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The Cost of a Cup of Coffee

By Diane DiChiara

Secondary at Large & NYSUT Delegate

Whether we brew it at home or
stop at our local specialty coffee shop,
as teachers returning to the classroom,
our morning cup of coffee is an
essential start to the day. There is magic
in the first cup, as energetic caffeine
and wafting aroma mingle to kick-start
both moming and memory. For me,
images flash through my mind as I am
transported back through time to
holiday gatherings and weekly Sunday
visits. The aroma of my morning coffes
produces pictures of family and
connects deeply to childhood. So much
of what I have learned outside of the
classroom has been learned over a table
surrounded by family, friends and
always a good cup of coffee.

Like those before me, my day
begins with the long-established ritual
and homage to the coffee bean. The
brewing process has changed, the brand
and flavor are different, and the Pyrex
coffee pot has gone the way of the
dinosaur, but the distinctive scent
remains and hints at the past. And as
that first cup rises to my lips, the long-
ago times float dreamily in my moming
mug of java.

Well, that is how it used to be
until the NYSUT Summer
Leadership Conference (August 25-
27, 2008). My glorious celebrated
morning coffee ceremony came
haltingly to a shameful end, after 1
attended the first of two sessions on
“Social Justice Issues in the Classroom
and Beyond.” The once pleasant aroma
was quickly altered and changed into a
malicious odor reeking of the

exploitation of the land and workers
(including children).

Now, as I looked into my
moming mocha there were producers,
middlemen, exporters, importers,
roasters, retailers, and children being
tossed in a tempest, fed by the fiscal
force of a fragrant white flower with a
cluster of crimson red cherries. Within
that cherry is the bean that has been an
economic influence for centuries.

The story of the morning
“picker-upper” begins on either a
family farm or plantation. Many coffee-
farming families are kept in a cycle of
poverty and debt that is designed to
exploit cheap labor and keep consumer
prices low. These farmers must sell to
a middleman exporter also known as a
coyote and are generally paid below
market price for their harvest. This can
amount to less than four cents for each
$3.35 latte sold in the U.S. (http://
www.fair-trade(@labor-religion.org).
Moreover, many coffee-farmers cannot
afford the fees to send their children to
school. On a coffee plantation, workers
must meet a quota in order to earn the
minimum wage; furthermore, in order
to meet the quota the workers may
bring their children, as young as six or
seven, to the fields to help. It takes
4,000 hand-picked beans to produce
approximately one pound of coffee
(http://www.fair-trade@labor-
religion.org). There exists unpaid
overtime and poor working conditions
that may include exposure to pesticides
(http://www.globalexchange.org).
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There are two major ways to
produce the coffee plant that will
eventually become a “cup of joe” that
millions of Americans crave each
morning. It can be shade-grown (bird-
friendly) under a canopy of trees used
to shelter the plant during the different
growing seasons or it can be sun-grown
to increase product yield, this involves
many environmental problems such as
deforestation, habitat destruction, and
soil degradation (http://
www.globalexchange.org). The shade-
grown plant takes more time to
cultivate, but produces a better-quality
bean known as Arabica. The sun-
grown plant produces the Robusta
bean.

As I listened to the information
being presented, an obvious dilemma
began to brew. Do I swear-off my
venerated morning coffee and become
a tea or hot chocolate drinker? (The
issues that dominate the domain of
coffee do not commonly exist in the tea
industry; the issues in the chocolate
industry are severe and include slave
and child labor.) I am deep in thought,
bereaving my soon to be loss, as
literature passes through my
colleague’s hands into mine. The
phrase “Fair Trade” stares at me and I
realize - all is not lost.

Fair Trade empowers farmers by
investing in their farms and
communities, protecting the
environment, and developing the
business skills necessary to compete in
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