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1.  
Key Message
In Colombia, coffee goes beyond being the main agricultural product, it is the 
basis of the rural economy and social fabric in the Andean region. Coffee is also 
intrinsically linked to water, both for crop growing and coffee processing, making 
coffee farmers one of the most important water users in these mountainous areas. 
The increased uncertainty regarding water availability due to climate variability 
and climate change, next  to the impact of coffee processing on water quality, puts 
water issues in the spotlight.

The Manos al Agua (MaA) project (also referred to as Intelligent Water 
Management, IWM or Gestión Inteligente del Agua, GIA) enables Colombian 
coffee farmers to gradually move from the role of main ‘water users’ to become 
custodians of the landscape they live in through sustainably managing natural 
resources. The project developed a climate adaptation model, implementing 
technologies that reduce production losses from climate hazards and that reduce 
the impacts of coffee production on the environment, within an integrated 
landscape approach. The MaA work also led to increased community cohesion 
and the project in its entirety can be viewed as a contribution to achieving 
the SDGs. The recent Peace Agreement has enabled new initiatives to restart 
coffee production areas where farmers had been forced out. The Colombian 
Coffee Growers Federation (FNC) has always been keen to lead or cooperate 
with initiatives to assist farming families in taking back their lands. Nescafé and 
Nespresso share the purpose of bringing positive impacts to coffee farmers, their 
communities and landscapes, thereby enhancing natural capital. The three main 
components of sustainability (social, economic and environmental) are essential 
to FNC, Nescafé, Nespresso and WUR sustainability initiatives, which define the 
essence of the Manos al Agua project.

THE PROJECT DEVELOPED A CLIMATE ADAPTATION 
MODEL, IMPLEMENTING TECHNOLOGIES THAT 
REDUCE PRODUCTION LOSSES FROM CLIMATE 
HAZARDS AND THAT REDUCE THE IMPACTS OF 
COFFEE PRODUCTION ON THE ENVIRONMENT, 
WITHIN AN INTEGRATED LANDSCAPE APPROACH.
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2. 
Journey from 
the coffee 
sector to 
Manos al Agua

Since 1927, the institutional coffee organization in Colombia has focused its efforts 
on strengthening not only the Colombian coffee industry, but also to ensure the 
sustainability of the sector and to improve the quality of life of rural families.

The creation of Cenicafé (1939) and the Extension Service (1959) were 
fundamental milestones for the support of production, the development of coffee 
growing and the consolidation of the coffee industry in Colombia. The Colombian 
Coffee Growers Federation (FNC) incorporated into its planning and action 
activities the research on farm water solutions technologies, the development 
of rust-resistant varieties, the Information System Coffee maker (SICA) and from 
1980 onward, FNC has used the catchment as the basis for rural development.

Since 2000, the commitment to sustainable development was an integral part 
of the FNC’s strategy. In fact, the promotion and positioning of coffee specialties 
started then. In this decade, the work with strategic allies, such as Nescafé and 
Nespresso, began, with the aim of achieving sustainability, quality and productivity 
in the coffee value chain, thus demonstrating coffee sector leadership.

Starting in 2010, the work towards climatically adaptable coffee plantations 
with a focus on quality and sustainable production led the way for the consolidation 
of Colombian coffee produced in an environmentally-friendly way and focusing on 
adaptation to climate change. The FNC and Cenicafé, in partnership with Nestlé SA, 
Nespresso SA, the Presidential Agency for International Cooperation of Colombia 
(APC-Colombia), Wageningen University & Research (WUR) and the Netherlands 
Enterprise Agency (RVO), started the Intelligent Water Management project “Manos 
al Agua” in 2013.  
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The Manos al Agua strategy was designed to generate positive impact in the regions 
and go beyond working with small farms in isolation, promoting the capacity for 
environmental recovery, protection of soil and water resources at the landscape 
level, with the involvement of the community and different institutional actors.

The Colombian coffee sector acknowledges the importance of water for the 
future and well-being of the rural population, and that is why the Manos al Agua 
initiative is focused on the integral management of territorial water resources, in 
this case the coffee microbasins.

Manos al Agua marks an important milestone in the Colombian coffee sector 
and has catalysed collective efforts through a comprehensive process promoting 
a new approach to work in the rural sector.

Brand identity “Manos al Agua”Water as a fundamental element for life, 
production, integration, decision-making 

and territorial management

The concept of the territory 
and the microbasin as a system

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PROJECT INTRODUCED ELEMENTS THAT CONNECTED 
PRODUCERS, THEIR FAMILIES AND THE COMMUNITY, SUCH AS:

7



3. The Manos 
al Agua 
project

The Manos al Agua project is a Public Private Partnership with the following 
partners: FNC (Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros de Colombia), Nestle and 
Nespresso, Wageningen University & Research, Cenicafé, the Presidential Agency 
for International Cooperation of Colombia (APC Colombia) and the Netherlands 
Enterprise Agency. The main activities comprise the implementation of an 
integrated water management system in 25 micro-watersheds in the coffee area 
of Colombia (departments: Antioquia, Caldas, Cauca, Nariño and Valle del Cauca). 

The objectives of the PPP are:

To improve the basic economic, social and environmental conditions 
of coffee growing families in Colombia to reduce poverty and to 
enhance peaceful coexistence, sustainable development and self-
reliance by means of implementing an Intelligent Water Management 
System in the coffee areas of 5 departments.

MaA worked on a wide range of activities, with emphasis on the reduction of 
coffee processing pollution (coffee and domestic water treatment systems), water 
saving, reforestation, renewal of coffee plantations, water platform, etc. MaA had a 
strong social component, in which it empowered coffee growing families through 
intensive extension, ‘training of trainers’, gender workshops, transfer of knowledge, 
and creation of MaA community groups, among others.

The approach used in Manos al Agua is unique because it is the only project 
that deals with water resources in an integrated manner. The project achieves 
its impact through the strength of community collaboration, which supersedes 
individual efforts: the secret of the project is in the Manos al Agua community 
groups, where coffee families work together at the watershed level.

Critical success factors for rolling out the approach used in the project include 
organised farmers (FNC), involvement of the private sector (Nescafe and Nespresso) 
and the government (Colombian and Netherlands) as well as ‘science’ (Cenicafé 
and WUR). The PPP partners provide the resources for project implementation. 
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11,600 PRODUCERS

41,000 HECTARES

5 DEPARTMENTS

25 RIVERS BASINS IN:  
ANTIOQUIA, CALDAS, 

CAUCA, NARIÑO Y VALLE 
DEL CAUCA
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THE FOLLOWING ELEMENTS DEFINE THE MAA APPROACH: 

From Aid to Trade. MaA shows that the 
cooperation of public and private sector 
is generating tangible results, with MaA 
supporting conditions for good trade.

Multi-level impact: local, regional, national and 
international (as e.g. the work with the Water 

Stewardship Alliance and the sustainability schemes 
of Nespresso and Nescafé Plan). 

Water as integrating factor: extensive water quality 
monitoring, adoption of clean technologies, etc.

Multidisciplinary teams in rural extension

Awareness-raising Family and community involvement

Landscape intervention: Actions related to a 
territory as a whole. The river basin is the territory 

unit for water management actions.

Farm selection criteria for prioritization 
of interventions (depending on 

proximity to water bodies).
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MaA is innovative because it integrates and adapts existing solutions and 
concepts into a new model that is effective and sustainable. This includes 
planning methodologies for a river basin as territory; special extension methods 
and learning materials for diverse stakeholder groups; adapted coffee production 
and processing technologies; community organization and empowerment 
mechanisms; PPP collaboration and governance schemes; alternative funding 
mechanisms; decision-making support tools, among others.

MaA works in line with the Colombian water management policies, the 
sustainability strategies of all project partners and the main international 
sustainability initiatives, such as the COP21 and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (UN). 

MaA is complementary to existing extensive Sustainability programs financed 
by Nespresso (AAA) and Nescafé (Nescafé Plan), enabling them to reach a 
landscape dimension. 

MaA works in line with the vision of Wageningen University & Research to use 
scientific knowledge to create a positive societal impact by committing private 
industries in a network of stakeholders. 

The impact is measured through a wide range of ‘key performance indicators’ 
(along 23 work packages), in addition to testimonies of community representatives 
and individual cafeteros. 

With this approach, MaA contributes to all three themes of the Sustainable 
Water Fund objectives of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs: improved access to 
drinking water; efficient and sustainable water use; improved basin management.

MAA WORKS IN LINE WITH THE COLOMBIAN WATER MANAGEMENT POLICIES, 
THE SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGIES OF ALL PROJECT PARTNERS AND THE MAIN 
INTERNATIONAL SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES, SUCH AS THE COP21 AND THE 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (UN). 
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4. Why this 
project?

The productive structure in the Colombian coffee sector is characterized by 
small, family owned farms: 96% of the growers produce 69% of national coffee 
production on average areas of ≤1.6 Ha., with the participation of their families as 
labour force. Coffee is part of the culture and social network of the country and the 
sector is important for the prosperity of the country. It is important for Colombia 
to keep on producing good quality coffee in a sustainable way in the future. 

Water is an essential natural resource for coffee production; producers are 
important users of fresh water and are most seriously threatened if water runs 
out. The coffee activity of Colombia suffers because of climatic variability and 
climate change, among others. Drought, heavy rains and erosion generate crop, 
soil and biodiversity losses. Thirty percent of the productivity of coffee is reduced 
due to unpredictable variations in water availability. Crop yields are lagging and 
producers’ incomes are uncertain. Health, housing and livelihoods are affected by 
contaminated water sources and vulnerable ecosystems. Damage and conflicts in 
the community come at high economic and social cost.

The increase of temperatures due to climate change is affecting coffee 
productivity and quality. As an example, the phenomenon La Niña 2010/11 is 
considered the strongest event in the last 60 years, with rainfall 37% above the 
historical average. The significant increases in humidity, sunlight and temperature 
had important consequences for coffee flowering, cherry development and tree 
growth, causing a 12% production reduction compared with the previous year. 
The heavy rainfalls accelerated the process of soil erosion, causing the loss of 
939,844 hectares of productive areas by floods and landslides in 2011. Moreover, 
this phenomenon was followed by a strong El Niño in 2012, with a serious lack of 
rain and humidity, causing a reduction from 30 to 40% of the year’s harvest and 
up to a 40% drop in income for farmer families.  

In addition to the water needed for the crop, coffee harvesting and processing 
also depend on freshwater. But recent studies show underperforming levels of 
water management at the farm level, particularly in relation to post-harvest and 
domestic use. Most smallholder farmers implement low-tech systems that are very 
inefficient, using 20 to 40 Lt of water per Kilo of dry parchment coffee. They also lack 
water treatment systems, discharging the processing and domestic wastewater 
directly into the soil and water bodies, with the potential negative consequences 
for the water related environment. The effect of improved water quality through 
better agricultural practices and household treatments promoted by MaA may 
positively affect the life and health of local ecosystems and communities.
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5. Manos al 
Agua Project 
Approach

The approach of MaA aims at improving the conditions for the coffee community 
through a public-private partnership, working with the coffee families in the river 
basin with an integrated water resources approach.

It starts with a concrete initiative in the field to generate and implement 
integrated water management solutions that are innovative, applicable, feasible 
and effective to increase resilience of the Coffee Sector towards water challenges. 
The project sets a «ready to use» effective model as the basis to be replicated 
and scaled up to other territories. The project provides knowledge, information 
and experience to define water management improvement plans, by generating 
a platform for knowledge sharing, broad collaboration and further action with a 
long-term projection.

5.1. PPP

The project is a Public Private Partnership for the Implementation of an Integrated 
Water Management System towards a Climate Intelligent Coffee Sector in 
Colombia. It is a 5-year initiative, running from 2013 until 2018. The members of 
the partnership participate in the project by contributing with their experience and 
complementary skills, as follows:

• Public Partners
• Promotion of community participation and good governance
• Development of public policies and actions for water management and an-

ticipations to climate change
• Financial investment for rural development and environmental protection.
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• Private Partners
• Experience in enhancement programs for the coffee supply chain
• Capacity for project administration and execution of projects
• Financial investment for sector sustainability
• Ensuring business-case for farmers with the development of the coffee markets.

• Knowledge Partners (Academy and Science)
• Technology and knowledge transfer
• Knowledge generation
• Development and implementation of learning networks.

5.2. LANDSCAPE APPROACH

The project works with a Landscape Approach, by integrating natural resources 
management and the involvement of the communities and other relevant actors 
across sectors. The landscape approach is one of the strengths of the MaA project 
because it brings a deeper insight into the functioning of all elements of the 
ecosystem. This insight is essential for coping with the current post-conflict issues 
and supports the decision-making and the adaptation of the territory to changing 
environmental conditions.

It seeks to build local capacity for the good governance of water. Water is 
regarded as an element of integration across disciplines and its management in 
MaA is done through landscape units called microbasins.
The project’s strategy is designed to impact regions and transcend beyond small 
isolated farms, reaching the coffee landscape as a whole.

THE PROJECT SETS 
A «READY TO USE» 
EFFECTIVE MODEL 
AS THE BASIS TO BE 
REPLICATED AND 
SCALED UP TO OTHER 
TERRITORIES. 15



5.3. THEORY OF CHANGE

The Manos al Agua project was designed according to the Theory of Change 
framework. 

The Theory of Change (ToC) maps out the steps to make a desired change 
happen. It first describes the long-term goals and defines the activities and 
conditions needed for these goals to be achieved. This chain of interventions is 
mapped out in an Outcome Framework: Inputs, Activities, Outputs (immediate), 
Outcomes (short-term), Impacts (long-term). 

5.4. MANOS AL AGUA STRUCTURE: 

THE FOUR PILLARS

The project is structured on four pillars:

• Water is Everybody’s Business: Everybody recognizes water as important to 
all and assumes responsibility towards its conservation and good use. 

• Water for Sustainable Coffee Farming: Coffee farmers improve the produc-
tive and water management systems under a sustainability approach. 

• Water Strategic Ecosystems: Coffee farmers recover and conserve the stra-
tegic water ecosystems for coffee production. To ensure good quality coffee, 
stable, safe and healthy ecosystems are required.

• Water Responsible Decision Making: The coffee sector benefits from cli-
mate and water quality information and can use it to support better decision- 
and policy-making.

A dedicated ToC diagram has been designed for each pillar. These diagrams give 
insight into the specific goals and activities carried out per work component and 
are explained in detail in the following section.

THE THEORY OF CHANGE (TOC) MAPS OUT THE 
STEPS TO MAKE A DESIRED CHANGE HAPPEN. 
IT FIRST DESCRIBES THE LONG-TERM GOALS 
AND DEFINES THE ACTIVITIES AND CONDITIONS 
NEEDED FOR THESE GOALS TO BE ACHIEVED
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5.4.1. WATER IS EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS

This pillar focuses on raising awareness about the importance of water and the role 
of the coffee farming community as well as other interested stakeholders towards 
water management and the need for dialogue. The pillar also takes care of sharing 
the achievements and impacts of the project.

Inputs Activities Output Outcome Impacts

Context Factors
 
25 river basins in 
5 departments of 
Colombia
11,600 coffee-growing 
families
 
Resources: 
Human
Financial

11% of resources 
invested (€ 2.2 million 
in 5 years)

Water Platform 
Activities

58 new partners
7 sectors committed

Partners engaged in the 
local, regional, national 
and international scopes.

Increased levels 
of interaction with 
authorities and 
communities

Increased interaction with 
national and international 
institutions 

An additional 1 million 
euros in investment by 
partners

Community 
Participation 
Activities

29 Community Groups 
empowered

All groups with integrated 
territory management 
actions

Empowered regions and 
water-related challenges 
are part of the agenda 
and local planning

Groups involved in 
local politics 31% of 
community groups 
participating in river basin 
management plans.

Learning 
Network 
Activities

15 institutions involved in 
the Learning Network
18 webinars
2 international and 1 
national event(s)
2 workshops and 1 online 
course
6 participations in 
international conferences

Increased interaction 
between river basin 
management institutions.
Over 500 people 
involved.

Communications 
Strategy 
Activities

A number of publications 
on social media; audio 
and video produced.
Publications in local, 
national and international 
newspapers.
9 awards and recognitions 
received.

Brand recognition and 
acceptance of the project 

IWM approach is 
recognized as a replicable 
model for Rural 
Development

Complementary 
Projects 
Activities

Over 50 complementary 
projects

Projects started and led 
by communities and 
partners of the platform 
(valued at EUR 1 million).

Improved Rural 
Development in the 
regions

17



This pillar fosters the activities related to knowledge sharing and community 
empowerment. Twenty-nine community groups have been created since the 
beginning of the project. These committees are organized following a gender 
equity approach and involvement of all family members in the activities related 
to managing the local resources in a sustainable way.
The MaA communications strategy is very active in the social media arena, which 
greatly increases the dissemination of the project and brings about opportunities 
for new initiatives to take place (e.g. over 50 complementary projects linked with 
MaA have been created).

Moreover, a Learning Network was established, that fostered a series of 
webinars, workshops, international and national events. Fifteen institutions have 
been involved so far with an outreach of more than 500 people. 

The creation of a Water Platform brought 58 new partners together from 
national and international institutions that engaged in spreading the Manos al 
Agua approach. The overall impact of this pillar is demonstrated by the fact that, 
through the Manos al Agua Platform, many new allies invest in the project with 
their own funds. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF ‘WATER IS EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS’

29 organized community groups with more than 645 members, 
where 56% of their participants are women, carrying out activities 

around the management and good governance of water.

The communities conduct activities dedicated to the collection of waste 
and cleaning of the rivers and streams in the watersheds. Over 50 tons of 
waste have been removed from water bodies. Further management and 
final disposal of the waste is done in collaboration with local authorities.

Delimitation and reforestation of 437 ha with native 
species to preserve water sources as well as sign within 

the catchment with conservation messages. 

MaA has developed a ‘model’ coffee producer with regard to the 
management of their farm and landscape. This has served as an 

example for other producers who have adopted (approximately an 
additional 20%) these elements without being part of the project.
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5.4.2. WATER FOR SUSTAINABLE COFFEE FARMING

This pillar, the largest, contributes to the development of sustainable coffee farms 
through the implementation of water saving and treatment technologies. The 
training of farmers ensures the successful transfer of technology from research to 
practice and the adoption of continuous improvement plans. The reduction of 
water used in the process of coffee processing due to the implementation of saving 
technologies (such as Tanquetina, Belcosub or Ecomill systems) is estimated at 
198,720 m3/ year. These technologies can reduce the volume of water used in the 
processing by more than 87 %, from 40L/ kg of dpc (dry parchment coffee) to less 
than 5 L/ kg dpc. 

Inputs Activities Output Outcome Impacts

Context Factors
 
25 river basins in 
5 departments of 
Colombia.
11,600 coffee-growing 
families
 
Resources: 
Human
Financial
 
48% of resources 
invested (€ 9.8 million 
in 5 years)

Diagnosis and 
Baseline

1,220 farms with Business 
Management

Real data on farms in the 
coffee business
Good administrative 
decision-makingActivities of 

economic 
analysis at farm 
level

5 key elements of 
T&S: sensitization and 
training, accompaniment, 
Community participation, 
stakeholder articulation 
and communication

Business strengthening 
of farms

Transfer and 
sustainability 
(T&S) activities

Intervention in 25% 
of the farms produce a 
positive impact in 100% 
of the catchment.

Technology adoption and 
behavior change

Multilevel 
Training 
Activities

Formation of 5 
multidisciplinary teams 
for 25 catchments 100% of river basins 

with higher water quality 
levels

Technical 
Assistance & 
Rural Extension 
Activities 6,300 group activities 

with over 114,600 
participants

29% of farmers have 
operational on-farm water 
solutions

Ecological Wet 
Milling and 
Water Saving 
Activities Selection criteria of 

farms based on proximity 
to water bodies are 
established

61% of water saved in 
farm processes.

19% additional farms 
intervened versus initial 
target

Wastewater 
Treatment 
Activities Organic pollution reduced 

by 29% compared with 
baseline

Water Fund 
Activities

5,614 on-farm water 
solution actions

New partners motivated 
to support farm-level 
water solutions

19



The success of this pillar lies on the robustness of the rural extension service, 
a team of multidisciplinary professionals (agronomist, agro-forestry, waste water 
treatment and social) that lead the community participation activities, provide 
training to farmers (capacity building), and facilitate the transfer of technologies 
to the farms, its follow up and maintenance. The number of extentionists per farm 
in MaA is higher than what it traditionally was, which provides a more complete 
advisory, guidance and follow up component for the intervention activities. 

The MaA implementation activities were done according to selection criteria 
that define farms within the 200 meters from the water bodies as the priority. 
The delivery of innovative technologies to these farms (wastewater treatment 
systems, green filters, reuse pits, domestic water saving) generates a positive 
and direct impact on water quality downstream. Moving from traditional coffee 
processing to more ecological processing (less water use and re-use of by-products 
for composting) is one of the main changes implemented on these farms and 
raising awareness among the coffee farmers has been key. These enable farmers to 
comply with the national environmental laws (avoiding pollution taxes and fines), 
and ultimately, there will be more water in the basin for environmental services, 
which can be translated into a better resilience to drought.

MaA has invested in durable infrastructure for the interventions (not in bamboo 
pits, e.g.). This supports the sustainability of the implementations, once the project 
lifetime is over. The infrastructure is expected to last at least 10 years, and the 
maintenance will be done by the farmers.

HIGHLIGHTS OF ‘WATER FOR SUSTAINABLE COFFEE FARMING’

100% of farms within the strategic IWM intervention zone (within 200 m from water bodies) have adopted 
clean technologies. Farmers and their families have positively changed their behavior towards the use and 

conservation of water and the environment. This led to more than 50 tons of waste removed from the microbasins 
and more than 20,000 tons/year of waste and by-products avoided because of improved coffee processing.

More than 3,500 farmers and their families make better use of water and more efficient management on their farms.

More than 300,000 m3 of water is saved per year thanks to implemented water saving 
technologies, such as Beneficio Ecologico of coffee, domestic saving devices and the behavioral 

change of producers and their families regarding the use of water on their farms.

More than 98 M m3 of water were not polluted, thanks to the direct impact of the 
wastewater treatment technologies implemented for coffee processing and domestic 

effluents, with the organic pollution reduced by 29% compared with baseline. 

More than 167 M m3 of water were made available for other uses, including for the environment  at 
microbasin level thanks to all MaA actions. This figure is calculated through an integrated approach 

called Water Sustainability Benefit Accounting Methodology and considers the effect of both 
direct implementations, but also the effect of actions with indirect impacts, such as bioengineering 

works, reforestation, coffee renovation, garbage collection or community awareness.

Supporting business management at farm level to strengthen management/book-
keeping of records at the farm: over 1,220 farms already involved.

THE NUMBER OF 
EXTENTIONISTS 
PER FARM IN MAA IS 
HIGHER THAN WHAT IT 
TRADITIONALLY WAS, 
WHICH PROVIDES 
A MORE COMPLETE 
ADVISORY, GUIDANCE 
AND FOLLOW UP 
COMPONENT FOR 
THE INTERVENTION 
ACTIVITIES. 
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5.4.3. WATER FOR STRATEGIC ECOSYSTEMS

This pillar contributes to the conservation of natural capital, the protection of 
catchments, biodiversity and natural resources. It deals with both coffee crop 
renovation activities that will increase resilience against crop diseases (exacerbated 
by climate change), as well as restoration of the landscape through reforestation 
and bio-engineering interventions, to reduce the risk of soil erosion and landslides.

Inputs Activities Output Outcome Impacts

Context Factors

25 river basins in 
5 departments of 
Colombia.
11,600 coffee-growing 
families
 
Resources: 
Human
Financial
 
10.5% of resources 
invested (€ 2.1 million 
in 5 years).

Activities of 
reforestation 
with native 
species

1,449 farms with forest 
management actions 
437 forest hectares 
planted. 
313,812native species 
trees planted

More than half of the 
trees planted where done 
by voluntary actions

Motivated population 
planted trees at their 
initiative

2,314 farms renewed 
coffee crops with resistant 
varieties. 
1,083 hectares planted 
5.56 million coffee trees 
planted

Deforestation was 
reversed and forest 
connectivity was 
increased

Better protection of water 
resourcesbecause of 
reforested areas

Activities of 
renovation of 
coffee crops with 
rust-resistant 
varieties

Higher resistance to 
coffee diseases
Higher productivity IWM accelerated key 

productivity factors 
(age, density, area with 
resistant varieties) in the 
river basins

Improved soils 
management and 
conservation at river-
basin level

Bioengineering 
activities - 
Ecological 
restoration & 
conservation 
plots

50 ecological restoration 
and conservation actions Reduced soil erosion

Improved quality in 
river basin. Reduction 
of landslide risks and 
stabilization of slopes.

Over 100 conservation 
hectares being paid with 
PES
Over 100 farms with 
reciprocal water 
agreements

Deforestation was 
avoided and additional 
income was produce 
from environmental 
managementEnvironmental 

Services 
Activities

IWM approach 
for Payments for 
Environmental Services 
(PES) accepted as an 
example and model 
to be replicated by 
local authorities and 
communities 

16% of territory with PES 
managed

Improved Climate Change 
Resilience
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The activities linked to this pillar have been focused on the reforestation of 
key areas with native species (more than 313,812 native trees planted), as well 
as ecological soil restoration and conservation activities. Ultimately, the aim of 
the reforestation and bioengineering activities is to increase forest connectivity, 
which indirectly also affects the environment positively (benefits water quality) 
and reduces the risk of landslides.

In addition, 2,314 farms have received new coffee trees resistant to disease 
(5.56 M coffee trees planted). 

A Payment for Environmental Services (PES) Scheme has been established. 
The environmental impact in terms of area is not considered of high magnitude 
because it targets only small areas in the micro-catchments. However, the social 
impact that these PES and reforestation schemes imply is of great importance in 
the community: change in mind-sets, raising awareness; and side-environmental 
impacts as well: creation of forest connectivity (environmental corridors, riparian 
forest connected), protection of the water body and creation of buffer areas, 
biodiversity conservation providing connections for e.g. migrant birds, etc. 

Voluntary incentives (tree plantings) that have been done by the community 
triggered by the tree plantings done by MaA are already bigger than the areas 
touched by the project itself. In addition, environmental education in schools is 
increasing, e.g. ‘adopting a tree’ programmes, practicums in forestry nurseries, etc. 
This shows the great social impact that the project is achieving with this component. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF ‘WATER FOR STRATEGIC ECOSYSTEMS’

Change in the mind-sets of the farmer community have led to 
the occurrence of voluntary activities with a significant positive 

impact on the landscape. It strengthens connectivity and the 
protection of water streams: 50 ecological restoration and 

conservation actions were undertaken with the communities 
this improved the soil against erosive effects.

The total area reforested was double that initially planned, thanks 
to the highly motivated community implementing additional 

reforestation through voluntary actions: over 275 ha were planted 
with native species to preserve water sources and the catchment. 

The MaA crop renovation activities led to about 25% more coffee 
productivity/year (resistant varieties, other crop density, etc.).

Bioengineering works reduce the risk of landslides and pollution of water 
sources at some local areas, but also serve as a good example for the community 
for future implementation in other risky areas.
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5.4.4. WATER RESPONSIBLE DECISION MAKING

This pillar contributes to the generation of key information for intelligent decision-
making in policy, economy and communities about water. Extensive environmental 
monitoring is carried out through the installation of automatic weather stations 
and comprehensive water quality monitoring in several river basins.

Inputs Activities Output Outcome Impacts

Context Factors

25 river basins in 
5 departments of 
Colombia.
11,600 coffee-growing 
families
 
Resources: 
Human
Financial

9,3% of resources 
invested (€ 1.9 million 
in 5 years).

Climate 
Monitoring 
Activities

25 additional Automatic 
weather stations in the 
Coffee Agroclimatic 
Network
Soil water balance model 
developed

25 river basins with 
improved climate 
monitoring 

Better climate and water 
quality information 
improve resilience of 
coffee landscape to deal 
with climate change and 
variability

All coffee growers with 
access to different 
mechanisms for early 
warnings service (radio, 
SMS, etc.).Over 3,500 farms with 

direct early warnings 
registered.

Insight into actual effect 
of coffee production in 
water quality as well as 
understanding of the 
effect of on-farm and 
regional implementations 
on water quality of river 
basins.

Activities to 
monitor water 
quality in the 
river basins 7  water quality 

monitoring campaigns
River basin water quality 
monitoring approach

Monitoring has shown the 
improved water quality in 
the river basin

Improved bases for 
making decisions 
on management of 
production systems

Coffee water 
footprint 
assessment 
activities

Coffee growers with 
guidelines for water 
management on their 
farms

Technical Guide to 
management and 
assessment of Colombian 
coffee water footprint.
Water footprint field 
analysis.

Better information about 
water consumption in 
coffee processes
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One of the main activities carried out in this pillar are the installation of 25 IWM 
weather stations that feed into the Cenicafé ‘Agroclima’ system. These enable 
better informed farm management advice, including early warning for wet and dry 
conditions. There is a wide variety of methods (including newsletter, radio, TV) to 
inform farmers, depending on the different regions of Colombia.

The water quality monitoring is carried out via several monitoring campaigns 
in the 25 catchments. The information gathered provides deeper insights into 
the impact of the project activities on water quality. The results of the water 
quality monitoring show that coffee processing is by far not as polluting as it 
was traditionally regarded. Only in dry periods of the harvest period does coffee 
processing lead to elevated concentrations of organic load in the water bodies. 
During most parts of the year, domestic, livestock and industrial pollution is equal 
to or exceeds coffee processing pollution loads. 

The coffee sector is often mentioned to be the greatest water user in Colombia 
because of its heavy water footprint (WF). However, in Colombia the large volume 
of water needed to grow the coffee plant is referred to as a ‘green water footprint’ 
(coming from rainfall), a component with less environmental implication than 
blue (surface or ground water) or grey (pollution related) water footprints in a 
country with abundant precipitation. MaA has contributed to national activities 
for measuring the water footprint of coffee in Colombia through field experiments. 
It also contributed to the creation of a technical guide for the water footprint 
assessment at farm level, providing a tool to better evaluate the water footprint 
and establishing strategies for its reduction.

HIGHLIGHTS OF ‘WATER RESPONSIBLE DECISION MAKING’

Integration of the 25 MaA weather stations into the larger weather monitoring network of CENICAFE.

Developed an Early Warning System related to wet/dry conditions and integrated into 
the current monthly bulletin of CENICAFE. This gives support to producers to face 

climatic variability, which increases the resilience of coffee production.

Developed methodologies and technology to monitor and measure water quality in rivers and streams.

The water quality assessment demonstrates an improvement of the water 
quality after the coffee area in 92% of the targeted microbasins.

Improving the quality level of 280 million m3/yr of water within monitored river 
basins and prevented pollution of over 10 million m3/yr of water.

Technical guide to assess the water footprint of coffee production in Colombia, 
including advice of best practices to manage the coffee WF at farm level. 

Evaluation of the coffee water footprint at field level in 3 locations of Colombia. 

THE COFFEE SECTOR 
IS OFTEN MENTIONED 
TO BE THE GREATEST 
WATER USER IN 
COLOMBIA BECAUSE 
OF ITS HEAVY WATER 
FOOTPRINT (WF)
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5.5. M&E, GOOD GOVERNANCE, 

GENDER, RISK, CSR & 

PROJECT MANAGEMENT

All the components presented above are interrelated and will have an impact that 
cannot be attributed to any single action. MaA includes a holistic approach where 
the ultimate value is the process (‘how’) of generating impact, by the articulation 
of all elements and stakeholder actions.  

This project component is overarching all pillars, facilitating the links between 
project activities.

Inputs Activities Output Outcome Impacts

Context Factors

25 river basins in 
5 departments of 
Colombia.
11,600 coffee-growing 
families
 
Resources: 
Human
Financial

21,2% of resources 
invested (€ 4.3 million 
in 5 years).

Monitoring 
& Evaluation 
Activities

29 performance 
indicators. Realization 
of 100% of planned 
activities

Average score of 
achievement and 
performance of river 
basins was 95.

Gender Equity 
Activities

Over 840 gender equity 
activities with over 
21,000 participants in the 
4 years of the project.

46% of women 
participation in all the 
activities developed by 
the project

IWM Project improved  
the FNC gender equity 
policy

Social 
Responsibility 
Activities

Over 800 Social 
Responsibility activities 
with over 20,000 
participants in the four 
years of the project.
Over 2,000 farms 
informed about policy 
issues in the 4 years of 
the project

50 agreements about 
implementing the CEGG 
code were sign by 
stakeholders

CEGG code was 
consolidated and help 
to contribute to the 
consolidation of the FNC 
CEGG policy.

Risk Monitoring 
Activities

Code of Ethics and Good  
(CEGG) Governance for 
social responsibility was 
distributed

Risks monitored. 88 risks 
identified and monitored

8% of risks materialized 
and appropriate measures 
were taken to mitigate 
impact

IWM contribution 
to institutional risks 
monitoring strategy

Project 
Management 
Activities Project management with 

good practices approach

Greater effectiveness 
in implementation and 
management of projects

IWM impacted the FNC 
project management and 
administration practices
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The good governance scheme of MaA is based on the following sub-topics: 
gender, social responsibility, monitoring and evaluation of the project activities, 
risk monitoring and project management.  

In particular, the gender strategy is being implemented across all work 
packages and the impact manifests itself in various ways, e.g. there are currently 
56% female participants in the local MaA groups. As for the IWM technical team, 
51% are female members.

MaA undertakes a broad social assessment at the project level with the 
implementation of a Social Impact Assessment (SIA), based on the accounting/
assessment of stakeholders, impact, relationships in the community, social 
cohesion, MaA lessons learned, among others.  There is also a component on the 
Social Return on Investment (SROI) with focus on a small region, small focus group 
and on a limited set of directly involved stakeholders.

The continuous monitoring of the project performance is carried out through 
the analysis of 29 Key Performance Indicators. These give a comprehensive insight 
on the realisation of the project activities (100% fulfilled). An example of the project 
progress evolution is shown in the next figure for the Caicedonia microbasin (Valle 
del Cauca department). The 29 indicators are shown in a ‘spider diagram’. The 
status of each indicator is shown by a colour: red (0-20%): bad, orange (30-40%): 
poor, yellow (50-60%): fair, green (70-80%): good, blue (80-100%): excellent (goal 
at the end of the project).

Evolution of Key Performance Indicators in the 
Pueblorrico microbasin (Antioquia)

State of development average =   0,12

Year 1
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Year 2

Goal= 0,90 Level of advance= 0,78

Year 5

Goal= 0,90 Level of advance= 0,91

System Status

Terrible (0,0-0,2)Poor (0,3-0,4)Fair (0,5-0,6)Good (0,7-0,8)Excellent (0,9-1)
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6. Overall 
Impact & 
Legacy

The MaA project, by adopting a landscape approach, addresses the main issues 
of the coffee sector in Colombia with the involvement of the community through 
motivation and connecting elements, territory and water.

The overall impact of the project is found in less pollution, a better resilience 
against climate change and empowered cafeteros and communities. It is a sign of 
the impact of MaA that, through the Manos al Agua Platform, many new partners 
invest in the project with their own funds. 

The so-called “25/100” prioritization criteria led to a bigger impact: 
implementations in 25% of the farms located within 200 meters from the water 
bodies generated an impact on the whole microbasin. “A small but key number 
of farms was targeted for a high impact in the region”.

Manos al Agua strategy was designed to result in a replicable model and that 
could be implemented in other microbasins.

Social

Environmental

Economic

Good Governance

MaA Model - Take Aways
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SUSTAINABILITY
CONNECTING ELEMENTS

The territory - The coffee river basin

Water (vital element)

Identity

Awareness raising and training

Community participation

Articulation and coordination 
of stakeholders

Technical-professional continued 
support (multidisciplinary teams)

Communication and visibility of actions
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The lessons learned with this project are of high value to strengthen the 
management of the coffee sector in Colombia in collaboration with the 
environmental authority. The project addresses as a main point the water issues 
in the rural areas and this will now also be incorporated into future programs within 
the post-conflict process in Colombia.

MAA IMPACT- TAKE AWAYS

Empowered coffee communities & awareness raising: 29 Manos al Agua 
community groups will continue working after the project ends

Increased adoption of technologies and agricultural best practices (e.g.: 
soil management composting, beneficio ecologico, crop renovation, pest 

management)

Coffee sector more resilient to Climate Change

Provision of coffee resistant varieties against the hazards of water Excess 
(La Niña) and water Scarcity (El Niño). 

Early Warning messages

Improved water quality in the catchments: less pollution (lower WF):

More than 50 tons of waste removed from the microbasins and more 
than 20,000 tons/year of waste and by-products avoided because of 

improved coffee processing.

More than 98 M m3 of water are not polluted, due to the wastewater 
treatment technologies (for coffee processing and domestic effluents) 
with the organic pollution reduced by 29% compared with baseline.

More than 300,000 m3 of water are saved per year, due to water saving 
technologies, domestic saving devices and the behavioral change of the 

coffee families.

Better Forest connectivity and landscape conservation, via 
bioengineering and reforestation activities (MaA supported activities & 

community voluntary initiatives).

Improved inter-institutional cooperation & governance

Leveraging additional resources & complementary projects

Empowerment & increased female participation

Established Training of trainers approach: certified materials & methods
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Manos al Agua has created a legacy where the tools, procedures and learning 
achieved have provided the basis for a strategic intervention model focused on 
rural development. The MaA model, aimed at impact generation, based on the 
prioritisation of farms and ad hoc implementation of water management solutions, 
is now registered in the SICA system and constitutes a powerful tool to potentially 
assess impact in other coffee microbasins throughout the country.

MAA LEGACY- TAKE AWAYS 

Improved understanding of the landscape & water-ecosystem relations.

Established MaA model of integrated management in river basins 

Lessons learned (what to do, what not to do) for future project 
implementations.

Brought together community stakeholders with common interests: 
Manos al Agua groups.

Strengthening of local relationships between living forces: creation of 
the Water Platform and International Learning Network.

Trained multidisciplinary Extension Service teams.

Gained broad experience in water quality monitoring in river basins – 
including identification of species (macro and micro invertebrates).

Provision of automatic weather stations that will continue strengthening 
of the Colombian coffee Weather Network. 

Increased access to safe water for human consumption by supplying and 
managing drinking water filters.

Set of Publications (in English & Spanish) that gather the IWM 
experience, process and achievements.
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7. Remaining 
Challenges & 
Next Steps

Manos al Agua has proven to be a holistic and novel project for the coffee 
sector of Colombia. Its accomplishments are well backed up by a series of key 
performance indicators, evaluations as well as testimonies of stakeholders 
involved. It is also the only project in Colombia that complies with the 8 points 
of national water management policies, and that is aligned with the global 
climate environmental agenda and initiative (COP 21-ODS-Paris Agreement). 
Nevertheless, one project cannot solve all existing issues, and there is always 
room for more work in the future.

The water quality of the Colombian river basins is affected by different factors 
of widespread location: other agricultural crops, domestic contamination, 
slaughterhouses, industry, etc. For a full breakdown of the causes of the river basin 
water pollution, a dedicated water quality study could be carried out with a wider 
scope than coffee. Regarding coffee wastewater generation, the next step would 
entail the promotion for the creation and use of Community coffee processing 
(small central milling centers where the coffee producers are the operators of the 
system). These are cheaper and more environmentally friendly (complying as well 
with Nespresso’s quality requirements).

MaA has provided a considerable amount of infrastructure to the farms 
involved. For the sustainability of the project to be maintained after completion, 
it is important that the action on the ground is perpetuated by the local actors 
(maintenance of the infrastructure, continuation of good agricultural practices, 
etc.). The partners in the Water Platform and the liaison with new initiatives in 
comparable areas show the good prospects for this continuation. Additionally, the 
engagement of new partners holds the promise of leveraging the resources needed 
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for continuation. The main elements required for continued success include the 
existence of FNC with all its partners and the demonstrated empowerment of the 
coffee communities.

MaA has developed and improved water saving and wastewater treatment 
technologies, such as Green Filters, a cheap and robust solution to treat coffee 
effluents using the soil/plant systems as a bioreactor. These promising results 
of MaA deserve continued development, both in terms of cost reduction and 
management, in order to guarantee the massive spread of these technologies.  

The MaA model is ready for replication in other areas and sectors. For example, 
the practical WF guidelines can be used to assess the water consumption of coffee 
at farm level, allowing farmers to potentially reduce their impacts on water bodies. 
It is clear that the context of implementation should always be taken into account 
and adaptation of the MaA approach might be needed, depending on landscape 
conditions, hydrology, climate, different nature of stakeholders and sectors.

The Payment for Ecosystem Services schemes pilot that was carried out in two 
MaA catchments proved to be successful in the sense that it shows an example/
model of self-sustainable conservation of an ecosystem. The idea behind these 
schemes is securing sufficient funding for continuation and replication of these 
activities. For more wide-spread success of the PES at a regional level, further 
PES schemes need to be implemented, including lobbying with the authorities 
for leveraging them into actual policies. 

The Alliance for Water Stewardship, so far, is developed around ‘farmers’ 
and not catchments. MaA worked with the Alliance and further development of 
methodologies to assess benefits from water stewardship are in progress. 

THE WATER QUALITY OF 
THE COLOMBIAN RIVER 
BASINS IS AFFECTED BY 
DIFFERENT FACTORS OF 
WIDESPREAD LOCATION: 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL 
CROPS, DOMESTIC 
CONTAMINATION, 
SLAUGHTERHOUSES, 
INDUSTRY, ETC. 33



PEACE AND THE ENVIRONMENT MUST BE IN HARMONY

IWM CONTRIBUTES TO A STRATEGY FOR PEACE BUILT ON NATURAL 
CAPITAL, ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT AND SOCIAL WORK. 
RIVER BASINS ARE NATURAL SPACES WHERE ARTICULATION OF 

STAKEHOLDERS, COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION, ENVIRONMENTAL WORK, 
AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ARE THE BASIS FOR RECONCILIATION.
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