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The book Brewing Sustainability in the Coffee 

and Tea Industries: From Producer to Consum-

er provides a concise yet insightful contribution 

to the expanding literature on sustainable food 

systems, ethical supply chains, and the trans-

formation of global agricultural commodities. 

From the outset, the author foregrounds the 

role of smallholder farmers as key actors in 

shaping more equitable and environmentally 

responsible value chains, a perspective that 

aligns with contemporary debates on inclusive 

and participatory models of sustainability in 

agri-food systems (Raynolds, 2012; Ponte, 

2002). At the same time, the work should be 

understood not as a comprehensive or exhaus-

tive treatment of the subject, but rather as a 

well-structured and accessible introduction 

that synthesizes selected dimensions of sus-

tainability in the coffee and tea sectors while 

offering empirically grounded reflections. 

The monograph is characterized by a clear 

and logical narrative that moves from historical 

and conceptual considerations to producer-

level experiences and, finally, to broader trans-

formations within global value chains. In its 

initial analytical section, the book reconstructs 

the historical evolution of coffee and tea pro-

duction, tracing their origins in colonial planta-

tion systems and their subsequent reposition-

ing within contemporary markets shaped by 

ethical consumption and sustainability dis-

courses. While this overview is informative and 
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well-articulated, it leaves some analytical space 

unexplored. In particular, the discussion could 

have been enriched by a more explicit engage-

ment with global political economy and post-

colonial perspectives, especially in relation to 

enduring structural inequalities between pro-

ducing and consuming regions, as well as the 

role of multinational actors in shaping com-

modity chains. 

The conceptualization of sustainability and 

its operationalization through certification sys-

tems constitutes another important element of 

the analysis. The author provides a clear syn-

thesis of key frameworks and labeling schemes, 

supported by structured tables that enhance 

the clarity and didactic value of the discussion. 

Nevertheless, the treatment remains largely 

descriptive. A more critical engagement with 

the limitations of certification—such as high 

entry costs, unequal access for smallholders, 

and the risk of reducing sustainability to a 

marketable attribute—would have strength-

ened the analytical depth, particularly in light 

of existing critiques in the literature (Blackman 

& Rivera, 2011). Similarly, the introduction of 

the empirical contexts of Guatemala and Sri 

Lanka represents a valuable component of the 

book, yet the comparative framework could 

have been more explicitly developed. A broader 

justification of case selection and the inclusion 

of additional regional perspectives might have 

enhanced the generalizability of the findings. 

A significant strength of the book lies in its 

focus on producers and the integration of quali-

tative insights derived from fieldwork conduct-

ed in Huehuetenango and Kandy. The empirical 

sections are based largely on interviews with 

participants actors identified as “anonymous 

coffee or tea farmers/retailers,” which allows 

the author to capture first-hand lived experi-

ences and subjective perspectives within the 

value chain. This approach is consistent with 

qualitative traditions in agri-food studies that 

emphasize the importance of local knowledge 

and tea and coffee producers-centered analysis 

(Lyon, 2010). The discussion of economic sus-

tainability highlights key challenges such as 

income instability, market access, and pricing 

mechanisms. However, the analysis would ben-

efit from a stronger integration of quantitative 

data and macroeconomic context, particularly 

regarding global price volatility and structural 

constraints affecting smallholder producers. 

The examination of social sustainability, 

particularly through the lens of cooperative 

organization, underscores the potential of col-

lective action to enhance empowerment and 

improve livelihoods. While the author convinc-

ingly presents the benefits of cooperatives, the 

analysis pays relatively limited attention to 

internal governance issues, power asymme-

tries, and instances of organizational inefficien-

cy or failure, which are well documented in the 

literature (Valkila, 2009). Similarly, the discus-

sion of environmental sustainability effectively 

highlights the role of farmers as agents of eco-

logical change, yet it could have been expanded 

to address more systematically the challenges 

posed by climate change, including adaptation 

strategies and trade-offs between productivity 

and environmental conservation. 

The latter part of the book broadens the 

analytical perspective to encompass the entire 

value chain, from producers to consumers. The 

discussion of value chain “democratization” 

and the redistribution of value among actors is 

particularly noteworthy, and it is again sup-

ported by qualitative insights derived from 

interviews with anonymous farmers and retail-

ers. However, the concept itself remains some-
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what underdeveloped and would benefit from 

clearer conceptual definition and stronger em-

pirical operationalization. In particular, the role 

of digitalization, direct trade models, and 

emerging platform-based forms of coordination 

could have been explored more extensively. 

The forward-looking reflections on the future 

of the coffee and tea industries, especially in 

relation to the specialty segment, resonate with 

broader analyses emphasizing the importance 

of quality, origin, and narrative in value crea-

tion (Maciejewski et al., 2021). At the same 

time, a more critical assessment of the scalabil-

ity and inclusiveness of these models would 

have added nuance to the discussion. 

From a methodological perspective, the 

book combines secondary data analysis with 

qualitative field research. While this mixed 

approach enhances the richness of the narra-

tive, the methodological framework is not al-

ways fully explicated. Greater transparency 

regarding research design, data collection, and 

analytical procedures would strengthen the 

academic rigor of the study. In terms of editori-

al features, the inclusion of three tables con-

tributes meaningfully to the synthesis of key 

information, whereas the three photographs 

appear to serve a primarily illustrative function 

and add limited analytical value. The extensive 

bibliography, comprising 176 references, re-

flects strong engagement with the existing lit-

erature and provides a solid foundation for 

further research. 

Overall, Brewing Sustainability in the Coffee 

and Tea Industries represents a valuable and 

accessible contribution to the study of sustain-

able agri-food systems. Although it does not 

aim to provide a comprehensive or deeply crit-

ical account, it offers a range of insightful ob-

servations—particularly those grounded in 

qualitative interviews—that may prove useful 

for both scholars and practitioners. Its primary 

strength lies in bridging theoretical considera-

tions with the first-hand experiences of pro-

ducers, thereby contributing to a more nuanced 

and human-centered understanding of sustain-

ability in global commodity markets. 
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