When ‘chai’ means tea, coffee loses the cup

: fee’s image. Instead of being just caf-
+ : feine or luxury, it became health-ori-
: ented: immunity,warmth,energy. In ef-
& : fect Atlas translated coffee into thelan-
- i guageofchai culture.
- @ Packaging followed the same log-
- : ic.Recognising that a 250-gram pack
. ! canfeel expensive to a student or rural
~ : household, Atlas sells sachets as small
as 25 grams, retailing for about Shs500.
~ ! “Even someone in the village can af-
. : ford it. You are not left out,” Nsamba
 : Slowly, the market responded. Atlas
- ! moved from supplying only cafesto gas
. : stations,restaurants and retail outlets
in Jinja, Mukono, West Nile and Kigezi.
~ ! Customerreferrals increased:

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.

: certain regions, even though the

: beverage version never fully be-
: came part of everyday family life.
n many homes, offices and : Elders, not children, handled
roadside kiosks, the question - : coffee. It was ceremonial, deliber-
is asked casually-and without : ate and scarce, never boiled in a
ceremony: Fugende tufune : potfor everyone.

BY GEORGE KATONGOLE

chai? (Shall we go for chai?).No :
: Coffee belonged to formal mo-

“clarification is needed. In every-

day usage across Uganda,“chai’al- : ments, not daily life. Tea, intro- : take immediately Others come back,”
most always means tea— milky, : duced later but embedded quick- - : Nsambasays.
sweet, familiar,and widely under- : ly through colonial administra- :

stood as the country’s go-to hot
drink. Coffee, if it appears at all,
must announce itself as an excep-
tion: chai wa coffee.

That small linguistic habit has : Over time, téa claimed the kitch- cluswely in export volumes and for-
had outsized consequences. By : en;coffee kept the shrine. : eign exchange earnings. Domestic con-
collapsing all hot drinks into : With tea dominating the word sumption barely featured in policy dis-

chai and then equating chai al- : chai and the moments chai im- : cussions.Thatis changing.

most exclusively with tea,every- : plies, visits, breaks, family gath- : The Uganda Coffee Development Au-

day speech has helped shapecon- : erings, coffee was left with a nar- = : thority (UCDA) has set targets to raise

sumption habits. Tea became the, : rower social niche: specialty ¢ - local consumption to 15-20 per cent

default. Coffee became the devia- : cafés, export markets, and occa- : over time, running promotional cam-

tion.. : sional consumption. : paigns, coffee roadshows and barista
Uganda produces roughly 6.5- : Economists and industry play- : training.

6.9 million 60kg bags of coffee
per year (green bean eqtiiva-

—.lent};with production expected

That ritual framing mattered.

: tion, schools and wage labour,
: filled the everyday gap. It was
: cheap, easy to prepare, forgiving
: in taste and suitable for all ages.

: ers have also noted that low pur-
: chasing power and entrenched
: tea culture inherited from the co-

¢ “At the beginning, out of 40 people,
: one would buy. Now, maybe 20 percent

Beyond exports
: These efforts coincide with a broader
: shift in Uganda’s coffee sector. For dec-
: ades, success was measured almost ex-

: Urban coffee culture; cafes, specialty
: roasters, lifestyle branding—has also
: expanded, particularly among young

A R,

to reach about 6.88 million bags : lonial era contribute to low local : professionals. But this growth remains

in the 2025/26 marketing year : coffee consumption, with many : urban and concentrated. Rural Ugan- =|
supporting more than 12.5 mil- : people simply not knowing why : da,where most coffee is grown, is still

lion people across the value chain : they should drink coffee or be- largely outside the coffee-drinking

and has recently recorded some : hevmg that it’s primarily for for- : economy. I
of the highest export volumes ev- : eigners or elites. Still, domestic consumption remains .

er,earning over $2 billion for the :

economy. The country now ranks : tion. Since chai meant tea, coffee : 330,000 bags consumed locally com-
as one of Africa’s top coffee ex- : became defined by what it was : pared with millions exported each
porters. : not: stronger, bitter, adult, me- :

While Ethiopia leads in total

Language reinforced percep-

: dicinal, elite. It was something to

: a fraction of production with about

That is why Nsamba insists that con-

production, particularly of Ara- : “wake you up,”not something to Atlas is barely two years old,op- : asawarm,flavoured, health-asso- : Atlas Agro : sumption must start at the source.

bica beans; Uganda dominates : sit with. Children grew up tasting : erating with a team of six youths; : ciated drink, coffee would have to : founder Jona- : “People grow coffee just to pay school

Robusta cultivation and consist- : tea, not coffée yet it paid school : four women and two men. Pro- : meet those expectations. : than Nsamba : fees.But times have changed. You plant

ently ranks among the world’stop : fees for most of them. : duction is modest, about one : The result was innovation in : inspectspack-  : it,youshould alsoenjoyit,’he says.

10 coffee producers. : Economists often explain Ugan- : tonne a year, outsourced through : blends. Atlas introduced spiced : aged coffee ©  Atlas extends agronomy advice to
Uganda consumes only about : da’s low coffee consumption : certified facilities at the Consorti- : coffees infused with ginger,cinna- : ensuringevery : farmers, promotes agroecological prac-
330,000 bags locally, less than 5 : through prices,incomesorexport : um for Enhancing University Re- : mon, cloves and mulondo (Mon- : batch meets : tices and frames consumption as part :

percent of its output. By compari- : incentives. All are valid. But cul- : sponsiveness to Agribusiness De- : dia whitei),ingredients already fa- : the highestlocal : ofsustainabilitynotjustincome. b

son,Ethiopia drinks nearly halfof : ture matters too.And culture,car- : velopment (CURAD) Kabanyolo : miliar in Ugandan kitchens and : standards. ¢ “It’s not only about money. It’s about

its harvest, while smaller produc- : ried quietly throughlanguage,de- : under Makerere University. The : herbal traditions. : : people surviving alongside the move-

ers like Kenya also enjoy higher : cides what feels normal. : company sources coffee directly : “People say,‘I don’t like coffee. : PHOTO/ : ment,’hesays.

per-capita consumption.inUgan- : This is the backdrop against : from farmers and traders, delib- : But when you add ginger or cin- : GEORGE KA- : s

da, over 95 percent of coffee is ex- : which anew generation of coffee : erately avoiding middlemen,and : namon, it feels familiar. Coffee is : TONGOLE : Reclaiming the cup

ported. : entrepreneurs is working, trying : places heavy emphasis on quality : still the main product, about 80 : :  None of this means tea is the enemy.
_ 4 : not just to sell coffee, but toun- : control. Nearly three-quarters of : per cent,but the otheringredients : : Tea earned its place honestly: through
Adrink withoutahome : learn decades of habit. : the team s trained in coffee quali- : help onboard people who would : : affordability;simplicity and cultural fit.
This paradox is striking because : el P} Z : tyassessment. : otherwise reject it,;” Nsamba ex- : : The challenge for coffee is not to dis-
— " coffee has long held deep cultural : “Validationiswhereweexist” : Yet the bigger task begins after : plains. : : place tea, but to stand alongside it as a
meaning in Uganda. For Jonathan Nsamba, found- : roasting: persuading Ugandans : These blends also reframed cof- : : normal choice.
Anthropological accounts note : er of Atlas Agrp Processing Com- : that coffee belongs in their daily : : That requires more than roasting
that in some communities, cof- : pany in Jinja, the challengeisas : lives. . beans. It requires changing language, -
fee beans were and are still used : much cultural asitiscommercial. : “When we entered the market, : : habits and expectations—so that cof-

as symbols of unity and agree- : Atlas is a youth-led, value-addi- : people said our products were : UGANDA COF FEE AT A GLANCE : feeisnolonger an add-on to chai,but a

ment. In traditional ceremonies, : tion enterprise sourcing Arabica : expensive. They were used toim- § =*wrrrrierrsrmesrrss s s : drink with its own everyday legitimacy.

aRobusta coffee cherry would be : from eastern Uganda and Robus- : ported instant coffees. Some : > “When a culture gives one product

split and shared among partici- : ta from the central region,roast- : didn’t even know that coffee is : Annual production: 6.5-6.9 million 60-kg : the everyday word, it gives it everyday

pants, who eat the bean as asign : ing and packaging coffee forlocal : processed herein Uganda,thatwe : bags (2025/26) : power;”Nsamba observes.In Uganda,  «»

of bond and mutual respect —a : consumption. Nsamba describes : can make good coffee ourselves >: -  Domesticconsumption: 5 percent of produc- : chai gave tea that power. Coffee is now

__ritual believed to spiritually con- : the company’s purpose simply: : Nsamba recalls. : tion : : trying, cup by cup, to take some of it

nect family members or cement : “Validation is where we exist.” : There was also the deeper per- : »  Exports: Over 95 percent of total output : back.

alliances. : “We came into this industry : ception problem.“Peoplesaycof- : -  Ranking: Top Robusta producerand Afncas : If enterprises like Atlas succeed, the
Historical narratives also de- : with the main objective of add- : feeisfor the rich. Teais what peo- : leading exporter : question “tugende tufune chai”might

scribe pre-colonial friendship : ingvalue tothelocally growncof- : pleareusedto”headds. : »  Majorexportdestinations: Italy, Germany, : one day invite a follow-up: tea or cof-

rituals where coffee beans were : fees from within our origin.Farm- : 3 = India, Switzerland, Algeria . : fee? And that, for a country that grows :

soaked in blood and swallowed, : ers grow coffee, but they didn’t : Fromritualtoroutine : « Topvarieties: Robusta (central Uganda) & : some of the world’s best beans but rare- %

signifying a covenant and deep : have the knowledge of howthey : Rather than confront tea cul- : Arabica (eastern Uganda) : ly drinks them, would be a quiet revo-

bond among participants. : can add value to what they grow, : ture head-on,Atlas chose a differ- : «  Per-capita consumption: ~0.93 kg : lution. A J
These practices highlight cof- : or even consume it themselves,” : ent approach: adaptation.If peo- : - : : 1

fee’s ceremonial importance in ;' hesays. P : ple were comfortable with chai : ~ ? < gkatongole@ug.nationmedia.com



