutions, primarily due to
financial constraints (Rainforest Alliance, 2023). This lack of investment capacity extends
to sustainability-oriented practices, such as soil conservation and water management, which
are increasingly critical under changing climatic conditions (Technoserve, n.d). Moreover,

the absence of institutional support and limited participation in organized cooperatives
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further undermine the ability of farmers to adopt and maintain sustainable farming systems.
These structural weaknesses at the production level represent a major barrier to Uganda’s
compliance with GVC sustainability requirements, particularly those associated with

climate-smart agriculture and environmentally responsible production (TraceX, 2025).

Following production is the harvesting and primary post-harvest handling stage. This is
where coffee cherries are harvested, either through selective packaging or strip harvesting,
and then subjected to initial processing. For Arabica coffee, this involves pulping and wet
processing, while Robusta is typically processed through sun-drying on patios or mats (ILO,
n.d). Post-harvest handling plays a crucial role in determining the final quality of the beans
which in turn affects access to premium markets that demand strict quality, resource efficient
and sustainability standards. However, the Ugandan coffee sector faces significant
challenges at this stage. Starting with poor infrastructure, including inadequate drying
facilities and limited access to efficient wet mills, contributes to inconsistent quality and
inevitably post-harvest losses (Rainforest Alliance, 2023). Additionally, wet processing
generates substantial wastewater, and in the absence of treatment systems, this effluent often
contaminates local water bodies, raising environmental and quality-related norms that are

central to global sustainability frameworks and certifications. (Technoserve, n.d).

The next processing and milling stages involve hulling and grading of dried cherries at
numerous processing stations across the country. Uganda has many small-scale hulling
points and a smaller number of centralized grading facilities (UCDA, 2021). While this
network ensures wide coverage, it also introduces inconsistencies in proper quality control.
Many processing sites operate outdated machinery with lack of proper quality assurance
mechanisms, resulting in heterogeneity in bean quality (ILO, n.d). Furthermore, energy
inefficiency remains a pressing issue, as many mills rely on traditional fuelwood or diesel-
based systems, contributing to deforestation and carbon emissions (TraceX, 2025). These
shortcomings highlight gaps in Uganda’s ability to meet the environmental sustainability
expectations embedded in the governance structures of GVCs; where low-carbon processing
is increasingly prioritized (Rainforest Alliance, 2023)

Next is aggregation and local trade. Coffee aggregation is primarily conducted by

intermediate and local traders who collect beans from farmers and deliver them to processors
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or exporters. This stage plays a significant role in determining the traceability and
transparency of the supply chain. However, the aggregation process in Uganda is often
informal and poorly regulated, resulting in consolidated blending of lots of coffee beans from
multiple farms without adequate documentation (ILO, n.d). This opacity poses a major
obstacle to compliance with international traceability standards, particularly under the
EUDR; which requires full visibility of the origin of agricultural commodities (TraceX,
2025). Additionally, price transmission remains weak, while exporters may receive
premiums for certified coffee. These benefits rarely reach the producers due to intermediary
capture of margins (Fairfood, 2023). Consequently, farmers lack strong financial incentives
to invest in sustainable production, creating a viscous cycle of underinvestment and non-

compliance.

The final domestic stage of the value chain involves export and logistics, which also includes
grading and certification. Exporters perform quality checks, manage documentation and
ensure compliance with buyer requirements. They also bear the responsibility for
demonstrating adherence to sustainability regulations such as the EUDR, which mandates
evidence of deforestation-free production and full traceability of supply (Business & Human
Rights Resource Centre, 2024). Meeting these requirements entails mapping coffee farms,
implementing due diligence systems, and maintaining geospatial data_ all of which impose
significant financial and technical burdens of exporters and cooperatives (TraceX, 2025).
While digital platforms and blockchain-based solutions are emerging to address these gaps,
adoption remains limited and uneven, particularly among smaller exporters (Fairfood,
2023/25). The inability to comply with these stringent requirements risks exclusion from
lucrative European Markets especially the high coffee intaking Nordic markets such as
Finland that buys smaller volumes from Uganda according to statistics. As well as other
Nordics_ Norway, Sweden, Iceland and Denmark which is extremely threatening the

competitiveness of Uganda’s coffee in global trade.

3.2.1 Justifying Efficiency as a Methodology of Assessment in the Coffee SC

Assessing if Uganda’s value chain meets global expectations through efficiency and
sustainability standards using GVC is important. Supply chain efficiency is the ability to

utilize technology, expertise and resources to maximize profits while minimizing logistics
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costs associated within the supply chain of coffee as a product. According to (Liang et al.,
2006), supply chain efficiency can be optimized with an appropriate performance
measurement system which consists of matching the existing characteristics (themes)
performance and conflicts of supply chain actors with respect to specific measures; all of
which requires data acquisition. This is because a supply chain may/can be perceived as
efficient yet conventional behaviorism patterns within the supply chain hot-spot

inefficiencies.

GVC analyses each actor’s influence within the supply chain and how these various aspects
have an impact on the value chain’s visibility. The efficiency of a supply chain can be
compromised by various factors as will be analyzed in the chapter below. Supply chain
efficiency is measured by assessing the enablers and constraints for instance international
coffee export regulations including EU regulations, quality assurance through acclaimed
certifications, governance systems and visibility of the supply chain. Part of the supply
traceability procedures is visibility of primary production process of coffee, which is critical
to ascertain the level of compliance in which the raw material beans are produced. This helps
attain sustainable human rights consumptive output of the product which is why regulatory
restrictions enforce mechanisms which prevent mixing certified and non-certified producers

at every step of the value chain.
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4 ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS

This chapter is based on assessing the supply chain process and its challenges while
examining how the mentioned enablers facilitate and un-enable Uganda’s compliance with
global sustainability expectations; each, however, containing embedded mechanisms that
may produce binding constraints in practice as earlier shown in the table in chapter 2. The
chapter also sheds light on Qn: 1 of this research study.

4.1 Uganda’s Institutional positioning and policy context in coffee GVC

Uganda currently holding the 5 global export rank in coffee production surpassing Ethiopia,
is also well known for robusta coffee production (Uganda Global Coffee Platform, n.d,;
(World Coffee Research, 2025); famously preferred by most coffee buying developed
nations as opposed to arabica. However, robusta seems to grow on a smaller land scale of
900-1500 within Lake Victoria basin areas while arabica on a larger scale of 1300-2300
above sea level ground within Mt. Elgon and Rwenzori areas. Arabica coffee grown in Mt
Elgon’s eastern region of Uganda with eight districts has four major exporting operators:
Kyagalanyi, Gumutindo, Great Lakes and Kawacom. The coffee sector is highly
smallholder-dominated: over 95% of production is grown by smallholder households, and
coffee constitutes a leading agricultural export and rural livelihood source (UCDA, 2020).
This is because coffee is an export crop for the country while holding only 5% domestic
consumption (Akoyi & Miet, 2018, 3). According to (Gereffi et al., 2005; Ponte, 2019a),
Uganda’s coffee exhibits many of the canonical features of agricultural GVCs: smallholder
dominance, buyer-driven governance, and rising sustainability conditionalities. Policy and
market “enablers” such as private sustainability standards (PSS) (Akoyi & Miet, 2018, 5)
have emerged over the past decade, yet on several occasions, these canonical features carry

built-in trade-offs that; under real supply-chain conditions, flip into constraints.

Despite Uganda’s position as now Africa’s largest coffee exporter and one of the world’s
top ten producers, its performance in meeting global sustainability expectations presents a

paradox. Uganda receives the biggest sustainability-related coffee support in Sub-Saharan
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Africa, with 54 projects and 115 partners that have an underlying TBL performance of
37.48% environmentally, 23.93% socially and 38.59% economically. This according to
ICO’s sustainability support database with multi-donor initiatives has listed some of the
projects from GI1Z, UCDA-World Bank interventions, and private-led schemes. Some of the
projects include Ending child labour in supply chains (CLEAR supply chains), Improving
farmer resiliency, Climate smart coffee, Future proof coffee, UCCP green carbon, Business
friendly program CSDDD pilots in coffee value chain and other as listed in the table below.
These projects have channeled substantial external funding towards training, certification
and climate-smart adaptation with a considerably hefty budget worth (USD)320,923,319 as
illustrated on the Coffee Sustainability Support Database (ICO, n.d). This performance
indicator in comparison with other competitors both regionally and globally demonstrates a
potentially struggling coffee industry remaining unclear to global buyer needs. (Ategeka,
2024). In the East African Region, Rwanda with 15 projects at (45.04:27.48:27.48) %,
Tanzania with 20 projects at (34.69:28.06:37.24) %, and Ethiopia Uganda’s major coffee
competitor with 29 projects at (40:20:40) %.

When compared with regional peers such as Kenya, Ethiopia and Rwanda, Uganda’s
paradox becomes evident. Kenya’s governance model prioritizes quality-based marketing
according to the Kenya Coffee Board auction system _ a platform that connects smallholder
farmers with international buyers through a structured standardized supply chain operation
into a comprehensive coffee ecosystem. (Nairobi Coffee Exchange, n.d). This maintains a
strong reputation for traceable and specialty-graded coffee. Ethiopia although having lost
the African coffee giant export rank to Uganda as of May 2025, capitalizes on origin
branding and geographical indication (G1) protection for example Yirgacheffe, Sidamo and
Harrar_ Ethiopian coffee characterized regions reinforcing its premium identity. (CBC
Guide-Ethiopian coffee, n.d). Rwanda, though with small volumes, has achieved remarkable
post-genocide recovery through cooperative-driven traceability and quality standardization
(ICO Rwanda reports). Consequently, while Uganda demonstrates project-rich activity, it
lacks a unified national compliance architecture with disproportionate performance
outcomes. This inevitably diminishes the credibility of sustainability claims in the eyes of
international buyers whose buying behaviour is guided by supply and value chain guiding
principles that meet sustainability standards, hence contesting the country’s overall

credibility in meeting global sustainability expectations.
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In principle, greater sustainability funding should correlate with improved sectoral
performance_ measured through enhanced traceability, compliance with environmental and
social standards and increased value retention. The fact is that even global competitors like
Nicaragua with 11 projects, Vietnam with 51 projects and Brazil with 28 projects are also
still grappling with structural challenges as Uganda. However, the ability to adjust their
coffee production capacities into meeting GVC and sustainability expectations speaks
volumes of elimination of individualism within governance_ a sustainability impacting
threat crippled with paradoxical tensions that inappropriate supply chain resiliency. For
instance, UNSDG’s revitalizing action coordination- RC perspective in Uganda pinpoints
need to build on strong foundations by streamlining basics such as strong government
ownership, accountability & monitoring, inclusive decision making that fosters partnerships
for change. To reiterate, Ugandan researcher Madu A. Y. (2023) argues that “Uganda’s
challenge root causes are due to governance issues whereby state powers and economic
resources are controlled by political elites and are being used as instruments to guarantee
regime survival and maintain political control over society. hence international agencies
aimed at stimulating the demand for governance reform are sometimes rendered less

effective or even outrightly ineffective”

This justification is illustrated in the table below with some of the sustainability funded

projects pending or vague completion.
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Table showing 14 of the 54 projects promoting sustainability coffee initiatives as listed in the

sustainability support database retrieved from Coffee Sustainability Support Database | Projects of

Uganda
Project Budget Status Start End Objective
(USD)

Climate smart coffee | 1,940,000 Ongoing 2024 2028 Export traceability and

Uganda climate smart  coffee
production that meets EU
requirements

Ending child labour in SC | 11,436,807 Ongoing 2023 2026 | Address child labour root

(CLEAR Supply Chains) causes in coffee supply
chains

UCCP N/A Ongoing 2023 2026 Improve livelihoods and

Green Carbon climate  resiliency  of
smallholder farmers to
enable  better  vyields,
income and reduce
inequality

Business friendly | N/A Finalised | 2022 2023 | Generate safe space for

programme: CSDDD human rights and

pilots in coffee value chain environmental impact,
collaborative infrastructure
for the industry

Improving farmer | 878,315 Ongoing 2022 2026 Capacity development to

resiliency build household living
income, promote low
carbon  practices and
regenerative  agricultural
practices

Technical assistance for | 1,368,964 Ongoing 2022 2026 Ensure governance

CoCoDev  project in management for

Uganda cooperatives and farmer
organizations

Addendum to the TA | 354,822 Finalised 2021 2022 Financial approval for

Cocoa and Coffee CTR more funding after

400970

miscalculations. This is a
recipe  for  corruption
through embezzlement of

funds
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Coffee Innovation Fund | 3,311,672 Finalised 2021 2024 Fund innovation startups

2.0 (to support coffee and cooperatives to test

ideas) new ideas and gain
experience

Developing strategies to | 710,467 Finalised 2021 2023 Improve living income

reduce living income gap inequality gap between

for smallholder coffee smallholder farmers

farmers in Mt Elgon

Enhancing smart | 354,822 Finalised 2021 2023 increase living income

agriculture practices, index and improve

traceability, for value standard of living of

addition and sustainable smallholder farmers

market access for

smallholder specialty

arabica coffee farmers in

Kabarole, = Bunyangabu

and Ntoroko districts in

Rwenzori mt ranges

Increase  coffee value | 672,118 Ongoing 2021 Bridge the originality

addition through misconceptions gap of

processing, upgrading and Ugandan coffee which is

exports by direct trading of being sold by her

branded coffee to niche competitors

markets in the EU and

ACP countries

Uganda coffee | 335,843 Finalised 2019 2023 Stop child labour which is a

communities:  promoting big issue in Uganda's

child education coffee

Increasing coffee | 709,644 Finalised 2021 2023 Venture into  upstream

production, branding, value addition activities to

processing and marketing gain access to niche

in Southwestern Uganda premium markets

Coffee  roadmap  for | 236,191 Finalised 2018 2019 | Accelerate coffee

Uganda: Implementation production into a more

plan sustainable coffee value

chain  with 9 targets

speculated by Mckinsey
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Structurally, Uganda occupies the production and primary processing nodes of the coffee
GVC; while value-adding activities such as roasting and branding are limited domestically
(Ponte, 2019a). Significant re-export flows exist both legal and informal. Mirror statistics
and shipment tracing reveal material volumes leaving East Africa via Kenya/Tanzania and
being recorded as re-exports/processed within those countries. (UCDA, 2022). Re-export
exists but at low levels and concentrated in commaodity trade which is rather not high-end
specialty coffee. Relabeling is not systematic at specialty level because buyers there demand
robust traceability/certification. This partial support problem is material for overall value
capture but less so for specialty positioning. Very limited re-export/relabeling have most
origins properly declared however, majority of the origin mis-claims result from blending to
correct labelling ambiguity rather than intentional re-branding. This is not supported as the
focus shifts to other barriers limiting origin recognition ie marketing and branding. An
outcome provides useful policy and strategic implications for UCDA and suppliers with 5%
of Uganda direct employment is under the coffee sector. This positioning shapes the type of
sustainability investments that Ugandan suppliers are expected to make with traceability,
quality control, social due diligence as lacking at the core, and the degree to which those

investments can increase captured value. (Coveri Andrea et al., 2024).

Nuanced behaviorism is also reflected in adoption of sustainable practices despite increased
investment efforts designed to boost the effective implementation that is desired at globally
scaled sustainable coffee markets. (Guther et al., 2025) and UN Global Compact (2024).
Richard Thaler’s theory calls for nudging behaviour also known as the dark nudge, which
violates transparency, accountability, autonomy and ethical/prosocial benefits. According to
Madu (2023), “Sadly, Wil, Riam Jonathan, Lydeke, & Natascha (2016) explained that
Uganda’s lack of transparency and accountability of financial resources, weak institutional
development and low civil society capacity pose significant challenges to good governance”
This explains why these benefits have so far not materialized for Uganda coffee producer
cooperatives (Guther et al., 2025) despite several donor efforts. These combined measures
constitute important enablers for compliance, but the empirical and theoretical literature
stresses that enablers often contain tendencies that transform them into constraints when
scaled under existing structural conditions (Grabs, 2020 by Fransen, 2021; Ponte, 2004).
This is where Uganda as a coffee supplier should not only focus on policy strategies that

better market the country’s coffee production such as branding but embed sustainability
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policy instruments as Hahn (2025) argues with respect to the SDGs (2025) report. It is
therefore important to shape behavior that corrects negative externalities hence achieve
sustainably resilient coffee supply that meets GVC expectations. However, the choice of
instrument depends on the nature of the problem, government capacity, enforcement ability,
economic context and political will. hence great emphasis on accountability as a code of

conduct guarantee towards ESG behaviour change.

This is where the shift framework including five aspects: habit formation, social influence,
feelings, individual self & cognition and tangibility according to Hahn (2005); comes in
handy when it comes to the perception global markets have towards Uganda’s coffee
(un)sustainable supply vs (un)sustainable consumption. Collaborative consumption and
sharing economy have an impact on sustainable supply global expectations. With
individualism at the heart of Uganda’s business conduct, this is a big problem that habours
behavioural vices that inevitably negate efforts to collaboratively think about sustainability
and its intra and integrational aspects. Hence challenges such as rebound effects, unequal
access and paradoxical tensions within Uganda’s coffee supply chains limiting resource
efficiency hence the inability to meet GVC/ global market expectations. By contrast,
Uganda’s sustainability advantage- derived from large project inflows has not translated into
brand differentiation or premium perception. Its green coffee is often blended or re-exported
through neighboring countries most especially Kenya and Rwanda effectively erasing its

identity in consumer markets.

4.1.1 The Perception of Uganda’s Governance Alignment with GVC and

Sustainability in Coffee Production

Empirically, there seems to be large volumes of Ugandan coffee supplied on the global
market but with different originality indications. The indication is that Ugandan coffee is
habitually sold to traders and processors in neighboring countries (Kenya, Tanzania,
Rwanda) who subsequently re-export, roast or otherwise process and market the coffee under
their own country-of-origin labels. For instance, Africa Intelligence (2023) reports indicated
that Ugandan coffee exporters were obliged to export Australian bound coffee via Kenya
citing certification tensions. (Africa Intelligence, 2023). Moreso, Mugenyi (2020) argues

procedural and quality standards-related, general trade policy issues and unclassified trade
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as some of the obstacles limiting Uganda’s coffee trade partnerships. Hence the narrative of
re-exports and re-labelling Ugandan coffee as other neighboring markets’ (Kenya, Tanzania
and Rwanda) own supply. This explains the inconsistency when comparing imports into
destination countries such as EU and the US, where the importer declares origin and check
whether volumes imported from neighbors exceed plausible domestic production levels.
Reasons such as discrepancies in volumes/values of mirrored statistics; unusual spikes in
exports from neighbors that cannot be explained by domestic production or are contradictory
to domestic production in terms of volumes; patterns over time ie seasonal or structural; and
sources from UN COMTRADE, Fairtrade, World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) and
Trading Economic. This is what suggests re-exported origin hence implicating the GVC

mismatch for Ugandan coffee.

This research retrieved some insights from one anonymous smallholder coffee farmer who
owns a 9-acre farm in Vvumba-Zirobwe in Luwero district. One other key farming hurdles
mentioned was irregularities in rainfall patterned with prolonged dry spells and rising pest
infestation as well as petty thefts from idle youths and children who indulge in labour without
her knowledge. The interview started with her intimating that as a beginner she never
realized that coffee destroys the banana plantations and that henceforth, on realization,
coffee cannot be mixed with anything, hence getting rid of all banana plantations to secure
the coffee growth yields. Then comes the price volatility problem_ where she manages to
sell a kilogram of coffee beans on the distribution market at 12,000-14,000 UGX (as per
Oanda currency converter 2,96-3,45 EUR) which is one of the best accessible prices in her
opinion. However, prices keep fluctuating and have lately dropped to 7000 UGX (1,73 EUR)
per kilogram, access to market for smallholders who could have potential to reach global
buyers through self-owned logistics companies is limited by political quagmire and compete
with already existing big firms that export to global markets. Some of the frustrations given
are the cumbersome process of proof of certification through quality checks which is
surrounded by a lot of politics “what Ugandans refer to as corruption” hence the preference
to remain supplying as a small holder farmer who sells to distributors, roasters and
aggregators on the local market. This explicates the low living income reference price index
for Uganda’s coffee (Fairtrade, 2022); justifying why coffee is yielding one third or one
fourth of Uganda’s potential according to the (Uganda Global Coffee Platform, n.d.), an

action aid global coffee development program.
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There are also critic buyer perceptions and market implications regarding sustainability
funding and performance. Buyer’s standpoint of view emphasizes consistent quality,
transparency and traceability, which outweigh the amount of aid or sustainability funding a
producing country receives. International roasters and retailers, especially in the EU and
Nordic markets, prefer suppliers with stable compliance records and verifiable origin data.
Uganda’s fragmented traceability systems, limited certification coverage, and instances of
side-selling undermine buyer confidence. Consequently, despite being Africa’s largest
coffee exporter by volume, Uganda’s coffee is often sold indirectly or anonymously in global
markets_ appearing as blends from Kenya, Germany or the Netherlands. This situation
undermines Uganda’s country-of-origin branding, leading to value leakage: the country
earns from volume but not from reputation-based premiums attached to origin-certified or
traceable coffee. From a GVC perspective, sustainability compliance functions not merely
as a moral obligation but as a form of governance and market access condition (Gereffi et
al., 2005; Ponte, 2019a). leads firms and international buyers rely on transparency and ethical
sourcing as entry barriers and upgrading incentives. However, in Uganda’s case, the
disconnect between substantial financial inflows and limited systemic transformation has led

to perceptions of inefficiency, weak institutional accountability and “project dependency.”

This re-introduces the part, where adopting the nine key targets as Mckinsley analysis reports
from UCDA, NARO and NaCOR requires first uprooting unsustainable practices that have
been perceived to be the norm in Uganda’s business culture let alone supply chain
representation. Promoting responsible business conduct through private sustainability
standards (PSS) as Akoyi & Miet. (2018) argues; paves way for a more sustainable future
by aligning with UN Global compact principles on human rights, labour standards,
environment and anti-corruption (UN Global Compact, 2024). Hence ridding the negative
perceptions of Uganda’s coffee potential meeting global value chain standards let alone from
a sustainable development perspective. The country has also set repositioning policies for its
coffee production to meet international market standards however, the country is still
grappling with organic Fairtrade, UTZ certifications, Rainforest Alliance common code of
conduct_ schemes that affect income, poverty, coffee production, yields and labour

productivity of smallholder farmers (Akoyi & Miet, 2018).
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Pests and diseases are Uganda’s most critical challenges with efforts that the country is
putting in to sustain production of mainly robusta series through cloning mechanism
techniques (UCDA, 2021/2022-2023/2024). The advantage with cloning is its increased
resistance to pests and diseases while offering rapid multiplication of desired outcomes.
However, the disadvantage is the logistical challenges starting with high initial costs which
majority of the smallholder farmers cannot afford especially given the basis of the
traditionally subsistence nature of production that is more individual motivated. In fact, the
Zirobwe smallholder farmer reiterates this with the following remarks: Coffee-drought is a
big problem, requires a lot of shelter, reliance on natural weather with only 2 seasons in a
year. Lately, pests, coffee weasels and rapidly changing weather with extreme heat waves
that cause destruction. This year we experienced a heat wave of about 50 degrees and made
a lot of losses. Whenever there is too much sunshine and heat, there is coffee weasels, but
rainfall helps to treat this problem. The biggest problem with coffee farming is irrigation
schemes as it is very costly, and a lot of farmers cannot manage its cost and maintenance

given majority are poor families who depend on coffee for a living.

However, this does not affect the Zirobwe small holder farmer, as she has invested heavily
in irrigation to ensure early harvesting. And speaking of harvesting, the market is dictated
by demand with no government intervention as it is a one man’s business responsibility,
“you get into this business at your own risk and cannot expect anything from the government
in terms subsidies at least on my part. Therefore, if as a farmer | face difficulties in my coffee
farming business, | either choose to take on the responsibility and challenges or shut the
whole thing down”. This inevitably creates inconsistency in ensuring uniformity due to
small-scale farming risks of reduced genetic diversity and accessibility. From a sustainable
supply chain and GVC perspective, the limitation of potentially faster standardized coffee
development yields due to concerns of adaptation by smallholder farmers is a market
disruption impacting their livelihoods hence cutting off their capacity towards meeting

global chain market expectations.

High incidences of poverty have also been sighted with about 65% of households under the
international poverty line. (Fairtrade, 2022; Global Coffee Platform, n.d; World Coffee
Research, n.d) This has a high impact on coffee production performance indication
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explaining the income per capita limitation of coffee households’ inability to meet
certification requirements. It is even worse that approximately 5 million people out of 45
million are estimated to have direct employment in the country’s major source of export
crop. (Global Coffee Platform, n.d). These include farmers, farmworkers, employees in the
roasting, traders and exporters. Having low direct employment (5% of 45 million Ugandans)
in an export dependent crop is disadvantage from a sustainability perspective as it creates
economic vulnerability to price shocks, overvalued exchange rates, trade fluctuations.
Reduction in domestically sustained development of the broader population exacerbating
inequality and lack of diversification. This usually leads to environmental degradation
through resource strain and change in land use as resource extraction intensifies for export,
hence contributing to climate change and biodiversity loss. And with Uganda’s current
grapple with weak justice and institutional policies (Mugenyi, 2020), this further undermines
long-term stability and well-being; a notion that cannot be avoided to achieve sustainable
supply chain management that meets GVVC expectations let alone global consumer demands.

When it comes to the social aspect of sustainability meeting standardized livelihoods of
smallholder farmers, price models are contextualized as living income referenced price
strategies. A price model according to Fairtrade (2022), is a living income reference
indicating the price needed for a typical farmer household with a viable farm size and
sustainable productivity level justifiable enough to make a living income from the sale of
their crop. This model is derived from the universal human right for all working individuals
to a just and favourable renumeration which ensures the existence worth of human dignity.
The living income reference price for a full-time farmer’s ability to make a living from their
income is based on the following parameters: i) the cost of a decent standard of living as per
benchmark which includes elements such as education, healthcare, decent housing,
nutritious diet, transport, clothing, essential needs and provision for unexpected
emergencies; ii) Sustainable yields as per productivity benchmarks; iii) Viable farm size
which equips fully employing available household labour; iv) The cost of sustainable
production that enables achieving the above three mentioned yields. The reference price of
living income is calculated by adding the cost of decent living to the cost of sustainable
production which is then divided by the product acquired of feasible land area as well as

sustainable yields.
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With Fairtrade (2022) living income reference prices for coffee in Uganda as comparatively
benchmarked, the cost of decent living per person per day ranges between 5929-7972 UGX
(1,46-1,96 EUR) apart from Hanke’s benchmark study of 13,362 UGX (3.29 EUR) which is
on the high given the country’s famer area-code_ Rwenzori known as the rich endowed
western Uganda coffee supplier region. Given the defined variables, there is high income
dependency on and or financial dependent_ coffee with only a third measly coverage of
household dietary needs on small scale land size. Both arabica and robusta living income
reference coffee prices at 11,640 and 7150 UGX (2,86 and 1,76 EUR) per kilogram
respectively quantifies a gap between the market and sustainable prices hence emphasizing
the need to address price disparities Uganda faces in order to attain sustainable supply chains
that meet global expectations. While fluctuating prices rotate around the reference price of
living income, it is still feasible on global market premiums. however there seems to be
disintegrated voluntary payments between buyers and their supply chain coffee partners
concerning living income reference price pilot projects and the reality that smallholders
receive at farmgate. However, to be able to sustain farmers into meeting sustainable
productivity expectations that match global value chain expectations, the financial/income
hiccups must be addressed as a social call.

Simultaneously, adapting to climate change and population growth as well as inclusivity and
diversity with women in the economy as a game changer is Uganda’s key development
agenda. Since Uganda employs about 65% of the country’s labour force as well as
accounting for a quarter of the national GDP (NARO & NaCOR, 2017), improving the
livelihoods of the 1.8 million farmers is essential towards sustainably developing the coffee
supply chain into becoming not only a global value chain commaodity. This is very essential
especially because amidst constant rapid megatrends such as shifting climates, projects such
as the Uganda Carbon and Coffee Project (UCCP) have emerged as beacon of resilience and
sustainability creating inspiration in smallholder to view sustainable development as a
necessity and an imperative of environmental stewardship hence potentially shaping the
future of Uganda’s “one cup of coffee at a time” initiative (APNI, 2024).
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According to Business Times Uganda, the cost of ethical supply chains is prohibitively high
due to weak policy enforcement and labor laws that contribute to widespread compliance
gaps, lack of reliable data and reporting mechanisms making it difficult to measure ESG
impact hence limiting buyer(investor) appeal. In fact, the Global Compact Network Kenya
(GCNK) through the UN-Global Compact since the beginning of 2024 has demonstrated its
commitment to promoting Responsible Business Conduct (RBC) in Uganda’s private sector
(UN Global Compact, 2024). This justifies the interviewed anonymous smallholder farmer’s
frustrations of successfully becoming a direct coffee supplier despite her owning a logistics
company as hectically surrounded by politics. Ethical and moral drivers will enhance
business/economic drivers such as strategic risk mitigation, cost and efficiency gains,
competitive advantage and market opportunities, and regulatory-legal risks realization
(Hahn, 2024, chapter 3). For Uganda’s coffee supply to meet GVC and sustainability global
market expectations, erasing the risks of Uganda’s coffee being boycotted requires
integrating ethics and economics which enables talking the walk, keeping up with resilient,
legitimate and competitiveness in the new normal. This which will reduce operational-
regulatory reputational setbacks hence create customer trust win-win solutions that enhance

global market appeal for Uganda’s coffee.

4.2 Practical mechanisms that enable re-export/re-label of Ugandan coffee

in other markets

Legal re-export and regional trade flows is a thing where cross-border trade in East Africa
is long established. A portion of Uganda’s green-bean exports flows into neighboring
countries for processing, domestic roasting, or onward export as part of regional trade and
supply chain arrangements. Official bilateral trade data mirrors data discrepancies material
volumes of coffee trade between Uganda and Kenya exports of coffee, tea, mate and spices
in recent years. This has exacerbated often flagged re-exports or imports that deserve deeper
inspection. (COMTRADE/Trading economics data) with investigative historical accounts
and recent industrial notes reporting; documents smuggling and re-routing practices in East
Africa. Including trade analysis pieces note instances where exporters route shipments via
Kenya for certification or logistics infrastructural inefficiencies (African intelligence

reporting, 2023) sector of intelligence. Academic and sector literature studies of agricultural
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GVCs document that aggregation and intermediaries commonly re-label or blend origins,
and that buyer-driven chains create incentives for downstream actors to control origin
narratives (Ponte, 2019a; Grabs, 2020 by Fransen, 2021). Such works frame how and why
origin capture can be lost. While large-scale, systematic public datasets prove deliberate
relabeling at origin level as scarce, most especially because actors rarely publicize such

practices.

Informal trade and smuggling, a growing vice that has surfaced historically and in
contemporary report documents substantiating informal cross-border movement of coffee
between Uganda, Kenya and other neighbours. (Mugenyi, 2020). Smuggling provides an
unrecorded route by which green beans can enter the supply chain of neighbouring traders
who usually, then re-export coffee under a different origin. This is what makes smuggling
an over repeatedly reported vice within the East African press and trade sector analysis.
Although most of the value addition such as roasting and branding, occurs outside Uganda,
there is an indication of the country trying to revolutionize its coffee to have control over
origin. This is where aggregation, blending and commingling with traders and brokers
aggregates coffee from multiple origins. Blending of beans from different countries is
common in commercial roasting and blending. When blending of commingling is not
transparently documented, origin claims can be obscured or misrepresented on labels in
consuming markets. This is highly likely when downstream buyers prioritize price,

consistent profile, or logistics over strict origin fidelity.

Value-chain incentives (economic motives) where processors/roasters in countries with
better logistics and transport infrastructure such as Kenya with Mombasa port and
certification facilities or brand recognition can add value (roasting and packaging). This
includes the infrastructural inefficiencies including the landlocked nature of Uganda
impacting high logistics issues as well as the capacity of the country’s coffee platform from
the perspective of enabling an environment for sustainable coffee and climate resilience
(Global Coffee Platform, n.d.). This is because there is an incentive to for them to market
coffee under their country’s origin or blended origin especially if this helps with access to
specific markets or commands higher premium prices. However, as Uganda lacks sufficient

domestic roasting/branding infrastructure or market recognition and sustainable resilient
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capacity, hence exporting green beans to neighbours; who then perform value addition

becomes economically attractive to some sectors.

Certification/processing constraints and third-party requirements for instance some buyers
require certification or handling by registered/recognized processors who are sometimes
located in neighbouring countries and not necessarily in Uganda. The impact of this
recurring is authenticity and trust related issues surrounding systemic behaviour. Industry
reporting suggests situations where exporters were required to use Kenyan certifiers or
channel shipment via Kenya for specific markets like Australia. (Africa Intelligence, 2023).
This can produce legitimate re-export flows that nevertheless mask origin provenance. This
has exacerbated weak origin protection and labelling to become normalized practices. Coffee
labelling rules allow blends and do not always require detailed farm-level provenance on
retail packaging; consumer-facing “origin” claims can be ambiguous single-origin vs
blended. This regulatory/market ambiguity enables origin-swap marketing tactics unless

robust traceability or authentication is demanded.

Nevertheless, policy and institutional implications surrounding a) Institutional
harmonization_ integrating donor-led projects into a unified UCDA-managed national
framework; b) Branding and traceability emphasizing develop a “Made in Uganda” coffee
brand with verifiable digital traceability to restore market identity; c) Buyer engagement
through promotion of transparent buyer-farmer-supplier partnerships emphasizing shared
responsibility rather than donor dependency; and d) Sustainability ownership with a shift
from project-driven to institutionally driven sustainability positioning Uganda as a self-

reliant, credible supplier.
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5 DISCUSSING UGANDA’S COFFEE PRODUCTION LEADERSHIP IN
ALIGNMENT WITH GLOBAL MARKET EXPECTATIONS

This chapter critically discusses the research findings derived from thematic analysis of
interview data, policy documents and industry reports. It explores how Ugandan coffee

suppliers experience and respond to sustainability expectations of the global market.

Starting off with the newly launched Africa Coffee Park officially known as the Inspire
Africa Coffee Park situated in Rwashamaire Town council in Ntungamo District. This
transformative agro-industrial project is an initiative supported by the Government of
Uganda to revolutionize the country’s coffee sector into a more comprehensive value
addition sector. The facility is designed to process different variety yields of coffee into high-
value products to capture value in premium markets with the intention of enhancing
Uganda’s coffee value chain. This diversification is also aimed at improving smallholder
farmer price living index, consolidate graded coffee for value addition processing and
packaging, increase export revenues, employment opportunities and tap into other sectors
such as tourism and education. However, grapevine controversies speculated recent concerns
about legality and transparency on the investment citing another 67 billion UGX allocation
on top of the 179 billion UGX fund to Inspire Africa Coffee factory. Such scandalous
scenarios raise concerns about accountability, value for money on the account of misuse of
public funds and taxpayer’s money. In fact, according to the independent news, monitor
news and PML daily news, this sparked criticism-outbursts at how the country could spend
UGX 60 billion (approximately 15 million Euros) to a one Tanzanian International superstar,
an American artist and organizing a marathon the launch of the Africa Coffee Park in May
2025.

First forward, funding could have been leveraged to boost the livelihoods of smallholder
farmers with incentives to boost their coffee farming into techniques that enhance coffee
production into a sustainable supply chain and improved value chain. Such a scandal
epitomizes sustainability paradoxes raising a case of reputational contradiction. The project
initially introduced as a continental flagship investment to promote value addition and export

diversification, became mired in controversy due to allegations of opaque contracts, elite
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capture and governance irregularities. The question here; such controversial expenditures
not reflecting the objective of the project initiative reflects the never-ending governance
mismatches, oversight and misalignment of Uganda’s GVC sustainability capacity.
Ironically, this critically dubbed “latte of corruption” as perceived in a Uganda-UK blog
article, which continues to impact negatively Uganda’s sustainable coffee production being
steeped in favoritism, opacity and political theatrics_ the never-ending paradoxical tension
chaotically grappling Uganda’s potential to move forward. In the long run, this contributes
towards a negative perception of the country’s coffee having so much potential, yet unable

to meet global market expectations rooted in governance issues.

Indeed, Uganda has expanded farmer registration systems, digital traceability pilots and
national sustainability strategies (UCDA, 2021). However, the translation of financial
inflows into systemic performance outcomes remains inconsistent. For instance, Ategeka
(2024) research trend analyses present unstable export value in Uganda’s coffee with a
20.1% coefficient of variation and significantly outstanding global cross-cutting issues
encompassed with fairtrade, climate change, strategic governance, policy implementation,
traceability and certification. Moreso, there is an indication that despite several
improvements in the country’s coffee sustainability situation, growth is extremely slow
because of systemic tendencies. Such tendencies have built several doctrinal factors which
explain the mismatch between financial inflow and systemic performance outcomes and
these include: i) Fragmented implementation where donor and NGO projects often operate
in silos, focusing on isolated regions or pilot cooperatives, leading to uneven sector-wide
improvement; ii) Dependency dynamics exacerbating repeated project-based funding which
has fostered a grant-dependent compliance culture rather than self-sustained upgrading
(Ponte, 2019a) and; iii) Weak institutional integration with many externally funded projects
bypassing UCDA’s regulatory framework, creating duplications and inefficiencies in
traceability and certification efforts. Therefore, such doctrines negate buyers who perceive
that without such funding or NGO support standardization review, coffee authenticity supply
from Uganda that meets value chain requirements is futile. And this perception is why some
of the projects have ended without successful implementation hence reaffirming that GVCs

within country inequality are defined by a country’s functional positioning.
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For international buyers, this case represented a symbolic contradiction: a country celebrated
for receiving record sustainability funding was simultaneously implicated in a high-profile
project that contradicted the very principles of transparency and ethical governance
underpinning sustainability certifications. In the buyer’s perspective, such scandals
undermine trust in Uganda’s institutional credibility hence the preference to source from
countries with more predictable and transparent governance systems. The Africa Coffee Park
although a brilliant initiative signals governance fragility and this duality fuels buyer
skepticism and results in market penalties that include lower market volumes, blended re-

exports, exclusion from high-value specialty markets and worse_ originality loss.

5.1 Thematic interpretations misaligning Uganda’s GVC Sustainability

capacity

Institutional and Governance Mismatches

One of the strongest themes emerging from the data is the persistent governance
misalignment between Uganda’s domestic institutional capacity and the sustainability
demands of global buyers. Several authors and literature noted that while Uganda’s coffee
sector has a robust regulatory framework under UCDA, implementation remains
fragmented. This reflects the GVC governance imbalance highlighted by Gereffi et al.
(2005), where lead firms in developed countries dictate sustainability norms that suppliers
must meet, yet lack shared investment in compliance capacity. Several exporters reported
losing contracts due to incomplete farm-level data required for EUDR compliance.

Secondary data further shows that while Uganda is moving towards a unified digital
traceability system (UCDA, 2023), institutional overlaps among UCDA, Ministry of
Agriculture, and local cooperatives slow progress. This governance fragmentation echoes
Ponte’s (2019a) argument that supplier countries face “institutional thinness” _ the absence
of coherent coordination among value chain actors. Institutional mismatches therefore serve
as both structural and functional barriers. Structurally, Uganda’s fragmented policy and
registration systems limit compliance with GVC traceability requirements. Functionally,

weak enforcement mechanisms undermine the credibility of sustainability claims. These
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mismatches reinforce Uganda’s subordinate position in buyer-driven GVCs, where

compliance is externally imposed rather than internally institutionalized.

Climate Change and Environmental Vulnerability

The second dominant theme relates to climate-induced production risks. Reviewed literature
and documentation acknowledged that climate variability has become a major constraint on
both yield and quality. Citation of irregular rainfall, prolonged dry spells and rising pest
infestation are seen as key threats. A cooperative leader from Mt Eldon noted: “The
flowering is no longer predictable. Sometimes we get rains when the berries are not ready,
and that affects both quantity and taste”. This corroborates findings from 1ITA (2021) and
ICO (2023), which link climatic anomalies to reduced coffee suitability zones and increased
disease prevalence. These reports indicated that average yields for Arabica farmers in
highlands have declined by 20-30% over the last decade. Moreover, climate change
indirectly undermines the sustainability credentials required by global buyers. Poor drying
conditions increase mould risk, which in turn fails the “quality and food safety” criteria in

certification audits (Rainforest Alliance, 2020).

Consequently, climate stress becomes both an agronomic and a compliance risk. From a
GVC perspective, this theme illustrates environmental upgrading failure-where suppliers
cannot meet global standards due to ecological vulnerability (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016).
Climate change thus becomes a disqualifying factor in market participation, particularly in
premium and specialty segments that emphasize origin traceability and low-carbon
footprints. Hence, Uganda’s suppliers end up trapped between climate risk and market

exclusion.

Economic Constraints and Market Access.

The third theme relates to the economic dimension of sustainability. Multiple research
literature and documentation emphasize that compliance with sustainability standards is
financially demanding. It goes on to indicate that certification and audits are expensive, yet
buyers want full traceability but do not pay extra for it hence bearing the burden of the costs.
This economic asymmetry echoes the structural dependency dynamics in GVCs described
by Gereffi (2018) and Bitzer et al. (2013). Farmers reported difficulty accessing credit to
invest in traceability systems, drying equipment, or shade trees. Limited financial support
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also affects their ability to meet social and environmental certification requirements
(Chiputwa et al., 2015).

Furthermore, the informal cross-border trade claims that implicate significant volumes of
Ugandan coffee exported through Kenya, Rwanda and Tanzania, where it is rebranded and
sold as origin coffee from those countries. Exporters attributed this Kenya’s more advanced
Mombasa port logistics and stronger identity. This narrative speaks highly of a scenario
where buyers prefer dealing with suppliers that are easier to manage because they are more
streamlined towards achieving sustainability amidst ongoing vices. This confirms Uganda’s
structural weakness in the GVC; while it ranks among the top ten coffee producers but with
limited value due to branding, certification and logistical disadvantages (Ponte, 2019b).
Economically, Uganda’s coffee suppliers experience a value capture gap. They produce high
volumes but receive low returns because of high compliance costs, limited certification
reaches and weak branding power. This constrains competitiveness and reinforces
dependency on regional intermediaries, thereby distorting Uganda’s export identity in global

markets.

Social and Labour Conditions

The social dimension emerged as the most complex and under-addressed theme. Widespread
informality in labour arrangements, gender disparities and limited youth engagement in
coffee farming. The Zirobwe anonymous farmer intimated that her two main labourers
usually hire casual pickers-unemployed youth (idlers) from nearby villages who are paid
between 5000-10,000 UGX, the equivalent of (1-2 EUR) per head. It should be noted that
labour laws are almost inexistent and merely not enforceable especially on small farms
where monitoring is difficult. When asked about child labour, her response was that “/ do
not hire children because it is against my values, but then again, I am not responsible for
my labourers using children who don’t go to school as I am almost never at the farm but
only makes fortnightly visits to check on the progress of her farm. I have on several occasions
complained about using children and keep sending them away when I find them at my farm

working without my consent, something | cannot control and got tired of shouting about”

One of the other aggressions was that anonymous Zirobwe smallholder farmer got tired of

complaining because she is busy dealing with petty thefts that are ongoing on her farm
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because she is never around to supervise, where some coffee is harvested early before it is
ready only to be sold off to local markets by youth children for a measly handful used to buy
food and alcohol for survival. And given her insight that this is a personal initiative, and it
is sorely her responsibility with no government intervention or subsidy to continue being a
farmer or quit. This aligns with Grabs (2020) and Valkila (2009), who find that social
standards in smallholder systems often remain superficial due to limited enforcement and
buyer auditing capacity. Besides, Batato in the Nestle article mentioned that these are

African norms no one has so much power and control over.

Then comes the issue of gender inequality with women performing most of the manual work
but owning less than 10% of the coffee land. Additionally, outmigration of youth from rural
areas to cities was frequently cited as a threat to continuity of coffee farming. Such
demographic trends undermine social sustainability and threaten intergenerational transfer
of coffee production knowledge (Chiputwa et al., 2015). In the TBL, social sustainability
lags behind environmental and economic dimensions. From a GVC viewpoint, this reflects
social upgrading failure- where improved market integration does not translate into better
working or living conditions (Barrientos et al., 2011). The absence of inclusive and
formalized labour systems creates reputation and ethical compliance risks that may deter

international buyers.

5.2 Adaptive and Enabling Mechanisms

National Policy reform and traceability pushes increase compliance awareness: National
farmer registration and traceability systems create the institutional substrate for compliance.
For example, the National Coffee Act (2021) and UCDA’s sub-sector strategy emphasize
quality regulation, farmer registration and traceability _ clear enablers for accessing markets
governed by due-diligence and deforestation rules (UCDA, 2020, 2021). However, when
implemented across fragmented smallholder systems, data maintenance burdens, costs of
geolocation, maintenance of farmer registries become substantial. Without co-financing,
these can crowd out agronomy investments and exclude the most remote or undocumented

farmers (European Commission, 2023; Grabs, 2020).
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Farmer cooperatives establish collective certification as a pathway to product upgrading to
reduce individual audit costs. Rainforest Alliance, Organic and Fairtrade certifications
enable entry into premium segments and provide codified practices (Bitzer et al., 2013). Yet
the transaction costs of audits, Internal Control Systems (ICS), and continuous compliance
often exceed price premia, especially when premia are volatile or captured downstream
(Valkila, 2009; Dietz et al., 2019; Chiputwa et al., 2015). Certification thus risks reproducing
asymmetries it aims to solve in the first place. (Grabs, 2020 by Fransen, 2021) & (Ponte,
2019b). Hence digitization and data transparency risks causing audit queries. Platform
traceability, mobile procurement and satellite risk screening can compress information
asymmetries and support EUDR compliance (Dietz et al., 2019). But digital divides (ie
connectivity, smartphone access, digital literacy), plus unresolved questions revolving
around data ownership and consent, can marginalize certain farmer groups hence
heightening dependency on buyer-owned systems (Grabs, 2020; Touboulic & Walker,
2015). In fact, the authenticity of the data is also questionable as Uganda is well known for
its untrustworthy corrupt practices such as fraudulent ghost data presentation. For instance,
a UCDA official explains “We have standards and traceability guidelines, but farmer
registration is still incomplete. Many smallholder farmers are outside the digital traceability

net, so buyers question the credibility of our supply chain”

Financial inclusion initiatives such as donor and credit for compliance schemes supported
by development banks: These projects link exporters with roasters (eg, quality upgrading,
climate-smart agronomy) de-risking adoption while bringing finance, market linkages and
technical knowledge (Nespresso, 2021). They can also create programmed dependence;
whereby, once subsidies end, the cost base reverts to suppliers threatening continuity of
services (Giovannucci et al., 2020). Evaporation of gains when external funding specifically
foreign ends is not a good look that re-assures Uganda’s coffee meeting global market
expectations in terms of trust. Cooperative and service-delivery models lack. Organizing
farmers improves aggregation, quality control and bargaining power (Ponte, 2019a). Yet
cooperatives face governance capacity constraints, elite capture risks and cash-flow
pressures during peak procurement. It is even a grave disadvantage in terms of logistics
efficiency as the Uganda’s structural landlocked nature tends to impact high prices on the
final product. This sometimes resulting in side-selling or quality slippage (deterioration).
(Poultong et al., 2010; Chiputwa et al., 2015).
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Climatic adaptation finance such as agroforestry, shade tree integration, mulching, and water
management are proven process-upgrading levers (IITA, 2021). Still, adaptation is lumpy-
investment intensive; absent concessional credit or buyer co-investment, uptake among
smallholder farmers is slow and climate shocks can erase short-term gains (Pagell &
Shevchenko, 2014). Such lumpy investment needs, delayed returns and opportunity costs
hinder adoption of climate-resilience initiatives without credit or buyer cost-sharing. These
dynamics illustrate a broader SSCM reality; the very instruments designed to enable
compliance can, under certain structural conditions, harden the constraints they sought to
relax (Seuring & Muller, 2008; Ponte, 2019a). The literature therefore calls for an integrated
approach that aligns technical, institutional and financing strategies rather than one-off

interventions.

Table showing-Enabler-Constraint Summary (mechanisms)

ENABLER EXPECTED BENEFIT MECHANISM
CONSTRAINT

THAT CREATES

with EUDR;

aggregated data for buyers

National traceability & | Compliance High mapping/maintenance costs; exclusion

farmer registration of undocumented farmers; administrative

burden (European Commission, 2023)

aggregation

Certification (VSS) Market access; premiums and | Audits & ICS costs; uneven premium
training distribution;  certification  capture by
intermediaries (Bitzer et al., 2013; Chiputwa
etal., 2015)
Digital traceability | Transparency & chain | Digital divides; data ownership; vendor
platforms verification dependence (Dietz et al., 2019)
PPPs / donor projects Co-financing and  technical | Program dependence; sustainability post-
support funding (Giovannuci et al., 2020)
Cooperatives & | Economies of scale; ICS Governance weaknesses; elite capture &

side selling (Poulton et al., 2010)

Climate-smart

practices

Resilience; ecosystem services

High upfront costs; delayed returns; need for
tailored extension (1ITA, 2021)

These adaptive mechanisms mark the beginning of institutional learning in Uganda’s coffee
GVC. While limited in scale, they reflect growing awareness of sustainability as both a

market necessity and a competitive opportunity. However, without consistent financial
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support and policy coherence, such initiatives risk remaining isolated successes rather than

sector-wide transformations.

The Ugandan coffee supply chain, while critical to the national economy and global markets,
faces significant sustainability-related challenges that hinder its ability to fully integrate into
GVC governance frameworks. From weak on-farm capacity and inadequate post-harvest
infrastructure to fragmented aggregation systems and costly compliance requirements, these
barriers are deeply rooted in structural and institutional limitations spurred by nuanced
behaviour. Akoyi & Miet (2018) research in alignment with Fairtrade (2022) shows that
certification schemes have no impact on poverty reduction and income growth but is rather
associated with higher prices, reduced labour productivity and lower yields. Furthermore,
the cross-country analysis and comparison with other coffee producers such as Mexico,
Ethiopia, Nicaragua, Brazil, Peru, shows that certifications only increase prices of coffee,
however, this has no impact on poverty and living conditions.

For Uganda, increased access to land use for coffee production and labour productivity rate
contributes to poverty reduction as it increases higher production yields which equal higher
net income returns. However, the disintegrated contradicting nature of Uganda’s coffee
supply chain structure and organization has a major contribution to the heterogeneity effect
(Canwat Vincent, 2023; Coveri et al., 2024). Which is why the product level positioning and
involvement in value additional upstream/downstream activities functional operationally
sustained efficiency optimization levels is a requirement still lacking in Uganda’s coffee
value chain as perceived by global market expectations. This is what is infamously known
as “systemic” governance which has created very inconsequential skepticisms surrounding

Uganda’s Responsible Business Conduct practices.
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6 CONCLUSIONS

Consequences for Uganda’s coffee supply chain and for GVC sustainability are imperative
to this research’s motivation starting with: Value capture loss and blocked upgrading is
inevitable especially if neighboring countries roast/brand or legitimately re-export Uganda’s
beans under their own origin. Uganda loses downstream value (branding/roasting margins)
and the potential for functioning of chain upgrading. This perpetuates Uganda’s position as
primarily a green-bean exporter rather than a higher-value player, considering the GVC and
upgrading literature perspective. This exacerbates origin authenticity and market access.
Markets that prize provenance ie specialty sectors and protected origin markets, may pay
premiums for traceability single-origin coffee. Re-export /re-labelling practices that obscure
provenance weaken Uganda’s brand and its ability to secure origin premium tags.
Conversely, if downstream buyers in developed markets are misled about origin, that raises

legal and reputational risks under tightening traceability rules (EUDR and CSDDD).

Reputational risks are caused by the continuously worsening social legitimacy tensions
surrounding the governance (business-as-usual) norms in Uganda, in-sighting global buyers
to deal with Uganda through either NGOs or inter-neighboring collaborations. This is why
Uganda’s coffee supply chain is continually perceived with compliance and traceability
legitimacy-friction. As the European Union’s EUDR and other due-diligence laws require
geolocation and robust traceability, undocumented cross-border flows create deforestation
and due-diligence risks for downstream buyers. This is because buyers may prefer to source
from origins with clearer traceability or even source via intermediaries who assert alternative
origin claims. Hence increasing the risk of Uganda’s coffee being marginalized with
persistent traceability gaps. That said, policy and diplomatic implications have exacerbated
re-export and relabeling dynamics that have created trade tensions with neighbours which
complicates regional cooperation on traceability, certification and origin protection. They
also affect the design of UCDA/Ministry of trade interventions to enforce origin and protect
branding.

Consequently, global markets end up preferring reactive rather than proactive buying

strategies from Ugandan coffee suppliers as a means of ensuring SSCM. In fact,
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collaborative buyer decisions are synchronized by steps taken to ensure supplier
management risk and performance through i) commitment in relation to sustainability
standards; ii) evaluation based on sustainability criteria which requires consideration of
external and internal country risks; iii) control vs audit supplier categories; and iv)
development feasibility of suppliers for practices & performance improvement. (Seuring &
Muller, 2008).

6.1.1 Cross-Cutting Systematic-Systemic Barriers

The problem addressed in this thesis is Uganda’s inability to translate extensive
sustainability investments and production leadership in the coffee sector into credible
governance, traceability, and market recognition required to meet GVC sustainability
expectations. It was noted that the five themes interact dynamically. Climate change
exacerbating institutional mismatches by creating data gaps for instance, destroyed crops not
being captured in traceability systems. Economic constraints amplifying social
vulnerabilities as low margins reduce capacity for fair labour compliance and conversely,
adaptive mechanisms such as collective certifications beginning to counterbalance these

limitations.

Table showing dimensional interaction with Supply chain and GVC

Interaction Dimension Effect on Supply Chain Implication for GVC

Climate change x Institutional | Lower yield & data unreliability | Incomplete compliance  with

gaps global traceability

Economic constraints x social | High certification costs, Child | Reduced buyer trust & Ethical
vulnerability labour & informality risk exposure

Adaptive mechanism X | Collective certfication & Digital | Gradual alignment with GVC
Governance reforms tools sustainability standards

Across all stages of the supply chain, several systematic issues hinder Uganda’s ability to
align with GVC sustainability expectations. These include limited institutional capacity to
enforce regulations, inadequate infrastructure for sustainable processing and the high cost of
certification and compliance relative to farm incomes. Social sustainability issues such as

gender disparities in cooperative participation and insecure labour arrangements, further
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complicate compliance efforts (AP News, 2025). While initiatives such as farmer
registration campaigns, blockchain-based traceability pilots, and gender-inclusive projects
like Bayaaya Specialty Coffee are promising, their reach remains limited and scaling them
will require substantial investment and coordination (FairFood, 2023/25) reports. This is
why a government’s direct (command and control) and indirect (suasive and support)
instruments are essential for tracking SDG progress despite remining uneven which requires
cooperation amongst all actors to enable multilevel governance and transparency. (SDG and
Governmental actors report, 2025; Hahn, 2025). For example, smallholder farmers should
eliminate individualism by collaborating in areas that set standards and pool cost benefits
while continuing to compete in coffee bean-growing techniques. This can be enabled by
incentivizing access funding and premium pricing targets to help improve their standards of
living as cooperative-union farmers while eliminating individualism or as the Zirobwe
smallholder farmer categorically explicated that this is an individual initiative with no
government subsidies or intervention. This bridges the gap between competition and

cooperation which is referred to as coopetition.

The analysis revealed that Uganda’s coffee sector operates under a dual pressure: adapting
to climate and environmental shocks while simultaneously complying with complex global
sustainability standards. Institutional fragmentation, financial constraints and social
informality remain significant barriers grappling with systemic underlying issues such as
corruption. While emerging cooperative and digital initiatives offer pathways for
transformation; this is only possible if supported by coherent policies and equitable buyer
partnerships. In summary Uganda’s coffee supplier are caught between compliance without
capacity, adaptation without finance and most importantly paradoxical tensions overridden
by systemic pressure. Uganda’s GVC position makes it particularly vulnerable to such
perception gaps. The invisibility problem also stems from the disconnect between external
sustainability support and internal branding capacity. This is why Ugandan coffee often
reaches shelves without origin recognition as a result of disproportionately financial benefit
flows to intermediaries, processors and traders rather than local producers or national

institutions.
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The “Aid-Performance-Perception” Gap in Uganda’s experience underscores a critical
insight: External sustainability funding does not automatically translate into market
credibility or competitive upgrading within the GVC. In the global coffee value chain,
governance and perception-not funding-define supplier competitiveness. Buyers perceive
Uganda’s reliance on donor-led sustainability interventions as a symptom of weak
institutional autonomy. This contrasts with countries like Kenya and Ethiopia, where
sustainability efforts are embedded in national marketing systems and backed by transparent
governance. Kaplinsky & Morris (2016) and Ponte (2019) argued that sustainability driven
value-chains function on principles of trust, standardization and traceable accountability.
This is because when the perceived legitimacy of national institutions is questioned, even
highly funded interventions lose their signaling power to global lead firms. Hence, Uganda’s
challenge lies not in the quantity of support but in the quality of institutional consolidation_
transforming fragmented donor projects into a cohesive, traceable and market-recognized
sustainability framework. Until this alignment occurs, Uganda’s coffee will continue to be
consumed worldwide under other identities, while the country continually captures limited

reputational and financial value within the global value chain.

Finally, unless these systemic reputational deficits are addressed through enhanced
institutional support, investment in digital traceability, and stronger farm organization,
Uganda risks losing competitiveness in increasingly sustainability-driven global markets
that confer premium market value. When reputation controversies arise, buyers often redirect
procurement towards competitors with lower risk profiles such as Kenya, despite Uganda
offering greater volumes or lower prices. This reflection of “legitimacy premium” is inherent
in GVC governance_ credibility and transparency often outweighing physical productivity
or donor endorsements. Hence bridging the credibility gap in ethical governance is crucial
for the country to achieve sustainable competitiveness within the global coffee value chain

hence attain sustainable coffee trade leadership status.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Informal Interview questionaire for Anonymous Smallholder Zirobwe farmer.
This interview was held prior to a de-brief introduction into the farmer’s coffee interest

earlier in June 2025.

Is this your only source of income?
How long have you been into coffee farming?
Any problems you encounter?

Any subsidies from the government to support you as a farmer?

o &~ w0 DN e

You seem to successfully be running a logistics company for 8 years now. Why are

you not directly exporting your own coffee produce?






