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DIRECTOR’S PREFACE

Large surpluses of staple commodities constituted an im-
pressive feature of the interwar period. The coffee surplus was
notably huge and persistent. Brazil, which bore most of the
burden, spectacularly resorted to burning parts of her excess
supply. In the ten years before war again engulfed Europe,
over 68 million bags of coffee were desiroyed. This was 28%
per cent of Brazilian production in that decade, or enough coffee
to meet consumption requirements of the world for two and
one-half years. Despite such drastic measures, stocks continued
abnormally heavy. Late in 1937 Brazil reluctantly admitted
the disastrous failure of her “permanent coffee defense” policy
and made radical modifications in it.

Many control schemes for foodstuffs and raw materials of
world importance owe their origin to severe dislocations that
resulted from World War I and the Great Depression. Govern-
ment intervention in economic affairs, extensively practiced in
wartime, became easier to apply in peace. Coffee, however, is
one of a few commodities to which national controls had been
applied much earlier. Failure attended efforts to reach an inter-
national control agreement until 1940-41. Then, in the face
of urgent need for Pan-American solidarity, the United States
joined fourteen Latin American coffee-growing countries in a
scheme for coping with new problems created by the closing of
Continental European markets.

The present war threatens even more serious dislocations
than followed the last one. Government controls are more ex-
tensive than ever before, and the trend of responsible opinion is
against hasty decontrol as soon as hostilities cease. In some
quarters it is expected that international commodity arrange-
ments will play a significant role both during and after the
war-peace transition period.

In recent years, indeed, more and more official support has
been given to the idea that commodity problems of world im-
portance can be dealt with effectively by international bodies,
set up under international commodity agreements, and employ-
ing one or more control devices such as export quotas, produc-
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vi THE WORLD COFFEE ECONOMY

tion restraints, minimum and/or maximum prices, and “buffer
stocks.” This idea, with specific reference to a few important
commodities, has been under investigation by the Food Research
Institute,

One conviction grows as this problem is studied. Commod-
ities differ widely one from another in many ways, and no two
commodity economies are closely similar. International com-
modity agreements must take these differences into account. If
commodity arrangements are to be successfully devised and car-
ried out, they need to be founded on extensive and intensive
commodity research.

Coffee thoroughly merits special investigation. Cofiee grow-
ing and exporting is of dominating importance in the economies
of a number of Latin American countries. These countries ac-
count for the bulk of world coffee production, and all are lo-
cated within the area of the United States vital interests. The
United States is by far the most important consuming market.
When the war closed the second most important outlet in Con-
tineptal Furope, coffee assumed greater economic and political
significance than ever before. Experience under the various
Brazilian coffee controls, and wartime experience under the
Inter-American Coffee Agreement, both yield warnings against
superficial assumptions regarding the virtues of ambitious and
fairly comprehensive international schemes for the regulation
of the world coffee industry. But only a provisional answer can
yet be given to the question: What, if any, type of agreement
or scheme for postwar control of coffee is desirable and feasible?

Mr. Wickizer’s present study makes timely contributions to
an understanding of the commodity coffee, the evolving world
coffee economy, experience with coffee controls, and the prob-
lems that lie ahead. Grateful acknowledgment is made to the
Rockefeller Foundation for a grant of funds to the Food Research
Institute that made possible the preparation and publication of
this book.

JoseEPH S. Davis
July 30, 1943
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