One Latte Please

 Hold the Coffee, Cream, and Sugar
By: Devon Alter

With the song Hallelujah playing overhead backed by the whir of coffee makers, no fewer than 15 people sit around tables, sipping their fully paid for, authentic Starbucks coffees, while customers at other locations rip off the corporate chain and order for themselves not a venti white-chocolate-mocha latte, but a “ghetto latte” instead. 

More and more customers are opting not to order a Starbucks signature drink. Instead, they order a few espresso shots over ice. Then, they take advantage of the free condiments bar and top off their cups with half-and-half and other creamer products creating their own coffee concoction. This is what has become known as the “ghetto latte,” and has been the new fad among Starbucks goers.
“We provide the condiments, (the customers) can use them as they see fit,” says Starbucks barista Christina Manz. If they want to do the extra work to pay a few cents less, I mean, whatever.”

Starbucks, famous for specialty coffee drinks that come in a variety of flavors, is also famous for its variety of high prices. While that venti white-chocolate-mocha latte, for example, can run a customer around $4 or more, the do-it-yourself latte goes for the price of espresso shots alone. Each shot can be added to any Starbucks creation for a price of 55 cents a pop. Multiply this by two or three, add some cream, and you’ve got yourself the price of the “ghetto latte.” So when customers weigh the price of that $4 drink with the drink that is less than $2, many choose the latter, which has caused concern among the workers.
“I wouldn’t support it, but it’s hard to enforce anything against it,” says Manz, who said she feels that the ability to have one of Starbucks well-known drinks is a luxury that not everyone can experience. 

Starbucks Coffee Company feels the same way. Expressing their “people before products” attitude that they claim, they have issued a statement to the New York Times saying: "Customization is a fundamental attribute of the Starbucks Experience. We provide condiments to our customers so they can make their drinks to their liking and we appreciate their patronage. We trust our customers to make the choices that are right for them."
Just as the baristas are wondering about the motives behind this alternative latte, some customers are asking questions too. “I’m curious,” says customer Maddy Pope, “if they are doing this because they don’t have the money… or if they are trying to beat the system.” She said some may be doing this because they can’t afford food, saying that, “coffee can be good to drink when you are hungry.”

But this rough version of the Starbucks menu item “Café Americano,” made up of espresso and hot water, is not unique to Starbucks. “I have seen it happen at a different café I worked at,” says Manz. But customers and baristas alike said they feel that it occurs more at Starbucks because, “It is cooler to rip off Starbucks than a Metro or some small coffee house.”
And unfortunately, the new latte trend may soon grow. Starbucks has stated that on Oct. 3, drink prices will increase by 5 cents per drink to counteract higher labor and gas costs, not the incident at hand. “They have the tools to prevent it from happening,” says Pope. “They just have to come up with a solution.” And until Starbucks decides to take action, it appears as though this “ghetto late” craze will continue.
