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[bookmark: _GoBack]This is a case study of a food security and food sovereignty strategy currently being implemented by SOPPEXCCA, coffee cooperative in Jinotega, Nicaragua. Nicaragua’s rural population depends on beans and maize for their daily sustenance. However, regular access to basic grains is threatened by a number of circumstances common to many smallholder farmers and their families around the world. In the case of coffee growers, smallholder producers depend heavily – and often, solely - on this one crop for their income, so any disruptions in the chain of production or trade can have a significant, negative effect on the ability of farming families to access their daily food. There are many potential hazards on coffee’s journey from seed to cup, including natural disasters, pests or plagues -- as in the case of coffee rust fungus that is decimating coffee plantations in Mesoamerica -- and fluctuations in coffee prices. In addition, rising trends in the food prices for more than a decade have added pressure on families’ livelihoods, leaving them with shrinking income to reinvest in farm development, children’s education or health services. In order to counteract the effects and risks of these phenomena, many coffee cooperatives are developing alternative income strategies to coffee. These include credit and technical support schemes to enable farmers to produce food crops for consumption and local markets.
SOPPEXCCA is a medium-size coffee cooperative with a total membership of 650 producers. As a second level organization, it groups smaller coffee producer cooperatives in the region. From the beginning, SOPPEXCCA has focused on improving producer’s livelihoods by bringing technical assistance for coffee production, but as the effects of climate change started to become more frequent and severe the leadership made a conscious effort to find funding to develop alternative economic activities to coffee. It also has engaged with social development organizations focusing on poverty mitigating and/or alleviation in order to improve their member’s livelihoods. Nicaragua is the second poorest country in Latin America and rural families are among the continent’s most food insecure population. Smallholder coffee families who depend on the coffee crop for their livelihood experience a period of food scarcity in-between harvests sometimes called los meses flacos (the thin months in English). This is a very real experience for members of the SOPPEXCCA cooperative, who in average suffer 3.4 months of food scarcity characterized by lack of access of basic food items and a lack of diet diversity.
In 2011, the SOPPEXCCA coffee cooperative hired Food 4 Farmers, a Vermont based NGO whose mission is to facilitate food security programs with coffee-growing communities, to collaborate with them to understand the conditions and causes of their members’ food insecurity. The project consists of a participatory process of knowledge transfer, including a community diagnostic, food security strategies implemented along with training, and monitoring and evaluation training for implemented strategies. 
A key strategy is the creation of a storage and distribution center for basic grains. SOPPEXCCA members are spread among more than 15 communities, ranging in elevation between 2,600 to 6,500 feet above sea level (800 mt. to 2000 mt.). Those families able to grow basic grains in an efficient way are located at lower elevations. Farm plots in higher elevations are not suitable for maize and beans, and are more susceptible to crop losses because of weather conditions. The cooperative had a vision to create a system to produce, purchase and store maize and beans, where crops produced by members could be redistributed to other member families unable to grow enough basic grains because of their geographical conditions, or lack of land. Food price cycles can fluctuate greatly between harvest months and periods between harvests. For example, in 2014 the price of beans during the first harvest season was $800 Cordobas per 100 kilos; subsequently, drought and market dynamics in the Jinotega region spiked the price to more than $2,500 Cordobas by the middle of the year.
The concept of a distribution system aims to help families improving access to food by 1) supporting basic grain producing families (“granos basiqueros”) with farming credits to increase and improve production; 2) helping families without basic grain farming conditions access food at lower market prices; and 3) developing an internal cooperative food distribution system that can be used with other crops.
This strategy is only in its second year of operation, but it has already proven beneficial for the families involved in the program. The case study will describe organizational and financial components of the project, progress so far and long term goals for the storage center and the community. The ultimate long-term goal is to use this strategy as a key building block in establishing locally-driven and managed solutions to seasonal hunger, a systemic problem that affects over 800 million people in poor countries, and has plagued millions of smallholder coffee-farming families for generations, exacerbated by their dependency on this single, commoditized crop.
