Seeds of (e

en ‘chai’ means (ea, coffee loses the cup

Uganda grows millions of coffee bags ev-
ery year, yet most are exported. At home,
tea reigns supreme and coffee is largely
reserved for rituals and special occasions.
Local startups are now trying to change

that.

BY GEORGE KATONGOLE

roadside lrosks, the question
is asked casually and without
ceremony; Tugende tufune

darification is needed. In every-
day usage across Uganda,“chai™al-
most always means tea — milky,
sweet, familiar, and widely under-
stood as the country’s go-to hot
drink. Coffee, if it appears at all,
must announce itself as an cxeep-
tion: cha wa coffee

That small linguistic habit has
had outsized consequences. By

collapsing all hot drinks into :
 chai and the moments chai im-
: plies, visits, breaks, family gath-
: erings, coffee was left with a nar-
: rower social niche: specialty
 cafés, export markets, and occa-
: sional consumption.

Uganda produces roughly 6.5- :
: ers have also noted that low pur-
: chasing power and entrenched
* tea culture inherited from the co-
: Jonial era contribute to low local
: coffee consumption, with many
: people simply not knowing why
: they should drink coffee or be-
: lieving that it's primarily for for-
: eigners orelites.

¢ Language reinforced percep-
+ tion. Since chai meant tea,coffee
: became defined by what it was
: not: stronger, bitter, adult, me-
* dicinal, elite, It was something to
: “wake you up,”not something to
: sit with. Children grew up tasting
: tea, not coffee yet it paid school
: fees for most of them.

:  Economists often explain Ugan-
i da's low coffee consumption
: through prices,incomes or export
+ incentives. All are valid. But cul-
 ture matters too. And culture, car-
: ried quietly throughlanguage,de
: cides what feels normal.
per-capita consumption.In Ugan- :
: which a new generation of coffee
: entrepreneurs is working, trying
: not just to sell coffee, but to un-
: learn decades of habit.

This paradox s striki ‘ p
- AU herstise : “Validationis where wo exist”
¢ For Jonathan Nsamba, found-

chai and then equating chai al-
most exclusively with tea, every-
day speech has helped shape con-

- sumption habits. Tea became the
default.Coffee became the devia-
tion.

6.9 million Gokg bags of coffee
per year (green bean equiva-
* lent), with production expected
1o reach about 6.88 million bags
in the 2025/26 marketing year
supporting more than 12.5 mil-
lion people across the value chain
and has recently recorded some
of the highest export volumes ev-
er,earning over $2 billion for the
economy. The country now ranks
as one of Africa’s top coffee ex-

porters.

While Ethiopia leads in total
production, particularly of Ara-
bica beans, Uganda dominates
Robusta cultivation and consist-
ently ranks among the world'stop
10 coffee producers.

Uganda consumes only about
330,000 bags locally, less than 5
percent of its output. By compari-
son, Ethiopia drinks neardy half of
its harvest, while smaller produc-
ers like Kenya also enjoy higher

da, over 95 percent of coffee is ex-
A drink without ahome

coffee has long held deep cultural
meaning in Uganda.

Anthranalng--? -=-==ss - e

~ ! certain regions, even though the
: beverage version never fully be-
: came part of everyday famnily life.
n many homes, offices and
- coffee.t was ceremonial, deliber-
- ate and scarce, never boiled in a
- pot for everyone.
chai?(Shall we go for chai?).No :
: Coffee belonged to formal mo-
- ments, not daily life, Tea, intro-
+ duced later but embedded quick-
¢ Iy through colonial administra-
“tion, schools and wage labour,
< filled the everyday gap. It was
* cheap, easy to prepare, forgiving
: in taste and suitable for all ages.
: Over time, tea claimed thekitch-
: en; coffee kept the shrine.

Elders, not children, handled

That ritual framing mattered.

With tea dominating the word

Economists and industry play-

This is the backdrop against

i erating with a team of six youths
¢ four women and two men. Pro
¢ duction is modest, about one :
: tonne a year, outsourced throug}
i certified facilities at the Consorti
: um for Enhancing University Re- :
: sponsiveness to Agribusiness De- !
: velopment (CURAD) Kabanyolo !
: under Makerere University. The }
: company sources cofTee directly :
: from farmers and traders, delib- :
erately avoiding middlemen,and :
: places heavy emphasis on quality

{ roasting: persuading lpan~~=- '

Atlas is barely two years old,op- :
ciated drink, coffee would have to
meet those expectations.

lends. Atlas introduced spiced
offees infused with ginger, cinna-
mon, cloves and mulondo (Mon-
dia whitei), ingredients already fa-
miliar in Ugandan kitchens and
herbal traditions,

¢ But when you add ginger or cin-
namon, it feels familiar. Coffee is

* control. Nearly three-quarters of : percent,but the other ingredients *
: the team is trained in coffee quali- } help onboard people who would :
: tyassessment.

Yet the bigger task begins after | plains.

Mhnen hlamds o 10

“People say,'l don't like coffee. :
: GEORGE KA-
: TONGOLE
still the main product, about 80 :

: otherwise reject it,” Nsamba ex- :

! Atlas Agro

: founder Jona-
: than Nsamba
The result was innovation in :
: aged coffee

! ensuring every
: batch meets

i the highest local
: standards.

inspects pack-

PHOTO/

- ford it. You are nat left out =y
t says.

moved from supphyt
: stations.restaurants
| : inJinja, Mukono,

¢ one would buy Now,
i take immediately, Oth
: Nsamba says.

Beyondexports

i shift in Uganda's co
* ades,success was measy
: clusively in export vo
: eign exchanve-flr-u—'
. * sumption barely fe

: cussions. That i

: thority (UCDA) h :
R : local consumption to 15-2
i over time, running pro

: roasters, lifestyle bran

: expanded, particularly am
: professionals. But this are

: urban and concentrated. F
i da,where most coffee is
: largely outside the coffee-¢
i economy.

! a fraction of production
: 330,000 bags consumed locall

: pared with millions exported
| sumption muststart at the soure

fees. But times have changed. You
: it,youshould also enjoy it "he

¢ farmers, promotes agroecolog;
; tices and frames consumption as
+ of sustainability not just inco

: Teaearned its place honestly: thro
: affordability, simplicity and culnir
¢ The challenge for coffee is nut ‘0 dis
* nlace tea bt tnstand alamo ;

© foe's image. Instead of being just oy,
¢ feine or luxury it became health.gp
i ented: immunity warmth.enermy in ..
¢ fert, Atlas translated eoffeeinty the lan
¢ guage of chai culture,

Packaging followed the same |,

: ic. Recognising that 2 250-2ram pacy
¢ can feel expensive to a sture
: household, Atlas sells 5
¢ as25grams, retailing for aho

iche

“Even someone in the yillase -

Slowly, the marke

“At the besinni

These efforts coineid

The Uganda C

paigns, coffee roadshow

: training.

Urban coffee cultw

Still, domestic consumption remains

year.
That is why Nsamba insists that con- .

“People grow coffee just to pay

Atlas extends agronomy ady

: “Itsnotonly about money Its about
: people surviving alongside the move-
: ment; hesays.

! Reclaiming the cup

None of this means tea is the en
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