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HOW An iP StRAtEgy CHAngEd tHE gAME FOR 

EtHiOPiAn COFFEE FARMERS

Ethiopia is the birthplace of coffee and is widely recognized as producing 

some of the fi nest coffees in the world.  Coffee makes up approximately half 

of all Ethiopian exports and directly supports the livelihoods of millions. Many 

of the large coffee chains were able to charge premium pricing for the fi nest 

beans produced by Ethiopian farmers.  However, due to a global over-supply 

of commodity coffee over the last decade, the price for all Ethiopian coffee 

beans was pegged at the low commodity market price.  

In 2004, the Ethiopian Intellectual Property Offi ce Director took a bold step and implemented an IP strategy based on the 

belief that IP rights protection played a signifi cant role in the economic boom experienced in developed countries.  The 

government registered trademarks for three of their fi nest coffees – Harrar, Yirgacheffe, and Sidamo – in 29 countries.  

Ethiopia selects the global distributors for its coffee and establishes the conditions for sale.  These licenses, issued free of 

charge to coffee companies, have allowed Ethiopia to charge premium market prices for their coffees and major buyers, 

such as Starbucks, are now licensees and vigorous supporters.  The IP (premium coffee) and the IP tools (trademark, brand, 

license) used by the Ethiopian government has resulted in the doubling of the price for fi ne Ethiopian coffees and has 

already led to visible economic improvement in Ethiopia.

To read more, see www.ethiopiancoffeenetwork.com and www.lightyearsip.net

Working with the community to maximize social impact 

Social Capital Partners is a Toronto-based not-for-profi t organization that believes market forces can be more effectively 

utilized to solve structural social challenges in Canada. In support of this belief, SCP provides growth fi nancing and advisory 

services to successful businesses that integrate a social mission into their employment strategy by expanding career 

opportunities for disadvantaged populations.  One of the programs provided by Social Capital Partners involves partnering 

with franchisors, like Active Green + Ross, whereby Social Capital Partners will lend individuals the funds to acquire a 

franchise at attractive loan rates and, in return, the franchise owner agrees to establish a social hiring and retention program 

as a core part of their HR model. 

In order to ensure success for the franchise’s operation as well as the individual being hired, Social Capital Partners works 

closely with community service agencies such as the YMCA to make the recruiting process effective for the franchise 

owner and to provide high quality after-employment support programs to ensure the individual is successful on the job. 

This work has resulted in changing the way Active Green + Ross locations recruit new staff – both corporate dealers and 

the franchisees SCP has loans with. Community service agencies can also leverage their work with and references from the 

franchise owners to better serve their community and expand the number of businesses willing to use their programs and 

services to source  ‘job ready’ candidates for their business. The result is a win/win for the social venture, the social agencies 

and also for the members of the social community they both serve. 

 To read more, see www.socialcapitalpartners.ca 
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Call to action

Doing “social good” is an emerging and embedded decision criterion in how consumers and corporate entities buy 

and supply goods and services.  Once this marketplace matures further, there will be additional success stories and 

mainstream investors will be attracted to the investment opportunity in the same way they were when innovations 

in technology ventures were first successful.  

Jed Emerson3 , a one-time social worker who is now the Managing Director at Uhuru Capital and founder of 

blendedvalue.org, suggests we embrace the concept of blended value, which he defines as follows:  value is what 

gets created when investors invest and organizations act to pursue their mission. Traditionally, we have thought 

of value as being either economic (and created by for-profit companies) or social (created by non-profit or non-

governmental organizations). What the Blended Value Proposition states is that all organizations, whether for profit 

or not, create value that consists of economic, social and environmental value components—and that investors 

(whether market-rate, charitable or some mix of the two) simultaneously generate all three forms of value through 

providing capital to organizations.  The outcome of all this activity is value creation, which is itself non-divisible and, 

therefore, a blend of these three elements.

  

A first step in the development of success stories for this social finance marketplace is to a raise a pilot fund that will 

take the early investment risk and demonstrate the efficacy of the social venture model to social innovation.  The MaRS 

leadership team is preparing to launch a social venture capital pilot fund, which would provide a platform to catalyze 

further investment in the social finance area in Ontario and Canada.  

To ensure success, social entrepreneurs must have access to education, mentoring and support. Talent is now 

migrating between the non-profit and for-profit sectors and coordination and collaboration between the two will 

grow and be critical, along with engagement of public sector resources that are the foundation of financial support 

for many organizations in the non-profit sector.  Many of the lessons about investing in and delivering scale from 

the technology sector can be applied successfully to the non-profit sector and likewise private companies will 

benefit from the knowledge and experience of the non-profit sector at identifying and solving social problems. 

MaRS provides a unique platform to converge both social and technology entrepreneurs, thereby unleashing the 

potential to develop innovative solutions to complex social problems. This work is already underway through SiG@

MaRS, providing support and mentoring to social entrepreneurs and their teams.

In conclusion, social venture capital is a strongly emerging force in global markets.  Although still nascent in 

Canada, investment support for Social Enterprises and Social Purpose Businesses holds tremendous promise 

to catalyze a new generation of social change agents.  The Government of Ontario, working with MaRS, has the 

opportunity to assume a leadership role in this field.

 

 

3www.blendedvalue.org
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