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A coffee rust outbreak in Central America and the Dominican Republic has been threatening the main source of 

income of hundreds of thousands vulnerable households since late 2012.  Coffee rust (Hemileia vastatrix) is a 

fungus that destroys the leaves of coffee plants – lowering yields, diminishing fruit quality and sometimes 

devastating entire plantations. The fungus, known in Spanish as roya, had widespread regional effects by June 

2013. The coffee rust has since affected 55 percent of land cultivated with coffee throughout the region, 

seriously endangering the livelihoods of the almost two million people who depend on coffee as a primary 

source of income.1 In Guatemala, WFP is responding to food insecurity caused by the effects of the coffee rust 

and compounded by additional aggravating factors such the impact of drought, decreased international coffee 

prices and the broca.2  

WFP’s Structure and Operations in Guatemala 

WFP’s strategy in Guatemala aligns WFP’s core strengths with national priorities in order to support 

achievement of government priorities. Consequently, the strategy focuses efforts within four impact areas: (i) 

providing emergency response to natural disasters and economic shocks; (ii) improving the nutritional status of 

pregnant and lactating women, as well as children under three; (iii) reducing food insecurity through improving 

the livelihoods of subsistence farmers; and (iv) increasing agricultural productivity. 

The Central American Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation (PRRO 200490) is WFP Guatemala’s operational 

vehicle for response and early recovery activities for both sudden and slow-onset emergencies. The PRRO meets 

immediate needs of food insecure populations affected by natural and economic shocks, while supporting 

recovery and resilience-related activities through asset-creation activities. WFP Guatemala assists households 

whose livelihoods and food security situation have been affected by the coffee rust crisis and other shocks 

through PRRO 200490.   
 

 

Assessment of the Food Security Impacts of the Coffee Rust and other Shocks 

The food security situation of many households has already been compromised in Guatemala, especially where 

the coffee rust infestation affects areas also prone to recurrent natural and economic shocks. According to the 

National Secretariat for Food Security and Nutrition (SESAN), over 200 municipalities impacted by the coffee rust 

outbreak also experience recurrent natural shocks such as flooding or drought. In the Dry Corridor of Guatemala, 

a region particularly prone to shocks, five departments currently struggling with the negative impact of coffee 

rust have also been affected by drought in the last 18 months. Furthermore, a precipitous drop in international 
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 IICA/PROMECAFE. La crisis del café en Mesoamérica: Causas y respuestas apropriadas. Junio 2013. 

2
 Hypothenemus hampei, an insect that affects coffee fruit, also lowering yields and quality 
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coffee prices has come on top of the coffee rust infestations, increasing its impact on households dependant on 

coffee production. 

The food security situation of these affected vulnerable households is of particular concern to WFP Guatemala. 

According to an Emergency Food Security Assessment published by WFP Guatemala and partners, around 

34,900 vulnerable households (12,200 small coffee producer and 22,700 day labourers) in ten departments3 

were already experiencing moderate to severe food insecurity in August 2013. These households, comprise of 

nearly 175,000 people, normally rely on income generated through small-scale coffee production and/or day 

labour on coffee plantations. 

Food insecurity of smallholder and labourer households affected by coffee rust in Guatemala is linked to pre-

existing structural vulnerability. In rural areas, poverty, limited access to land and unsatisfied basic needs are 

factors that make families highly vulnerable to food insecurity. The results of the assessment show that on 

average, 70 percent of the smallholder producer households have less than one 0.7 hectares of land, and 30 

percent less than 2.1 hectares. About 76 percent of the day labourer households and 42 percent of smallholder 

farmer households do not produce their own food and lack stable incomes to meet their basic household needs. 

Using the percentage of family budget spent on food as a proxy indicator of income, 43 percent of interviewed 

households spend over 65 percent of their total expenditures on food. About half of the households reported 

borrowing money to meet basic needs. This confirms that these households do not have the resources to 

adequately cover their basic food and non-food needs. 

Smallholder farmers have limited capabilities to respond to shocks as they face greater difficulties accessing 

credit, technical assistance and large-scale commercial markets. The lack of economic inversion impedes 

renovation of coffee plantations; 78 percent of smallholder farmers reported owning plantations that are three 

to fifteen years old, while 12 percent are over fifteen years old. Additionally, most smallholder producers grow 

coffee varieties that are susceptible to the coffee rust. 

The coffee rust was estimated to affect 70 percent of the 274,000 hectares cultivated with coffee in May 2013. 

Due to the coffee rust outbreak, coffee production during the 2012/2013 harvest was 15 percent lower than the 

volume of the previous year; the equivalent to 31,750 metric tons and 72,500 jobs. This is also reflected in the 

assessment results, as all interviewed smallholder farmers reported having been affected by the coffee rust, and 

93 percent indicated that their production in the 2012/2013 coffee production cycle was less than the previous 

year.  

The coffee rust and low coffee prices also resulted in lower incomes during the 2012/2013 harvest for both 

smallholder producers and labourers: 86 percent of respondents reported that household incomes were less 

than the year before. The loss of income by the producers was reflected in a reduction of employment 

opportunities for coffee labourers. Half of the households of day labourers said that they did not find 

employment in coffee production during the 2012/2013 harvest. This situation is expected to worsen: while the 

2012/2013 production cycle required 61.5 million work days, it is expected that 2013/2014 cycle will only 

require 57.1 million work days.4    

                                                           
3
 Chiquimula, San Marcos, Alta Verapaz, Jalapa, Jutiapa, El Quiche, Huehuetenango, Zacapa, Baja Verapaz, Sololá 

4
  The number of day labourers is estimated by multiplying the number of exportable quintals of coffee by 15; according to ANACAFE this 

is the number of day labourers need to produce one quintal of coffee.  
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The assessment results show the combined effect of reduced income and structural vulnerabilities has caused a 

decrease in purchasing power of the households dependent upon small coffee production and day labour. 

Access to credit has also been reduced, eliminating resources that could otherwise be used to detain and 

prevent the coffee rust. Families who depend on subsistence grain production also face severe depletions in 

food reserves. National safety net programmes are inadequate, leaving extremely affected households without 

measures to prevent further deterioration during times of crisis. 

Since the assessment was presented in September 2013, more producers and day labourers whose livelihoods 

have been affected by the coffee rust have joined the ranks of food insecure households. The number is likely to 

grow further in the coming months, as the coffee rust infestation continues to impact coffee production and 

labour demands in the 2013/2014 cycle. WFP field staff monitoring developments at the start of the harvest 

season in November 2013 confirmed with medium to large producers that the coffee harvest of the 2013/2014 

production cycle will be lower than the two previous cycles, and that there will be a reduction in the demand of 

temporary workers and in the length of the harvesting season. A joint assessment mission of WFP-FEWSNET 

travelled to the highlands in December to follow-up on the coffee rust and its impact on small coffee growers 

and migrant workers. Preliminary findings confirmed the severity of the situation and indicated that the negative 

effects of the coffee rust were expanding geographically. 

In January/February 2014 WFP and the Ministry of Agriculture, along with participation of local authorities 

(SESAN, MIDES) and other partners present in the respective areas (Mercy Corps, Anacafé), carried out seasonal 

livelihood programming consultations in six departments where livelihoods depend on coffee production. 

Participants estimated a loss of coffee production between 35-60 percent in the 2013/2014 production cycle, 

significantly reducing income and capacity to build food stocks. Furthermore, dry spells in some areas of 

Guatemala in 2013 also affected producers’ and day labourers’ subsistence production of basic grains during the 

previous harvesting cycle.  As a result, food reserves might be exhausted by April/May. It is expected the coffee 

production will require three years to recuperate.  

Coffee rust affected households in the Dry Corridor carry a double burden, as they also were hit by a dry spell 

during the main growing season of their basic grain production last year.  These households are being recorded 

by SESAN in order to develop beneficiary databases. While not confirmed, the “El Niño” phenomenon threatens 

to cause another relatively dry rainy season in 2014. In accordance with the climatic forecasts of the 

INSIVUMEH, the Ministry of Agriculture has publicly declared that it expects 95,000 households to be affected 

not only by loss in income due to the coffee rust, but also by drought during the forthcoming lean season (June-

October 2014).  

Taking into consideration the families already identified as severely or moderately food insecure in 2013, the 

impact of the dry spell and the worrying forecasts for 2014, WFP estimates that currently at least 61,000 

households, or 305,000 people, are suffering from severe or moderate food insecurity and are in need of 

assistance. 
 

 

In order to mitigate the immediate food security impact of the coffee rust crisis in 2013, WFP provided 

unconditional food assistance to over 25,800 small coffee producers and temporary labourer’s households, 
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equivalent to some 129,000 persons. These severely and moderately food-insecure households were identified 

through the assessment implemented in seven provinces. WFP’s assistance was of an approximate value of over 

US$ 1.8 million. 

WFP plans to assist over 61,000 food insecure households affected by the coffee rust in 2014. The target 

number of beneficiaries is based on the assessment findings, taking into account the portion of affected 

households that will be assisted by government programmes and other organizations. 
 

Note: The subsistence producers figure is an estimate based on secondary data from WFP, SESAN and other partners and 

numbers may change as more information becomes available. Similarly, in the case of Dry Corridor beneficiaries, those in need of 

assistance could change depending on the performance of the rainy season. 

WFP’s response to the coffee rust will address small-holder farmers’ vulnerabilities during the lean season 

according to the agricultural calendar. Although the agricultural cycle varies between geographical areas, 

seasonal livelihoods consultations show that food stocks begin depleting in April/May and households foresee 

that by July/August food stocks will be completely depleted. Affected households are able to start rebuilding 

their stock in October/November (depending on the geographical area), during the harvest period. WFP 

food/cash distributions will be implemented between April/May to September/October 2014, with transfers 

covering 50 percent of the daily kilo-calorie needs for a period of 180 days to coincide with the annual period of 

food shortages.  
 

Agricultural Calendar 

 
Source: FEWSNET 

 

2014 WFP planned beneficiaries in response to the coffee rust 

 

 

Smallholder 
farmers 

Day Labourers 
Dry Corridor Coffee 

Labourers & subsistence 
producers 

Total 

Severely food insecure 2,500 (500 HH) 8,500 (1,700 HH) 8,000 (1,600 HH) 19,000 (3,800 HH) 

Moderately food insecure 58,500 (11,700 HH) 105,000 (21,000 HH) 122,500 (24,500 HH) 286,000 (57,200 HH) 

Total 61,000 (12,200 HH) 113,500 (22,700 HH) 130,500 (26,100 HH) 305,000 (61,000 HH) 
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Agricultural Labour Calendar 

 
Source: FEWSNET 

 

 

 

WFP Activities 

WFP plans to assist 61,000 severely or moderately food-insecure households affected by the coffee rust and 

drought in ten provinces identified by the EFSA with conditional assistance through asset creation/rehabilitation 

and training activities. In some cases, unconditional assistance may be considered where households are unable 

to work, or are in food insecurity conditions that are too critical. Where applicable and appropriate, this 

assistance will be provided through cash transfers with an equivalent value to the local price of WFP’s basic food 

basket. This will allow beneficiaries to purchase the necessary food from local markets. Smallholder farmers and 

migrant workers (87 percent of community households) have expressed interest in participating in FFA and FFT 

activities through which they may develop new livelihood sources. 

Conditional food assistance will be focused on the following: 

 Activities related to coffee production targeted at small coffee producers for the removal or trimming of 

damaged coffee plants, replanting new coffee seedlings and soil conservation activities.  

 Activities related to increasing food production on beneficiaries’ own land, including the creation of 

family vegetable gardens (when access to land is available); soil conservation activities; barrier 

construction; water infiltration wells and ditches.  

 Community-based activities such as clearance/repair of agricultural roads; reforestation of communal 

forests; product diversification; expansion of community water piping systems; etc.  

Currently, WFP Guatemala has secured funding to assist approximately 16,000 households with FFA activities in 

six departments (Alta Verapaz, Huehuetenango, San Marcos, Quiché, Baja Verapaz and Sololá) covering only 

26% of planned households.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



6 
 

 

WFP closely coordinated the assessment with a number of governmental and non-governmental organizations, 

and aims to continue coordination in coffee rust monitoring and response.  

Partners include:   

o Food Security and Nutrition Secretariat (SESAN) for overall coordination 
o Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food (MAGA) for technical assistance and inputs 
o International and national NGOs: Oxfam, MercyCorps, Action against Hunger (ACH), Cooperazione 

Internazionale (COOPI) and the Guatemalan Coffee Foundation for Rural Development (FUNCAFE) 
for coordination of interventions 

o Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) for technical assistance in the 
implementation of best agricultural practices and income-generating activities 

o FEWS NET for monitoring of food security situation in the country 

 

 

WFP Guatemala will require US$ 20.4 million to cover the needs of 61,000 affected households between 

April/May and September/October 2014. This takes into account existing stocks in the country. In addition to 

this, a total of 450 MT of food is required for prepositioning at regional warehouses in advance to the start of 

the hurricane season by May 2014 as outlined in the PRRO. 

GUATEMALA: ESTIMATED NEEDS & SHORTFALLS FOR WFP´s RESPONSE TO                                                                                                                                           
THE COFFEE RUST AND AGRAVATING FACTORS 

Target Group 
 

Planned 
Beneficiaries 

Food 
Needs Mt 

Existing 
food 

stocks Mt 

Shortfalls** 
Total Estimated 
Shortfall value          
US$ Millions Food US$ 

 

Cash & 
Voucher US$ 

Severe Food 
insecure:          

19,000  855 Mt        US$ 0.88 million 

Moderate Food 
insecure:        

286,000 12,870 Mt    US$ 13.40 million 

Total:             305,000 13,725Mt          3,250Mt     
US$10.71 

million 
US$ 3.57 
million 

US$  14.28 million* 

* Including outstanding internal loans (US$774). 

**The decision to provide food or cash transfers will be based on available resources.      


