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Betel nut, coffee, and cacao are the
three most important crops in Ming-
Song Chiu’s life. Having cultivated
betel nut for over 20 years, it was
once a major source of income to
support his family. However, after
realizing that betel nut could be
carcinogenic and seeing the industry
decline, he began exploring coffee

and cacao in 1997. In order to |

transform, he learned production and
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processing techniques, becoming a | =

pioneer in the industry.

Betel nut, coffee, and cacao
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The Turning Point
for Crop Transition

Ming-Song Chiu began cultivating betel nut
in 1975, when it was considered the "green
gold" that sustained rural communities. At the
time, a civil servant earned around
NT$10,000 per month, while betel nut could
bring in NT$20,000 to NT$30,000 per day,
leading to the prosperity of the village.
However, during his daily sales, he began to
sense something was amiss.

By (4 ”

He observed that betel nut,
Z once priced per piece, gradually
) shifted to being sold by weight.

| Street stalls even began
employing “betel nut beauties”
.l to boost sales — a sign, he

i 78y believed, of the industry's
decline.

Although betel nut had once

< | provided the income needed to
MER support his parents and raise

£ his children, the crop's

@ carcinogenic risks became more
S concerning as his children grew
8 older. ©

There was really no reason to
W continue cultivating it,” he
| concluded.




+
W TR - BTEREE - NFRENS o HPEZ FE(EE 2

BRSAHAERE] » SIS GIBERETR - BT
BEIEIE - T E AR EIRAE— AT, -
(R IS AR ACHT B - 4 1997 42
WEEEIE - ERAIAES - | P RS —(EE
PIEETREERS | - HE b - BB A=A LG
S - AT » 2 AT AR -

SIS E — B st - DO - e T

BREFE=FINF > A HRENESR - FrrHiHEE

B RO - HURsEEZE 20 et - (E4ERY

TEAREA ®RIGH > RIS e Or AR

HERMEHE R U IR » B2 U Re= X

PEGERRER © 55— 0 B NAVEERMRZEE T 2RUR
‘ A AERAE ~ WISTUIYRETE AEAE -




+

Cultivating Coffee Beneath Betel Nut Trees
— A Self-Taught Journey in Growing and
Processing

If Not Betel Nut, Then What?

Chiu noticed that as Taiwan's economy began to take off,
some locals had already started drinking coffee. "Of course, it
wasn’'t as common as it is now, where everyone has a cup in
hand," he remarked.

Nonetheless, he saw coffee as a promising emerging crop
and began transitioning to it in 1997. Chiu candidly admitted,
"l wasn'’t the first betel nut farmer to switch to coffee." In fact,
at least three other groups had entered the field before him,
but none had successfully made the transition.

Switching to coffee was not something that could be
accomplished overnight. Chiu explained that coffee trees take
three to five years after planting to yield a stable harvest.
During that waiting period, they generate no income. While
coffee is a tropical fruit tree, it requires shade during its early
growth stages to thrive. Therefore, he initially retained his
betel nut trees, using them as "nurse trees" for the young
coffee plants. As the coffee trees matured, the betel nut trees
were gradually removed. In the meantime, the remaining betel
nuts continued to provide a source of income, serving as the
financial foundation for both daily living and his exploration of
coffee cultivation and processing.
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Not Only Transitioning to Coffee, but Also Taking
* on the Challenge of Growing Cacao and Making
Chocolate

In his pursuit of producing better-quality coffee, Chiu even
traveled to countries such as Indonesia and Japan to
sample coffee from around the world. "Although | was
abroad, my heart remained in the fields," he said. He
constantly compared different flavor profiles and made
adjustments upon returning home. The coffee he produced
was further refined based on feedback from friends, family,
and customers.

By the fifth year of growing coffee, Chiu no longer relied on
betel nut for income. To diversify his sources of livelihood
and reduce risk, he began experimenting with cacao
cultivation. Although both coffee and cacao are tropical fruit
trees, their growth characteristics differ slightly. His land
consists of clay soil, and during a heavy rainfall, most of his
coffee trees were drowned. However, cacao proved more
water-tolerant and survived the flood. The challenges of
managing the two crops also differ — coffee is particularly
vulnerable to damage from borers, while cacao is more
susceptible to rats. +
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Opening a shop to grow and sell his own
products, hoping youth can return home

and establish themselves
Although he successfully produced coffee and chocolate, getting
the products into consumers’ hands still relies on sales. Chiu said
that abroad, the coffee and cocoa industries are highly
specialized—farmers can focus solely on production. But in Taiwan,
it's different. Coffee and cacao prices can't compete with imports,
so farmers must grow and sell their own products. He joked that he
"brought it on himself" and “asked for the hardship,” since farmers
without capital for promotion or advertising are often unfamiliar with
sales.
Even as a business owner, Chiu still personally handles field
management, fermentation, and roasting. His staff affectionately
call him “Old Dad.” Now 72 years old, Chiu was raised on betel nut
Income but has never chewed one. In the second half of his life, he
transitioned to coffee and cocoa—and has since tasted countless
cups of both.
Coffee and cacao are no longer unfamiliar crops. As a pioneer of
this agricultural transition, Chiu has inspired many farmers and
artisans. Today, Taiwanese coffee and chocolate frequently win
international awards. Chiu believes that coffee and chocolate
represent hope for betel nut growers to transform. By perfecting his
products, he has opened up new markets and encouraged young
people to return to rural areas to work. In the future, he hopes more
customers will visit the countryside and witness the potential of
agriculture.
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