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Coffee Producers and the 4C Association 
 

4C: What it is 

 

Coffee producers 
form the basis for 
a huge economic 
sector. The so-
cial, environmen-
tal and economic 
conditions vary 
from coffee re-
gion to coffee 
region, but the 
essential chal-
lenges producers 
are confronted with, are comparable: 
They often are highly dependent on 
the other actors along the coffee sup-
ply chain and are not protected 
against cyclic market fluctuations. Cof-
fee has the highest volatility of all 
commodities traded and the efficiency 
of mainstream production is not opti-
mised. 
Therefore, one main objective of the 
Common Code for the Coffee Com-
munity Association (4C Association) 
is to strengthen the producers’ posi-
tion in the supply chain by enabling 
them to produce a better product in an 
optimized production process: improv-
ing the productivity, product quality, 
introducing basic social and environ-
mental principles, optimizing the sup-
ply chain and increasing the product 
efficiency.  

 Mainstreaming sustainability. 
The 4C Association offers a comple-
mentary approach to existing stan-
dards and sustainability initiatives: 4C 
aims at making a difference with 
every cup of coffee. 

 Basis of the 4C system is a code of 
conduct which provides guidance for 
improvements. It introduces a baseline 
standard for sustainability in coffee 
production, processing and trading 
worldwide. The Code of Conduct 
should be understood as means for the 
producers to analyze their situation 
and identify areas of improvement. It 
is addressing all three dimensions of 
sustainability: social conditions, the 
environment and the economic wellbe-
ing of people involved. Through 4C’s 
baseline approach, it is applicable to 
the enormous amounts of coffee 
traded in the conventional markets.  
 Besides guidance in a process of ap-
plying good agricultural and manage-
ment practices, 4C provides a frame-
work for improved market access and 
close cooperation along the chain. In 
addition, 4C offers support services to 
implement the practices and improve 
the quality of product and production.  

 The 4C Code of Conduct for produc-
ers is complemented by “Rules of Par-
ticipation” for coffee trade and indus-
try. With this “Business Code” final 
buyers like roasters and soluble coffee 
manufacturers as well as retail with 
private label coffees commit to buy 
increasing amounts of 4C coffee over 
time, to cover the costs of the verifica-
tion process and to assist farmers in 
the application of the code.  
 In all its dimensions 4C builds on a 
rather low entrance level and continu-
ous improvements accompanied by 
support mechanisms. Step by step 
producers might approach higher 
standards or certification schemes.
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Reasons for joining  
 Increasing efficiency  

 

 Through the 4C support services, the 
Association facilitates the access to 
good agricultural and management 
practices which result in reduced costs 
and higher efficiency.  

 Improvement of product quality  
 Through access to trainings, the pro-
duction and processing methods can be 
improved significantly. This leads to 
improved product quality without ele-
vated costs. As a consequence, farmers 
may increase their income with im-
proved marketing conditions for their 
products.  

Optimized use of pesticides  
 Through educational measures and 
trainings, chemical additives can be 
used more effectively, less costly and 
environmentally responsible. Workers’ 
health is protected and coffee plants as 
well as soils are preserved for future 
generations.  

 Increasing demand for 4C coffee  
 Through a set of “Rules of Participa-
tion”, 4C trade and industry members 
give their commitment to support pro-
ducers. These Rules include the pur-
chase of increasing amounts of 4C cof-
fee over time, a contribution to the 
support services and covering the veri-
fication costs.  

 Facilitation of access to financial

Improved self-organization 

 With its structural impact through es-

arketing  

 for respon-

ip, producers 

tion close to its mem-

 the 4C Local Forums, the Asso-
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resources  
 Through its network and reliable 
structures, 4C aims to be a reference to 
local banks and will thus facilitate ac-
cess to credit, insurance and improved 
financial conditions.  

 

tablishing 4C Units, smallholders are 
encouraged to get organized in groups. 

This process increases their negotiation 
position, facilitates market access and 
reduces the dependency of other actors 
along the supply chain.  

 Improved product m
 Through communication activities 4C 
aims at introducing a new understand-
ing of quality: a quality which besides 
intrinsic product quality considers the 
social and ecological conditions of pro-
duction and processing.  

 Increasing demand
sibly produced coffee  
 Through 4C membersh
meet the growing demand of consum-
ers to learn about the ways how their 
coffee has been produced. Social, envi-
ronmental and economic conditions in 
producing countries are getting more 
important for the buying decision of 
consumers. It is of highest importance 
that producers do meet these interests 
of consumers to enhance and increase 
their market.  

 An Associa
bers 
 With
ciation is setting up 4C structures in the 
different coffee producing regions. 
Therefore a direct contact to and close 
cooperation with the 4C Association is 
possible, enabling producers in joining 
4C, filling in the self-assessment and 
initiate the con-
tinuous improve-
ment process.  

 Multi-stake-
holder involve-
ment 
 All elem
the Association 
have been devel-
oped i
stakeholder proc-
ess, involving 



 
 
 

producers, trade and industry and civil 
society organizations. This ensures that 
4C is both providing benefits to the 
producers and having an impact on 
overall sustainability.  

 Verification 
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rification proceve
dependent third party verifiers. How-
ever it is less demanding than certifica-
tion. This makes the system and its 
benefits more easily accessible for pro-
ducers who are aiming at getting on the 
track towards sustainability. The verifi-
cation is paid by 4C and will preferably 
be conducted by local verifiers. It is 
conducted on the level of the 4C Unit 
combined with random field checks.  

 Being a member - having a say. 
 All members form the General As-
sembly, which elects the 4C Council as
the decision making entity. All bodies 
mirror the tri-partite structure of 4C 
with producers, trade and industry and 
civil society groups. 
The membership of 4C gives the oppor-
tunity to accompany
far-reaching initiative. 4C provides a 
platform for a direct dialogue and ex-
change between the different actors – 
which is the basis for making a difference 
in mainstream. 
 

Becoming a m
 To become a member sm
producers pay a symbolic onc
trance fee. To enter the commercial 
system, coffee producers exclude the 
worst practices in the coffee production 
(e.g. through banning the use of pesti-
cides which are forbidden by interna-
tional conventions) and reach a base-
line level of sustainability in all dimen-
sions. At the same time they commit 
themselves to continuously improving 

their practices. They analyse their prac-
tices with an assisted self-assessment 
procedure and start the improvement 
process facilitated by the 4C support 
systems.  In order to obtain the license 
to sell 4C coffee, the producers form or 
join a so called “4C Unit” – a group of 
producers which is capable of compiling 
one container of coffee.  The local 4C 
structures or the 4C Secretariat support 
the producers to identify or set-up a 4C 
Unit.  
 Through harmonizing the principles of 
local, n
codes with 4C (benchmarking), other 
sustainability initiatives will be accepted 
as equivalent to 4C. As a result, also 
producers whose production systems 
are certified under these codes can 
market their coffee 
in the 4C supply 
chain. This pro-
vides the possibility 
to sell supplemen-
tary amounts of 
certified coffee in 
the 4C network 
without further au-
diting.  
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Contact:  
 
Melanie Rutten 
 
Carsten Schmitz-Hoffmann 
 
info@sustainable-coffee.net 
 
www.sustainable-coffee.net


