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Coffee growers in the Philippines can be grateful 
that Joji Pantoja knows business. Otherwise they 
might still be brandishing guns rather than toting 
sacks of Arabica beans.

For Joji and her husband Dann, who are Mennonite 
missionaries, the coffee trade they’ve developed among 
highland tribes has become an important cog in a larger 
peacebuilding ministry in their native country. It’s also a 
sparkling example of how “business as mission” can work 
in unexpected ways.

Dann and Joji left the Philippines in 
1986 to work with Filipino immigrants in 
Winnipeg, where they started the city’s first 
Filipino church. They later expanded their 
ministry to Vancouver where Joji worked as 
a financial planner for a leading investment 
firm.

In 2006 the couple felt called to return 
to the Philippines as peacebuilding mission-
aries under Mennonite Church Canada. After decades of 
being wracked by Muslim-Christian conflict, their native 
country desperately needed creative approaches to peace. 
Over 40 years the strife has claimed an estimated 120,000 
lives and dislocated two million people.

Dann and Joji devoted themselves to bringing the 
evangelical churches and the rebel groups in south Philip-
pines together, and in helping resolve ancient land dis-
putes at the root of much tension.

The coffee business was never their goal, but in a 

Brewing up peace
Business skills come in handy for 

emerging Philippines coffee industry

Facing page: Joji Pantoja — putting old business skills to 
work as a coffee entrepreneur.

country where people love to visit over food and coffee, 
perhaps it was bound to happen.

One day they were engaged in intense dialogue with 
warring sides in the conflict zone.

“We told one leader to leave his weapons outside and 
join us for coffee,” says Dann. “We just listened to him 
talk. Then we had coffee with the guy he was fighting 
against, and we listened to him. Then we asked if they 
would be willing to have coffee with each other — and 

they did!”
Someone blurted out, “Let’s 

have coffee for peace.”
The phrase stuck, and an idea 

began to percolate in Joji’s mind.
She was no stranger to how 

the hospitality trade could enhance 
social outcomes. Years earlier, after 
graduating from a course in hotel 
and restaurant management, she 

had opened a cafeteria for street women and children.
Now she pondered adapting a simple social ritual to a 

higher purpose that could complement their peacebuild-
ing efforts. She knew coffee was the world’s second most 
traded liquid commodity, after oil. Couldn’t the peace 
dividend be magnified by empowering coffee farmers?

“It was Joji’s idea to make it a brand name and open 
a shop,” says Dann.

With the couple’s entrepreneurial skills and vigorous 
peace advocacy, a brisk trade emerged.

“Coffee is a common product in our country,” Joji 
says, “but as a crop it has been neglected as other prod-
ucts like bananas and pineapples got more attention.”

Someone said, 

“Let’s have coffee 

for peace.” They did 

... and it stuck.
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She started by encouraging one tribe to plant 
coffee trees. Though their ancestral land had been defor-
ested by loggers, the quality ingredients were still there — 
rich soil, tropical climate, high altitude.

Growing coffee takes time, Joji explains. New Arabica 
bushes need three years to produce a harvest.

Meanwhile she tested the market abroad. She bought 
some beans from local farmers and sent them off to be 
roasted and packaged back in Canada. She contacted 
Level Ground in Victoria, B.C., a leading distributor of fair 
trade coffee.

After tasting her sample, the Level Ground folk made 
a startling request: “Can you supply us with 50 tons a 
month?”

“That was in 2008,” Joji says. “By 2011 we were able 
to ship 600 kilograms (1,320 pounds).”

They began to recruit more growers, finally enlisting 
450 families from 17 tribes, who now grow a combined 
total of 2,000 acres of coffee. Many of the growers are 
former guerrillas.

By any financial yardstick the farmers have done very 

After tasting a 

sample, Level 

Ground officials 

were eager to put 

Philippines on their 

coffee map.

learning reconstruc-
tion and how to treat 
aggressors. Citing the 
common three Ps of 
socially responsible 
business — people, 
planet, profit — Joji 
adds a fourth: peace.

Joji, an outspo-
ken apostle of quality, 
proudly notes that a 
recent bean sample 
scored an impressive 

87.5 percent on the rating scale of the Specialty Coffee 
Association of America (SCAA).

Level Ground has provided encouragement at each 
step along the way, she says. “They want to see Philip-
pines on the coffee map, along with Colombia, Peru and 
Brazil.”

As more farmers’ trees approach maturity, Joji wants 
to collect enough beans for a full container load.

“We’re looking at shipping 5,000 kilograms [11,000 
pounds] in this season, which runs from November to 
January,” she says.

Local institutions have helped out. Coffee for Peace 
received a $5,000 grant from Citi Bank and Philippines 
Business for Social Progress. The money went for a 
roaster.

Dann and Joji are trying to raise capital to move into 
the big leagues. Up to now they have been spending their 
own pension money. “We personally put up 60 percent 
of the money needed to capitalize this so far,” says Dann. 
“The rest is from local people who believe in our vision.”

But more is needed for the next step — to buy land 
and construct a warehouse. Dann estimates they’ll need 
$250,000.

“We need to look at this as a business, not as two 
missionaries doing business,” he says. “It can’t stay a 
Mom & Pop operation.”

Like many entrepreneurs, they are sometimes struck 
by the scope of what they have gotten into, and the 
immense possibilities ahead as they prepare to deal with 
names like Nescafe and Starbucks. 

One option might be franchising. In 2009 they estab-
lished a coffee shop in Davao City, followed by another in 
2011. The dream is for every community to have a coffee 
shop where retail consumption can be paired with educa-
tion.

Other food products are also ripe for investment. 
“The Muslims we are working with ask if we can bring in 
Canadian investors,” says Joji. “They say, ‘we have cocoa, 
coconut, bananas, pineapples, mangoes, tomatoes and 
carrots’.”

Dann mentions a Muslim sultan who spoke with him. 
“He is tired of the fighting,” Dann says. “He would like to 
use his land for good.”

Business as mission: Joji and Dann Pantoja during a visit to 
Mennonite Church Canada offices in Winnipeg. 

well. Most had been bottom-of-the-pyramid subsistence 
farmers earning $1.25 per day. Now they earn $7 a day.

Joji has promoted the cultivation of Arabica coffee 
plants over lower-quality Robusta plants. Now that farm-
ers realize they will be fairly compensated, they willingly 
reforest to provide the shade Arabica plants need, thus 
boosting the local ecology.

Growing coffee has spin-offs beyond increas-
ing income, Joji explains. It helps tribal people establish 
claims to their ancestral domain and restores denuded 
forests that have been ravaged by illegal logging. People 
are building better houses; communities are thriving. In 
one location the government noticed the surge of energy 
and decided to build an elementary school.

Growers are also being groomed in a culture of peace, ◆


