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Starbucks stirs up a storm in a coffee cup
The chain’s image has suffered in its trademark fight with the Ethiopian 
government. By Dominic Rushe in New York

LAST Friday was an annual holiday in Ethiopia to commemorate the Battle of Adowa in 
1896 and the routing of Italian forces at the end of the first Italo-Abyssinian war.

Holiday or no holiday, the prime minister, Meles Zanawi, spent part of the day drawing up 
his defences in another battle, one that has occupied the country for the past two years 
— a fight with Starbucks over the impoverished country’s famous coffee.

This is a truly modern engagement, fired by the forces of globalisation and fought with 
lawyers. But according to Starbucks’s critics, it tells an ancient tale, with the coffee chain 
branded as a modern-day colonialist exploiting Ethiopia’s 1,000-year-old coffee culture. 
Fittingly enough, the fight is being played out on that most modern of battlegrounds — the 
video website YouTube.

Coffee is Ethiopia’s largest export, and the country produces some of the finest beans in 
the world. The growing global demand means quality beans are attracting premium 
prices. To secure its slice of the action, in 2005 Ethiopia’s government launched an 
application to trademark the country’s gourmet coffee beans in the US.

Related Links

●     Starbucks relents over Ethiopian 
trademark 

●     Ethiopian coffee trademark dispute 

The Ethiopian government argues that trademarks 
would protect the country’s millions of coffee 
farmers and give them a greater say on prices. 
Oxfam has estimated that trademarks would add 
£47m a year to the Ethiopian economy.
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may leave Starbucks with nasty taste 
●     Starbucks and Ethiopia agree to 

resolve dispute 

Ironically, the most high-profile objector to this 
rebranding exercise has been the biggest coffee 
brand in the world.

The spat has landed Starbucks in a public-
relations nightmare, with the ethically minded 

company accused of acting tough with one of the world’s poorest countries.

Starbucks’s size has increasingly thrown up ethical and cultural dilemmas for the 
company. Howard Schultz, the chain’s founder, recently warned that Starbucks was in 
danger of losing its identity.

Late last month it looked as though an agreement was about to be reached to end the 
war in east Africa. But now Ethiopia’s representatives are accusing the Seattle-based 
coffee chain of spin. Meles is expected to issue a statement this week underlining the fact 
that no agreement has been reached.

The row is potentially damaging for both Starbucks’s image and Ethiopia’s economy. The 
company’s annual sales of $7.78 billion (£4 billion) are equal to more than three-quarters 
of Ethiopia’s entire gross domestic product, which was $9.78 billion in 2006.

Douglas Holt, the L’Oréal professor of marketing at Oxford University’s Said Business 
School, has said the company is “playing Russian roulette” with its brand.

At the heart of the dispute is Ethiopia’s desire to trademark some of its most famous 
coffees. Coffea arabica, parent plant to the coffee bean, is indigenous to Ethiopia and is 
believed to have been cultivated there for more than 1,000 years. The word coffee itself is 
thought to be derived from the name of the place from which coffee originated, Kaffa in 
Ethiopia.

And the quality beans produced by Ethiopia attract premium prices — but not for the 
country’s farmers. According to Oxfam, Ethiopian growers selling to Starbucks earned 
between 75 cents and $1.60 a pound on beans that Starbucks then sold for up to $26 a 
pound.

Speciality coffees in other regions of the world can get up to 45% of the retail price, 
compared with the 5% to 10% Ethiopians are currently receiving, Oxfam said.

Premium coffee is a growing market, and to benefit from the rising demand the Ethiopian 
government set out to trademark three regions of the country associated with its finest 
beans — Sidamo, Harar and Yirgacheffe.

The government then asked Starbucks and other coffee companies to sign a licensing 
agreement recognising the brands. One large US coffee company, Green Mountain, has 
already done so.

Starbucks objected to the trademarks. Last December, Dub Hay, head of Starbucks’s 
coffee team, released a video on YouTube stating that Ethiopia’s position — 
trademarking geographic areas — was “against the law”. He said “certification” was a 
better approach for the country — similar to Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee or Florida 
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orange juice. The video has now been watched almost 30,000 times.

Roberta Horton, partner with Arnold & Porter, the Washington law firm representing 
Ethiopia’s trademark claims, said Hay’s statement was “a bunch of nonsense”.

“Ethiopia wants to protect a valuable commodity and build up its intellectual property 
assets,” she said. “Like many Third World countries, they haven’t always been in a 
position to do it. Now they are and they have every right to do it.”

Horton said that in building and protecting its brands, Ethiopia was simply employing the 
same tactics used by Starbucks itself.

One of the trademarks — Yirgacheffe — has been passed by the US authorities. Under 
US law there are legal arguments against the trademarking of regions — although there 
are also exceptions. There have been claims the US authorities did not understand that 
Yirgacheffe was a region.

But Starbucks’s involvement in the trademark row sparked a furious reaction from Oxfam 
and other critics. Hay has now apologised for saying the application was illegal.

In a note added to the YouTube video last week, Starbucks said: “Since this video was 
posted, a lot has happened. When we posted this video, we felt the information was 
correct and since we’ve learnt a lot and realised the information about the legality of the 
trademark was not accurate.”

Ron Layton, chief executive of Light Years IP, a Washington-based intellectual-property-
rights body that is advising the Ethiopian government, said: “Frankly, their position is 
mendacious. Starbucks never once validated any of their nasty claims and now they are 
saying they were not true. Why have they left Dub Hay’s video up on YouTube? Nearly 
30,000 people have seen that now. They should compensate the Ethiopians for all the 
damage that has been done.”

Ethiopian produce represents a fraction of Starbucks’s coffee and a tiny part of the 
company’s overall expenses.

Starbucks had “never articulated” why it was opposed to Ethiopia’s trademarks, said 
Layton. “My theory — and it is a theory — is that Starbucks was far happier with the 
previous situation, where coffee countries did not have a say and Starbucks had all the 
power.”

Certification guarantees quality and origin of the goods, but a trademark gives the local 
coffee producers a clear stake in the retail price, he said.

“Ethiopians feel very deeply about this. Ethiopia has a hot product in a hot market. 
Starbucks’s immediate reaction to their attempt to exert control of that product has been 
to exert its power and for it to try to keep control,” Layton added.

Last month senior Starbucks executives met Ethiopian officials in Addis Ababa after Hay 
apologised for his YouTube posting.

The company also said it would double its coffee buying in the region by 2009, and would 
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extend the schemes it has successfully used in South America to give farmers greater 
access to agricultural support and credit. In addition, Starbucks promised to drop its 
objections to Ethiopia’s trademarks.

But critics say the moves fell a long way short of a resolution.

The trademark objections have now been taken up by the lobby group National Coffee 
Association, a move made at Starbucks’s behest, claim Oxfam, Layton and other critics. 
Nor has Starbucks said it will sign a licensing agreement with the Ethiopians if they 
successfully register their brands.

“There is no agreement,” said Layton. “There seem to be a lot of people saying some 
agreement has been reached, but it hasn’t. Starbucks are spinning.”

Alain Poncelet, vice-president of coffee and managing director of Starbucks Coffee 
Trading Company, said it had become “very clear to us that we have not engaged as 
much as we should have in east Africa”.

The company buys most of its coffee from Latin America, taking only 6% from east Africa, 
and had not spent as much time building relationships in Ethiopia and Africa’s other 
coffee-producing countries, he said.

“We all agree that we are looking for the same results and that the farmer should be the 
one benefiting,” said Poncelet.

“We are not in a position to tell the Ethiopian government what to do. We are a coffee 
company, we do not set the rules. But we do have experience of models that work in 
Colombia, which has certification.”

He said the row was “very unfortunate”. “Starbucks is by far the most beneficial company 
for coffee farmers out there. We have got so many letters from Central American farmers 
saying that this is not the Starbucks they know.”

Starbucks makes its money by underpaying for its beans and underfilling the cup with coffe and 
then adding froth. I fo one never use them for these 2 reasons. Also I get better tasting coffee 
for less money elsewhere.

Patrick , Taipei, Taiwan

Have your say

 

Jobs

Regional Corporate 
Development Manager
£33,000 
Macmillan Cancer Support 
Central/South West 

Leadership Programme
£50k 
NHS 
Nationwide 

International 
Management Trainees
£ £30k OTE 
Meltwater News 
Nationwide 

Finance Director
circa £70k 
Central Office of Information 
London 

●     Search more Jobs

Properties

Times Online Property 
Search
 
 

The Gardens @ Riverside 
Quarters Wandsworth
Luxury Appts, beautiful gardens w/ 
Thames views 
 

One Housing Group 
Great Homes Available on a shared 
Ownership Basis 
 

Rushmore Condo's New 
Luxury Condo's In 

http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece (4 of 6)8/26/2008 3:20:42 PM

http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/190849/RegionalCorporateDevelopmentManager.html
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/190849/RegionalCorporateDevelopmentManager.html
http://clk.atdmt.com/TMP/go/111445242/direct/01/
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/190756/InternationalManagementTrainees.html
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/190756/InternationalManagementTrainees.html
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/186694/FinanceDirector.html
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/JobSearch.aspx
http://timesonline.globrix.com/
http://timesonline.globrix.com/
http://www.riversidequarter.com/register.asp
http://www.riversidequarter.com/register.asp
http://www.onehousinggroup.co.uk/content/property/properties/MTI1OjA6MDowOjA6MA
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/


Starbucks stirs up a storm in a coffee cup - Times Online 

* Name * Email

* Town Country

* Required 

Remember 
me 

●     Terms and conditions

●     Print ●     Email ●     Post 
to del.
icio.us

●     Post 
to Fark

●     Post to 
Yahoo!

●     Post 
to Digg

Also in Leisure 

●     PY Gerbeau sets sights on leisure assets as economic slowdown creates land of opportunity
●     A happy ending at Cineworld as the public feels the pinch
●     Stamps and coins shine amid investment gloom

Also in Industry Sectors 

●     Samsung teams up with Yahoo! to bring TV internet service to your sofa
●     Tesco cashes in on taste for local food and drink

Manhattan
Great Investment, River Views 
 

●     Search for more properties

Holidays

Las Vegas 
Visit the ‘entertainment capital of the 
world’  
at great sale prices!  
 

APT River Cruising
Christmas Cruises 
From only £995pp 
 

Australia savings
APTs East Coast now from only 
£2425pp. 
 

Travel insurance 
Great travel insurance deals online  
 
 

●     Search for more holidays

Place your advert now

Search Ad Reference:

Where am I? Home Business Industry Sectors Leisure
●     Contact us ●     Back to top

NewsCommentBusinessMoneySportLife & StyleTravelDrivingArts & Ents

Contact our advertising team for advertising and sponsorship in Times Online, The Times and The Sunday Times. Globrix Property Search - find property for sale and rent in the UK. Visit our classified services and find jobs, used cars, property or holidays. Use our 

http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece (5 of 6)8/26/2008 3:20:42 PM

http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/terms_and_conditions/
javascript:;
mailto:?Subject=I saw this on Times Online and thought you might be interested&Body=Starbucks stirs up a storm in a coffee cup%0A%0Ahttp://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece
http://del.icio.us/post
http://del.icio.us/post
http://del.icio.us/post
http://www.ysearchblog.com/archives/000206.html
http://www.ysearchblog.com/archives/000206.html
http://digg.com/tools/
http://digg.com/tools/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article4607792.ece
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article4583028.ece
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article4580612.ece
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/technology/article4607621.ece
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/retailing/article4608139.ece
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/
http://uk.propertyfinder.com/2/pf/da/timesonline/home.do
http://traveldirectory.timesonline.co.uk/classified_popup.aspx?adid=528-8587011*8587011&uid=2v0mcv45bcga3dqp0b20ik55&subscriber=2OamoNuI8cxcRwFdLm5Dkg&sector=TRAV
http://www.aptouring.co.uk/itinerary.php?code=EUX10&pid=953151
http://www.aptouring.co.uk/itinerary.php?code=CN13&pid=788461
http://www.insureandgo.com/Travel-Insurance/travelhome.html
http://timesonline.holiday-rentals.co.uk/
https://www.advertising.newsint.co.uk/webAdvertising/private/adManager
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tools_and_services/services/contact_us/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/sport/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/travel/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/driving/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/advertising/
http://www.globrix.com/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/career_and_jobs/
http://carlocator.timesonline.co.uk/
http://www.propertyfinder.com/cgi-bin/rsearch?cu=tnl&a=sf&t=res&snf=rbs
http://traveldirectory.timesonline.co.uk/


Starbucks stirs up a storm in a coffee cup - Times Online 

dating service, read our births, marriages and deaths announcements, or place your advertisement.
Copyright 2008 Times Newspapers Ltd.
This service is provided on Times Newspapers' standard Terms and Conditions. Please read our Privacy Policy.To inquire about a licence to reproduce material from Times Online, The Times or The Sunday Times, click here.This website is published by a member of 
the News International Group. News International Limited, 1 Virginia St, London E98 1XY, is the holding company for the News International group and is registered in England No 81701. VAT number GB 243 8054 69.
 

http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece (6 of 6)8/26/2008 3:20:42 PM

http://www.encounters.timesonline.co.uk/s/
http://www.legacy.com/timesonline-uk/Celebrations.asp?Page=SearchResults&CelebrationToDisplay=16
http://www.legacy.com/timesonline-uk/Celebrations.asp?Page=SearchResults&CelebrationToDisplay=1
http://www.legacy.com/timesonline-uk/obituaries.asp
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/court_and_social/announcements/
https://www.advertising.newsint.co.uk/webAdvertising/private/adManager
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/terms_and_conditions/
http://www.nidp.com/
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/syndication/
http://the-acap.org/acap-enabled.php

	business.timesonline.co.uk
	Starbucks stirs up a storm in a coffee cup - Times Online 


	IENHGELFEGDCFJHKBFKBHJFDJHFNJCDP: 
	form2: 
	f1: 
	x: 
	f2: 
	f3: 10
	f4: 0
	f5: 0
	f6: 1
	f7: 10
	f8: searchFormSubmitted
	f9: simple
	f10: 814


	form8: 
	x: 
	f1: 211044
	f2: 2912505
	f3: /redirectArticle.jsp?url=/tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece
	f4: /tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece
	f5: posting
	f6: 
	f7: 2912505
	f8: /tol/business/industry_sectors/leisure/article1466145.ece
	f9: 
	f10: 
	f11: 
	f12: 
	f13: 
	f14: Off

	f15: 

	form15: 
	x: 
	f1: http://driving.timesonline.co.uk/_nipd/class/motorSrchRes.php
	f2: 

	f3: 

	form16: 
	f1: 
	x: 
	f2: 
	f3: 10
	f4: 0
	f5: 0
	f6: 1
	f7: 10
	f8: searchFormSubmitted
	f9: simple
	f10: 814





