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Executive Summary
Theobroma cacao, which translates to ‘food of
the gods’, is a small tropical tree with even smaller
white flowers. It only grows in a narrow belt 10
degrees north and south of the Equator and its
thick and sturdy fruit appears in a color palette
from greenish yellow over bright pink to deep red
and maroon. Just from its looks one may not guess
that inside, it carries the most important ingredient
for the $100 billion chocolate industry (Leissle,
2018). Together with the numerous bars and
pralines, however, the chocolate shelves remain
filled with various issues in the sector which largely
remain invisible to the consumer.
Several concerns also persist in Ecuador, the world’s largest supplier of
gourmet cacao. The cultivation of the beans is for a large part carried out by
smallholders. Contrary, the chocolate sector is geared towards large-scale
production by multinational companies. Six ‘big chocolate’ giants, including
Mars, Cadbury and Nestle dominate 65% of the global chocolate market
(Haynes et al., 2012).

Background
In Azuay province, in the south center of the
country, smallholders cultivate the beans in a
strenuous environment. Although not one of
Ecuador’s most famous cacao regions, the beans
consitute a main source of income for the
province’s coastal community.
Volatile commodity markets
combined with low and further
regressing yields and small farm
sizes put cacao farmers under
severe
economic
stress.
Emerging alternative cacao networks in Azuay are
unwrapping the numerous issues wrapped inside
the chocolate bars by reconfiguring how cacao can
be produced and its value redistributed. While
alternative food networks in Europe and the United States have received considerable
academic attention, it is crucial to also understand emerging intiatives in Latin America
contextually.

This study

sketches the social and ecological challenges of cacao production in Azuay,
Ecuador and explores opportunities in alternative cacao networks in the province for
strengthening the position of farmers.
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Methods
In this qualitative study with members of alternative cacao networks and cacao communities
in Azuay, first the considerations and choices of farmers for cacao production in the region are
investigated. Then, opportunties in alternative cacao networks for creating and redistributing
value are explored. Participant oservations, semi-structured interviews and
a focus group discussion offered the following insights into Azuayan cacao.

Findings
I. Cacao production in Azuay is characterized by:

o Low and further regressing yields. Cacao farmers stagger between

downward racing prices, and problematic local conditions for cultivating and marketing
the crop, resulting in low incomes.

o Smallholders switch from the Nacional Variety on which the country’s fame for fine
flavor cacao is based, to a hybrid called CCN 51. While convincing in yields, the quality
of CCN 51 is considered bulk cacao. No price differentiation between the varieties
takes place in the local market.
o The cacao passes through the hands of Intermediaries in order to reach the export
harbor in Guayaquil. The intermediaries, while creating a link between farm and port,
push the prices for the smallholders and capture part of the value.
o Value Addition on farm is hampered as climatic conditions do not
allow for drying outside and gas dryers are costly. Further, the risk of
cacao thieves stealing the harvest before fermentation and drying are
completed leads the farmers to sell the beans for a lower price as fresh
cacao.

Taken together, these factors reveal a chain in which smallholders do not get
many choices to navigate their way.
II. Azuay’s Alternative Networks link chocolate makers with
farmers. The initiatives:
o
o
o
o
o

Bypass intermediaries and increase the price for farmers
Introduce price differentiation for fine flavour cacao
Strengthen social ties for enhancing economic activities
Apply environmentally friendly production methods
Educate about the origin of cacao and make the invisible in
the commodity chain visible
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While the cacao networks challenge structures established by the conventional food system,
they also rely upon them, e.g. for international shipping. Further, power within networks may
not always be equal among all members.

To conclude, the definition of value and its creation, addition and redistribution
are inextricably linked to the social circumstances. Therefore, it is crucial to consider
AFNs contextually. Azuay’s initiatives incorporate a wider context, beyond the cacao chain, for
defining their values of cacao such as employment, traditions and environment. The various
values of cacao deserve attention at every step, from bean to bar and vice versa, in order for
cacao farmers to be able to make a living and consumers to continue to enjoy chocolate.
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Chapter I. Introduction
From the earliest records of its uses, cacao has been and still is, more than food. Whether as
affordable luxury, romantic pralines, soul food, stress reliever or as medicinal cure, theobroma
cacao, which translates to ‘food of the gods’, delightens the palates of millions. Behind the
sweet taste, however, lies an industry involving many who may not share the same pleasure.
The small tropical tree with the even smaller white flowers grows the most important
ingredient for the annually $100 billion-dollar chocolate industry (Leissle, 2018). While the
conventional cacao commodity chain supplies consumers in industrialized countries with
choice and abundance in the chocolate shelves, numerous issues remain unwrapped inside the
chocolate bars. Several issues also persist in Ecuador, one of Latin America’s main cacao
producing countries. Ecuador’s production cannot match the global cacao superpowers in
West Africa in terms of quantity, however, many chocolate connoisseurs turn to the country
for its fine flavour beans of the Nacional variety. Despite the country’s reputation for gourmet
cacao, the status quo of current cacao production in Ecuador gives rise to concern. In Azuay
province, in the south center of the country, cacao farmers struggle with poverty. One of
Ecuador’s lowest yielding provinces sees its harvests ever dropping. Low and fluctuating prices
for cacao combined with small sized farms and low productivity put farmers under severe
economic stress. Worldwide, it is estimated that only 7% of the economic value of a chocolate
bar goes back to the farmer (Cocoabarometer, 2015; Fountain & Huetz-Adams, 2018).
Consumption and profits of the crop, that can only be grown in the ‘cacao belt’, 10 degrees
either side of the Equator, remain largely in Western Europe and the United States. The
cultivation of the food of the gods further, poses a threat to biodiversity as agroforestry
systems are increasingly replaced by full sun monoculture cacao.
Emerging initiatives in Azuay challenge the social, cultural and environmental character of
cacao as a commodity and seek new pathways to produce, distribute and consume the beans
(Renting et al., 2012). They take shape in arrangements in which new practices of cacao
provision are developed that are more in tune with their members’ values, norms and needs.
These networks may offer alternatives to the mainstream producing and trading of cacao and
chocolate products. The aim of this thesis is to unwrap the labour conditions, social and
ecological challenges behind cacao production in Azuay with special focus on the value of cacao
in the commodity chain and emerging alternative cacao networks in the province. To do so, I
draw on an in-depth qualitative study of cacao communities and members of alternative cacao
networks. By analyzing the ways in which these alternative cacao networks organize cacao
production and distribution, insights are gained on how value can be created and redistributed
in the opposite direction of the commodity chain and towards the cacao farmers.
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Thesis Outline
This introductory section continues with a contextualization of Ecuadorian cacao in the world
market. Here, I investigate the geographical and social distances involved in cacao production
and trade as well as what remains ‘invisible’ in the cacao commodity chain. I then introduce
the theoretical framework of the study in Chapter 2. I start by presenting global commodity
chains and an overview of the value of commodities. I follow this by introducing Alternative
Food Networks and how they redistribute value, different to commodity chains. In Chapter 3.
an overview of scholarly work on alternative food networks (AFNs) is presented, examining
problematic features in AFN literature as well as emerging alternative food networks in Latin
America. I then turn to a presentation of the research design and methodological toolkit in
Chapter 4. Towards the end, the findings of this study are presented in Chapter 5. The
character of Azuay as a cacao region, including climatic, technical and social challenges for its
cacao communities, are described. Further, in Chapter 6., two alternative cacao networks are
outlined as well as the ways in which they create and redistribute value to the cacao farmers.
The findings are discussed and reveal that value is a contested term which is closely linked to
its social setting. Values of cacao often exeed the understanding of monetary worth.
Alternative Cacao Networks in Azuay are defining their cacao values based on the economic,
social and environmental circumstances of the province in order to strengthen the position of
farmers. Further redistribution practices and values of cacao conclude this thesis in Chapter 7.
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Ecuadorian Cacao in the World Market
Cacao beans are the world's third most important agricultural export commodity (Blare &
Useche, 2013; Díaz-Montenegro et al., 2018). Further, cacao is the second most
important cash crop in the tropics (Blare & Useche, 2013; Díaz-Montenegro et al., 2018). As
such, it is crucial to have a closer look at the distribution of economic value in the cacao sector.
In the world market, two broad categories of cacao beans can be distinguished, namely bulk
and fine flavour cacao, which differ in quality and organoleptic properties (specifics are
discussed in Chapter 5). Fine flavour cacao only represents 5-10% of all beans and its
international demand outweighs supply (Díaz-Montenegro et al., 2018). As the largest
producer of fine flavor cacao, Ecuador, producer of 65 % of the global supply, plays a major
role in the world cacao market in terms of quality. The cultivation of the beans is for a large
part carried out by 8 million smallholders worldwide. Small producers are also responsible for
much of Ecuador’s cacao production. The chocolate sector, however, is geared toward largescale production by multinational companies as 65% of the global chocolate market is
dominated by just six ‘big chocolate’ giants, including Mars, Cadbury and Nestle (Haynes et al.,
2012). In terms of economic value, the value of all traded cacao was $12 billion in 2016, the
value of products made from cacao, on the other hand, $100 billion (Leissle, 2018). Haynes and
colleagues (2012, p. 1471) state: ‘Although not uncommon, such uneven distribution of power
within the supply chain has been criticized as neo-colonialism, based on perceived inequitable
division of profits among actors in the supply chain’. The economies of scale of multinational
companies result in the chocolate giants enjoying much higher profits than cacao growers. The
traditional cacao chain has provided small producers only with small proportions of the value
of the final products and with limited outside support to increase their production levels (Blare
& Useche, 2014).
Another way of understanding
value is to look at where cacao is
most consumed. The cacao
sector is geographically strongly
segmented
with
agrarian
production concentrated in
Western Africa and several Latin
American countries, including
Ecuador, while processing and
consumption mainly occur in
Europe and the United States
(Coq- Huelva et al., 2018; see
Figure 1).

Figure 1 Cacao Production/ Consumption
(Production in 1000t 2017/18 - Domestic consumption in 1000t 2015/16)
Source: Fountain & Huetz- Adams (2018, p.4)
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Most chocolate per person is consumed in Western Europe with Germany, Switzerland, Ireland
and the UK leading the way (Leissle, 2018). Ecuador has little chocolate making capacity and
cacao from Ecuador is comparably consumed very little by Ecuadorians (Blare & Useche, 2014).
Cacao is more than food, its value appears in the social, economic, cultural, psychological as
well physiological domain. Leissle (2018) states that cacao further ‘is always a political tool’ (p.
20). While cacao growers are dependent on multinationals to buy and process the crop,
countries with the most established chocolate consumer markets are, due to climatic
prerequisites for the cultivation, unable to grow cacao on a commercial scale and with no
existing substitute are vice versa dependent on cacao producers. This reveals first
dependencies within the cacao chain. The analysis of the value of cacao will be the red thread
throughout the following chapters and will be analyzed and discussed in the context of Azuay.
To lay a foundation, first, the cacao commodity chain will be presented.

The Cacao Commodity Chain
The cacao chain involves numerous actors, of which most remain invisible to the consumer
(see Figure 2.). Raw cacao undergoes various processes, usually changing hands multiple times
before it can be enjoyed as chocolate. Cacao processing involves roasting and grinding of raw
beans into nibs, butter, powder and liquor, for subsequent manufacture.

Figure 2 Conventional Cacao Commodity Chain
Source: Phillips & Tallontire. (2007, p.5)
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For over a century, despite attempts to develop fairtrade and organic chains in Ecuador, cacao
has largely followed the traditional commodity chain. From the farms, the beans are either
directly sold to middlemen as fresh cacao, which has an extremely short shelf life, or as
fermented and dried beans. Producers range from independent small producers who sell
directly to the next link in the chain, to smallholders who are part of cooperatives, to largescale producers who can export directly or further process their own beans. Farms are
commonly located in remote areas, making transport of the beans a big obstacle for producers.
Middlemen collect small amounts from a number of producers to then resell them in
commercially efficient quantities to ‘bigger’ middlemen or to export companies. Adequate
storage is crucial for the bean quality, facilities with regulated temperature, however, are costly
(Haynes et al., 2012). Exporters ship the beans overseas mainly to chocolate makers in Europe
and the US. Chocolate makers purchase the processed cacao and create the finished bar. When
choosing the beans, they make significant choices about bean quality and origin, as flavor
profiles are of great importance for the final chocolate. The communication up and down the
length of the chain is challenging. While producers may be unaware of characteristics of the
cacao beans for which buyers are willing to pay a premium, on the other side of the chain,
marketers often find it difficult to locate a source for the demanded high value product (Haynes
et al., 2012).

The Invisible in the Cacao Commodity Chain
While some consumers may still know that fresh cacao beans are in fact white, and at first,
look nothing like chocolate, there is more about cacao production that remains hidden in the
commodity chain. For one, smallholder cacao farmers all over the world fight poverty
(Cocoabarometer, 2015; Fountain & Huetz-Adams, 2018). As the equatorial crop travels
thousands of kilometers before reaching chocolate factories and supermarkets, a considerable
geographical as well as social distance between producer and consumer is created. Contrary
to the logic that a high-priced chocolate bar indicates a higher price paid to the farmer, in
Ecuador, a country which supplies cacao to the most expensive chocolate brands in the world,
farmers still receive low prices for their beans (Díaz-Montenegro et al., 2018). While Swiss and
Belgium chocolatiers are widely celebrated for their art of chocolate making, little is known
among consumers about the ‘who’, ‘where’ and ‘how’ of cacao production.
The small size of cacao farms and low yields mean that the total annual income of farmers
remains very low. This income needs to be counted as income from labour, land as well as
return on investment, as cacao farmers are mainly self-employed (Cocoabarmoeter, 2015).
Between September 2016 and February 2017, the world market price for cacao saw a dramatic
decline, with smallholder farmers worldwide having their income drop by as much as 30%-40%
within a couple of months (Fountain & Huetz-Adams, 2018). The estimated world price for the
season was US$ 2600-3000 per ton, the actual cacao price that year, however, dropped below
US $2000 per ton (Fountain & Huetz-Adams, 2018).

5

To illustrate, for a smallholder of 4ha in Ecuador with a production level at the national average
(0.62 t/ha) in 2018, this would result in a yearly income from cacao of US $4960, assuming the
farmers were paid the international cacao price. This equals about the national minimum wage
(El Universo, 2019). The price collapse could directly be linked to a sharp increase of cacao
production in the past years, with new growing areas being established at the expense of native
forests (Fountain & Huetz-Adams, 2018). While companies have the possibility to hedge cacao
at the stock exchange and reduce their risks, farmers, with the weakest financial reserves in
the cacao commodity chain, bear virtually all the risks of price volatility (Fountain & HuetzAdams, 2018). It becomes clear, that although the entire cacao chain stands or falls with the
farmers, they have very limited and weak market power.
Further, the type of cacao production system adopted by farmers has important ecological
consequences (Blare & Useche, 2014). Traditionally, cacao is grown as a part of agroforestry
systems, as Ecuador’s ancient variety requires half shade (Waldron et al., 2014). Agroforestry
has been recognized for providing habitat for threatened animal and plant species and is
particularly important in the coast of Ecuador, as a biodiversity hotspot (Blare & Useche, 2014).
Currently, however, it is widely believed that felling shade trees increases productivity
(Waldron et al., 2014). Especially, bulk cacao is produced in full-sun monocultures, bringing
production goals in opposition to biodiversity. Hence, another ‘hidden’ aspect of the
commodity are the impacts of cacao production on the ecosystem.
To conclude, Ecuadorian cacao plays a significant role for the world’s best chocolate. This much
is known. What stays invisible, however, are the social and ecological challenges of cacao
production in the country. Cacao farming puts smallholders in Ecuador under severe economic
stress, as it often does not generate sufficient income. Vivero-Pol states that food ‘shapes
morals and norms, triggers enjoyment and social life, substantiate art and culture
(gastronomy), affects traditions and identity, relates to animal ethics and determines and is
shaped by power and control’ (p. 183). Due to the little contact between actors and the
transactional character of relationships in the commodity chain, it is ignored that cacao is not
merely a tradable good, but in fact involves a network of meanings and relationships. The
beans are a means to gain, exert and contest power. Cacao is nature, what cacao means for
nature, however, is rarely discussed in the world of chocolate. It is part of culture and has, as
its name already gives away, been part of religious beliefs. Treated as a commodity, the social
relations, labour conditions and environmental challenges involved in production and trade,
remain hidden.
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Chapter II. Theoretical Framework
In case of this study, different theoretical concepts were used to guide the research process.
This chapter explores global commodity chains and the value of commodities. Further,
Alternative food networks and how they redistribute value are discussed. Taken together,
these concepts build the theoretical framework for this thesis.

Global Commodity Chains
With cacao being one of the world’s most important agricultural export commodities, it is
crucial to first have a closer look at global commodity chains. A commodity focused study of
commodity chains, commodity systems and value chains, allows for an analysis of ‘the
interconnected processes of raw material production, processing/packaging, shipping,
marketing, and consumption embodied in a given commodity or set of related commodities’
(Raynolds, 2002, p. 405) in order to identify opportunities for transformation of the
mainstream agrofood system (Raynolds, 2002). Gereffi (1994, p. 97) distinguishes three
strands within global commodity chains: (1) the links between products and services within
value-added activities; (2) the organizational and spatial relations, or territoriality, of
enterprises forming networks; and last, (3) the power relations, or governance structure,
responsible for the allocation of resources along the commodity chain. Further, the author
describes two types of commodity chains, namely producer-driven and buyer-driven chains.
Agro-food chains, including the cacao chain, can increasingly be placed in the latter category
as distributors control the organization of supply systems and product specifications (Raynolds,
2002). By laying out the overall activities of all the participants, or agents, who contribute to
the production and/or transformation of commodity cacao, the power relations of this globally
linked production system can be revealed. In order to gain insights into how value can be added
and/or redistributed in commodity chains, it is essential to first examine what the value of
commodities entails.

The Value of Commodities
A somewhat mysterious point about commodity chains gets raised, with the closer inspection
of the value of a commodity. Following Marx (Marx as cited in Harvey, 2010), there are two
values of commodities. The use-value of a commodity is the material use to which the object
can be put in order to satisfy its consumer. The use-value signals that the commodity is a
product of human labour. In the world market, however, the exchange-value dictates how
commodities are traded. Two commodities can be exchanged because they are being
compared to a third measure, namely money. Marx states: ‘As exchange-values, all
commodities are merely definite quantities of congealed labour time.’ Although, the exchange
value dominates, an exchange value only exists if a commodity has use value. If a product is
not wanted by any consumer, it will not be traded in the market for a monetary price.
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The mysteriousness arises because the human labour behind the product becomes hidden as
its worth is signaled in currency. Marx argued that the commodity form masks the
circumstances of how goods are produced, and casts a veil over the inequalities in production
(Goodman et al., 2012). In the market form, in which we exchange commodities, the labour
that was involved in producing the good, becomes invisible; or in other words, that the cacao
was produced with human labour, becomes invisible to the one who eats the chocolate. Harvey
(2010, p. 39-40) further explains that the consumer in the supermarket cannot only not ‘see’
the labour behind a product but will also not be able to figure out whether the product ‘has
been produced by happy laborers, miserable laborers, slave laborers, wage laborers or some
self-employed peasant. The [products] are mute, as it were, as to how they were produced and
who produced them.’ Marx called this obscuring of production realities ‘commodity fetishism’.
Moreover, the value relation between the products of labour, which stamps them as
commodities, have no connection with their physical characteristics, shifting the social relation
between people to a social relation between things. The global commodity chain perspective
and the value of commodities are used to understand current cacao production in Azuay as
well as to gain insights on what remains hidden in the conventional commodity chain. In order
to answer how value can be redistributed to cacao farmers, I extend the framework with
alternative food networks.

Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) and Value
By creating alternative food networks for producing, trading and consuming food; organic, fair
trade and slowfood (among other) alternatives are challenging mainstream international trade
and food manufacturers. These networks do not operate in a binary of the local and global, but
in the spaces ‘in between’. It can be argued that AFN’s make the social and ecological origins
of food visible. With a steady rising demand for tropical imports such as coffee, cacao, bananas
and tea in industrialized economies, the ‘by whom’, ‘how’, and ‘with which consequences’ of
tropical agriculture are gaining more attention among consumers, scholars and activists.
Alternative food networks can include commercial as well as non-commercial (business)
models and appear as well under terms such as short food supply chains (SFSCs) (Renting et
al., 2003), local food (Blake et al., 2010), and alternative food initiatives (Allen et al., 2003) in
academic literature. Regarding the characteristics of these networks, Roep and Wiskerke
(2012) describe AFNs as ‘new producers-consumer alliances and creating experimental spaces
to develop novel practices of food provision that are more in tune with their values, norms,
needs, and desires […] ’ (p.206) which are economically viable for producers while producing
in an ecologically sound manner. AFNs are frequently discussed in relation to value and how it
can be redistributed to the farmer.
Connected to local food networks, Eriksen (2013) discusses values in three different domains
of proximity. The geographical proximity is concerned with the spatial locality of production
and consumption while the relational proximity sheds light on the relations between involved
actors which are reconnected through alternative production and distribution practices.
8

Eriksen (2013) continues by incorporating the values which different actors attribute to the
food in the values of proximity dimension. The author states that the ‘values of proximity are
about the positive associations, symbolic or qualitative meanings of local food’ such as
convenience, health, and status but also embeddedness, trust, care, social equity and
democracy (p.53). These all have in common being non-market values. Differentiated
production methods, certification schemes and value-laden information about a product can
result in a redistribution of value to farmers (Renting et al., 2003). Further, social
embeddedness of AFNs can result in consumers accepting higher prices of products (Forssell
& Lankoski, 2014). Whatmore and colleagues (2003) emphasize the redistribution of value
through the networks which operate against the logic of bulk commodity production ‘by
re)building trust between food producers and consumers and articulating new forms of
association’ (p. 389). Whatmore and Thorne (1997) continue by stating that these networks
are lengthened by mobilizing ‘large numbers and more intricately interwoven constituents, or
mediators, to sustain a web of connections over greater distances’ (p.238) and strengthened
through ‘strong fabrics of social organization at all points in the network’ (p.240). Also, Morgan,
Marsden, and Murdoch (2006) name the redistribution of value as a main trait of AFNs as they
redistribute value through the network in the opposite direction of the commodity chain. The
redistribution can according to Melo & Hollander (2013), take shape in high quality, traceable,
ecologically and ethically superior goods as well as access to niche–markets or the financial
compensation of producers through price premiums
Alternative Food Networks are unmasking the realities of production by making the involved
labour conditions, social and ecological challenges visible. Where and by whom the cacao for
the majority of chocolate bars is grown, remains unknown to the consumer, as the packaging
only indicates the location where the bar was manufactured. By creating awareness about
cacao cultivation and distribution processes, AFN’s ‘de-fetishize’ food. By following the
Marxian understanding of value of commodities and unmasking the social and ecological
challenges of production through the lens of alternative food networks, I first investigate the
links between products and services within value-addition of cacao from a commodity
perspective as well as the organizational and spatial relations. Further, by applying this
framework with a special focus on value, power relations in the commodity cacao chain are
revealed. This framework is extended by the redistribution of value in AFNs in order to explore
the opportunities in alternative cacao networks for strengthening the position of farmers.
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Problem Statement and Research Question
In order to make the ‘invisible’ of Azuayan cacao visible, in the following I explore how farmers
engage in cacao production in the region as well as the configuration of cacao networks.
Renting and colleagues (2003) highlight the need to ‘come to grips with the empirical richness
of emerging alternative food networks’ and to gain understandings on how they are ‘built,
shaped, and reproduced over time’ (p.393). It is important to study Azuay, despite it not being
one of Ecuador’s main cacao producing regions, as the crop plays a crucial role for the coastal
population of the province in terms of income and employment. As cacao farmers maintain a
weak position in the cacao chain with limited bargaining power, the overall objective of this
research is to reveal the inequalities in commodity cacao by analyzing the considerations and
choices of cacao farmers in Azuay as well as to highlight opportunities through which
alternative cacao networks can strengthen the position of cacao farmers and shift value in the
opposite direction of the commodity chain. Therefore, the main research question is:
How do farmers in Azuay navigate their way through the cacao commodity chain and which
opportunities offer Alternative Cacao Networks for the redistribution of value to the cacao
farmers?
Two guiding sub-questions were used throughout the research:
● What are the characteristics of current cacao production in Azuay?
This first sub-question explores the labour conditions, the social and environmental
challenges of cultivating cacao in the region. By doing so, a foundation is laid for gaining
a better understanding of the complex world of cacao in which farmers navigate.
● How do Azuay’s Alternative Cacao Networks organize the production and distribution
of cacao and which opportunities lie in these arrangements for redistributing value to
cacao farmers in the province?
The second question investigates how cacao networks enact their vision of sustainable
cacao in producing, distributing and consuming the beans. To answer the question, I
followed a direct trade as well as an organic network within and throughout the
province. Last, the question focuses on the shapes the redistribution of value can take
and how this could benefit more farmers in Azuay.
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Chapter III. Previous Academic Work: What is Alternative about
Alternative Food Networks?
The question ‘What is alternative about alternative food networks’ has been posed by various
scholars (Pratley, 2012; Watts et al., 2005; Whatmore et al., 2003;). This is an important point
to raise, as AFNs are commonly defined by what they are not. They are described as something
different and better than the conventional food system. What it is, that makes these networks
alternative to the industrial food system, will be explored in the following review.
Various types of producer–consumer initiatives in food networks have appeared over the past
decades which run parallel and often in opposition to the conventional food system. They
challenge the neoliberal trends of food as a commodity and seek new pathways to produce,
distribute and consume food (Renting et al., 2012). Further, they shed light on the social
relations that stay hidden in the commodity chain. Literature within rural, agriculture and food
studies on alternative food networks is growing, with increased interest in how alternative food
networks can offer solutions to the challenges weaved into the current food system (Forssell,
2017; Goodman et al., 2012). They have been studied from the Marxist political economy
perspective in order to address the negative impacts of global capitalism and the inequalities
which arise in the globalized agrifood system, especially for smallholders (Goodman, 2004), as
well as from a rural development approach, being particularly concerned with the implications
of the initiatives for rural areas and the potential within the social constructions that form AFNs
(Renting et al., 2003). A third strand in literature applies a network theory perspective by
analyzing food systems as networks with an emphasis on the interaction between actors and
power relations between these actors and institutions (Tregear, 2011).

AFN Traits
What then, do these alternatives to the conventional food system look like? To their key
characteristics count being anchored in one place or region, being economically viable for
producer and consumer, being ecologically sustainable as well as enhancing social justice
(Tregear, 2011). Hence, they offer social, economic and environmental alternatives to the
mainstream way of producing food. Common drivers throughout the wide range of initiatives
encompassed under the AFN umbrella, are also the ambition to retain more value added at
farm level, improve the bargaining power of farmers and be a catalyst for escaping a
subordinate position in the food chain (Venn, 2018), adding a political dimension to AFN
research. Further, AFNs emphasize information symmetry in the sense of knowing the origins
of your food as well as co-producing a food system that is in line with one’s norms and values.
Marsden et al. (2000) characterize AFNs by their capacity to re-socialize and re-spatialize food.
The authors argue that foods within alternative networks are strongly linked to the locality in
which they are produced. This is used to upgrade the image of the region as a source of quality
foods (Marsden et al., 2000). Examples are famous wine (champagne) or cheese (comté)
regions, as can be found across Europe.
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Concerning the re-socialization, relationships between producers and consumers are at the
focus. They attempt to match new types of supply and demand by linking price with quality
criteria. According to Marsden and colleagues, the role of these relationships may be more
important than the product itself. Also, Wiskerke and Ploeg (2004), argue that transitions
towards a sustainable food system need to be embedded in the local ecological context as well
as culture. Here, especially the role of the farmer is crucial, as they possess knowledge not only
about the technicalities of food production but also, the social surroundings and history of a
place (Stuiver et al. 2004). Being anchored in a specific local context stands in contrast with,
what Tregear (2011, p.421) calls, the ‘rootless nature of food’ from the agroindustrial food
system. While in the conventional food system the origin of food remains largely unknown to
the consumer, AFNs emphasize where the food was produced and by whom. From the named
characteristics it becomes apparent that AFNs especially offer alternatives in their approach to
the social aspect of food production as well as the importance they give to place.

Critical Points
The AFN Concept

Critique is directed at the fuzziness of the concept ‘alternative food network’ in itself. Renting
et al. (2012) argue that AFN is increasingly unsatisfactory in order to understand the dynamics
of emerging civil-society-driven food networks. The authors argue that the main shortcoming
of the AFN concept is that it has no clear normative content of its own (p. 291) but ‘alternative’
merely describes everything that is not conventional. AFNs entail a wide range of initiatives
which somehow do things differently than the agroindustrial food regime. As a proposition to
the ambiguousness of the term ‘alternative’, Renting and colleagues (2012) suggest
understanding the initiatives as ‘hybrid’ networks ‘that combine elements of alternative and
mainstream food networks as part of ongoing, incomplete transition processes’ (p. 292). Also,
Maye and colleagues (2007) warns of seeing ‘alternative’ and ‘mainstream’ as an uncompilable
binary. These networks never operate in isolation and entirely apart from the conventional
food system. That the distinction between alternative and conventional is dynamic can be seen
for example in the mainstreaming of organic and fairtrade products (Jaffee & Howard, 2010).
Watts and colleagues (2005) try to specify the concept by distinguishing between ‘weaker’ and
‘stronger’ AFNs. The authors argue that weaker AFNs set the emphasis especially on the food
products, whereas stronger AFNs focus on the personal interaction and trust relationships of
the network through which food is produced. Weaker networks are vulnerable to
subordination within conventional food chains. This distinction is useful in order to understand
differences between AFNs. Alternative food networks, however, are constituted by various
actors which do not necessarily build a homogenous group of people with the same interests
and values. In the following section, the issue of ‘who are the alternatives in AFNs for’ is
addressed.
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Alternative for Whom?

Research on Western European and North American networks has delivered insights on the
key characteristics of AFNs, covering environmental, social, economic as well as political
alternatives to the conventional food system. Within these alternatives, it is sometimes
assumed that all members of AFNs have equal positions and power relations (Pratley, 2012). It
is crucial to take a closer look at who these alternatives are directed at and accessible to.
Based on ‘Northern’ AFN literature, Abrahams (2006, p.30), sketches a fictitious AFN
practitioner as a ‘White, upper-middle class, with a sophisticated sensibility, middle to latemiddle age, professional, academic, with access to transport and credit. She frequents farm
stores and chique produce markets to buy organic, fresh, fairly-traded foodstuff which is “not
only good to eat, but good to think” since it is healthy, good for the environment, and donates
eighty pence/cents to start a school in the rural area in the developing world from which the
produce comes’. With this sketch the author highlights the background of consumers in
networks in Europe and North America. While the economic reality of farmers is commonly
emphasized within AFNs, (Watts et al., 2005), the economic reality of consumers plays an
important role as well. The majority of the world population cannot afford the specialty food
which, in order to cover all the desired aspects, also comes at an increased cost (Abrahams,
2006). Instead of democratizing food, it can be argued that produce from AFNs is often only
available to elites who are able to afford the products from ‘spare no expense’ production
methods. The alternatives offered, then, seem to be largely directed at the (small scale) farmer
as well as the consumer who can pay a higher price in order to consume food which is ethically
and environmentally sustainably produced. Low-income consumers are left out of the picture.
Hence, AFNs, despite their ambition of creating ‘better’ ways of producing food, can be viable
alternatives only for some interest groups, while excluding others.
While AFN scholarship has acknowledged the importance of local context next to the social
facet (Marsden et al., 2000; Eriksen, 2013), and further, traits of AFNs as well as shortcoming
of the concept have been discussed, it is important to note that a geographical bias persists
with much research on Western European and North American networks. The next section of
the review focuses on previous work on Latin American AFNs.

AFNs in Latin America
Proximity and direct contact between producer and consumer are common themes
throughout existing AFN literature, which is widely focused on northern, predominantly
European and North American, contexts. This stands largely in contrast with cacao networks.
As cacao can only be cultivated in a narrow belt 10 degrees either side of the equator, long
distances between producer and the majority of consumers are a prerequisite. In Europe, AFNs
find a strong base in local markets, traditional processing and embedded consumption in the
same region (Bidwell et al., 2018).
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Local consumers for cacao on the other hand, despite its history reaching back to precolombian empires, are lacking in Ecuador. Also, traditions of chocolate making are few and
more frequently associated with Belgium or Switzerland than the country which is said to grow
the best cacao in the world.
Alternative food networks in Latin America attract some attention in literature, with a strong
focus on coffee networks (Jaffee, 2014; Mutersbaugh, 2002; Raynolds, 2002; Raynolds et al.,
2004). Here, especially, Northern-defined standards of fairness and their impact on the
networks are explored as well as certified organic networks. AFNs in Latin America often take
shape in, what Bidwell and colleagues (2018) call, South-North networks, such as fairtrade and
organic initiatives. Loosely coordinated local networks of producers and consumers have
transformed into globalized systems with formalized standards aiming to, depending on their
focus, offer fairer prices to farmers or stick to organic principles (Raynolds, 2004). With
increasing global sourcing, South-North networks are investigated in the light of rural
landscapes and their potential to sustain livelihoods in the face of volatile commodity markets
and development geography (Melo & Hollander, 2013; Bidwell et al., 2018).
The name ‘South-North’ networks already indicates a spatial and possible social division within
these networks which involve large distances between producers and consumers. They are
often based on standards which were not developed in the local context of producer countries
but rather in industrialized countries. Despite fairtrade initiatives having aimed to improve
inequalities in global commodity chains since the 1980’s, the issues persist. Bidwell and
colleagues (2018) suggest growing urban markets in Latin America, where migration from rural
to urban areas and growing middle classes are shaping demand, as a space outside of SouthNorth ethical networks where direct contact between producer and consumer can create more
flexibility for producers (Bidwell et al., 2018). In those markets, the use of alternative
certification schemes for organic products as well as ‘South-South’ fairtrade schemes for
example, come at lower cost for producers as they are based on trademarks of local producer
associations instead of third-party certification bodies (Bidwell et al. 2018). Abrahams (2006)
argues for increased investigation of these locally emerging initiatives. The author states that
a ‘south-based’ articulation of AFNs is crucial as they are ‘equally oppositional to the
conventional food system but include AFNs for poor and culturally diverse people for reasons
not altogether different to Euramerican contexts; accessibility and cultural food provisioning.’
(p.32). In Ecuador, mainly agroecology and food sovereignty networks have been studied
(Intriago et al., 2017; Sherwood et al., 2013).

Conclusion
The purpose of this review was to view the trends in AFN literature in general, and their
contribution to Latin American Networks in particular. While academic work on European and
North American networks is abundant, alternative food networks in Latin America have
received considerably less attention.
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Fairtrade networks and their potential to contribute to the livelihoods of smallholders are
investigated with a strong focus on coffee. A gap persists in research on initiatives surrounding
cacao, despite its significance in the world market and ever-growing demand. In Ecuador, a
major player in the cacao sector, inequalities surrounding the tropical crop persist. This study
argues that researching the locality, ecological and social environment of emerging cacao
networks is valuable as they may offer context-specific solutions to the multiple problems of
(Ecuadorian) cacao.

Chapter IV. Methodology
This chapter presents the qualitative research design of the thesis. The fieldwork on which this
analysis is based was carried out in the South Center of Ecuador, within and throughout the
borders of Azuay province, over a period of three months between 2019 and 2020.
Addressing the first part of the research question ‘How do cacao farmers in Azuay navigate
their way through the cacao commodity chain?’, I repeatedly visited the coastal cacao region
of the province. In an initial visit to three cacao communities, Tamarindo, Luz y Guia and La
Florida, I had informal conversations with a technician working in one of the communities, a
cacao farmer and community president as well as a group of smallholders which had just
returned from harvesting cacao. The contacts to these communities were provided by the
University of Cuenca. Further visits and informal conversations followed throughout the period
of fieldwork. In the conversations, specifics of cacao production were discussed such as cacao
varieties, the productivity of their patches as well as tools for harvesting. Connected to
reported low yields in all three communities, farmers spoke about income diversification
strategies. Through the visits, contacts were established for a focus group discussion (FGD) in
La Florida.
Stuiver and colleagues (in Wiskerke & Ploeg, 2004) state that farmers’ knowledge, ideas and
experiences are indispensable for achieving new societal goals and sustainable agriculture. An
important role of the researcher is to create group discussions as they can ‘make implicit
knowledge explicit, help to fill in the blind spots of what is not (yet) known and simultaneously
improving awareness self-consciousness of what is already known’ (p.106). A FGD was
organized with 10 community members in January 2020. Nine participants were cacao
producers in La Florida and one was the community president, cultivating cacao in
neighbouring Ponce Enriquez canton. Four participants were women and six men, of which all
had been farming cacao in the region for 20-40 years. Most participants were present from the
start and gathered around the prepared table with food and drinks for the meeting. The FGD
was scheduled for 1.5 hours and thematically split in three parts (see Annex 2). The first part
was a short period of gathering experiences from the past year and introduction to build
rapport. This was followed by individual comments on current challenges in the community.
The issues of low yields which are further regressing and struggles with insufficient income
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were raised various times. The community members kept telling about the past and how cacao
production has increasingly changed for the worse.
Especially, their accounts of taking part in an organic and fairtrade initiative as well as their
perception of the cacao varieties were discussed in-depth. These points were used for the final
part of the FGD which was guided by ideas about future network collaborations to overcome
present challenges. The FGD was conducted in Spanish and later transcribed.
In a cacao storage hall of intermediaries in Naranjal, I was a participant observer. While selling
left-over cacao together with a member of an AFN to intermediaries, I was able to have
informal conversations with various middlemen and one female intermediary. The
‘middlewoman’ who is now active in organizational tasks, told me about her past and how she
carried weapons to protect herself in the job. Criminals enter the remote communities in order
to steal cacao, which they can later sell on the local market (specifics will be discussed in
Chapter 5). The intermediaries carry weapons as they travel the same dirt roads as the
criminals for their own security. This visit offered insights into the world of intermediaries
which were crucial for understanding what remains hidden in the commodity chain such as the
dynamics of cacao crime and the social relations between farmers and middlemen.
The process of following Azuay’s cacao networks turned out to be from bar to bean, beginning
at the chocolate maker and going backwards in the chain to the cacao farmer. With the
chocolate makers who initiated the two followed alternative cacao networks, I first made
contact as a participant observer in their shops in Cuenca. I entered as a chocolate consumer,
asking about the orgin of the cacao and trying various samples. I engaged in informal
conversations with other customers and employees in the shops. Through various visits I was
able to explain my research and trust was established. Bit by bit I was introduced to more
members of the networks such as on-farm labourers, plantation managers and agricultural
advisers at the University of Cuenca. I was able to address the second subquestion ‘How do
Azuay’s Alternative Cacao Networks organize the production and distribution of cacao and
which opportunities lie in these arrangements for redistributing value to cacao farmers in the
province?’ by conducting several long qualitative interviews and following through to the
different locations important for the networks such as cacao fields, fermentation and drying
facilities as well as chocolate factories. The interviews were semi structured through a topic
guide and recorded with an audio device (see Annex 1). Topics involved network dynamics,
challenges and benefits. The interviews which were conducted in Spanish and English, lasted
on average 45 minutes, and were later transcribed.
All transcripts were coded and categorized in Atlas coding software in order to develop some
key themes that were then refined and rewritten moving between desk and data (see Annex
3). The translation of Spanish transcripts took place at a later stage when converting the notes
into written cases.
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Limitations
As with any research, some limitations appeared during fieldwork. Prior to the three months
in Ecuador, I had planned to interview farmers who are active members in alternative cacao
networks in Azuay. There were two limitations to access this group. First, also due to the limited
time period and the few emerging cacao initiatives, it was difficult to locate farmers who are
currently taking part in AFNs. The second limitation was the location of the farms of a direct
trade network I encountered. The farms are located along a mountain slope with a gold mine.
Crime occurs frequently, which is why the initiator of the network decided to not visit the
location with me for safety reasons. To overcome these limitations, I engaged in various
informal conversations and a FGD with farmers who had been part of an alternative cacao
network, but where the initiative had previously fallen apart. Additionally, I conducted a semistructured interview with a cacao farmer who is currently part of an AFN, however, outside of
Azuay province, in order to gain insights on the roles and activities within emerging initiatives.
Last, I spoke to smallholders who are employed in an organic network as on-farm workers.
Overall, I feel I only gained a partial understanding of the experiences of farmers in Azuay who
are participating in alternative cacao networks.

Reflections
The reality of cacao shows one thing very clearly: only a limited group is able to benefit from
the most important ingredient for chocolate. I conducted my fieldwork and have written a
thesis which allows me to complete my master degree and which is, for a large part, based on
the stories and experiences the farmers chose to share with me. I personally benefit from their
cacao stories, while the reality of the men and women I spoke to has not changed. Kristy Leissle
(2018) wrote: ‘when it comes to cacao, no one is free of its politics’. As a white European I was
not only able to access higher education to study cacao but also, to freely travel various times
to Ecuador in order to learn about cacao production in the fields. I am aware that I enjoyed
privileges in the sense that I immediately upon arrival received support from professors and
staff from the University of Cuenca due to contacts between Wageningen University and the
University of Cuenca. The support was in form of advice on my fieldwork, contacts to members
of AFNs as well as help with arranging accommodation and transport. Especially, the provided
contacts to cacao producers enabled me to gain access to farms. Further, I was accompanied
by university staff to areas which would have been risky to visit for me alone and supported in
times when language barriers made my research difficult. The question remains whether the
cacao farmers, in a similar situation, would have received the same support.
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Chapter V. The Invisible in Azuay’s Cacao
‘There is no single story to tell about the way cacao is exchanged around the world. Indeed,
every individual has his or her own story. And yet many of these stories share a common
narrative about loss or gain, suffering or pleasure.’
Kristy Leissle. (2018, p. 12)
The story of the Republic of Ecuador and Theobroma cacao is not a recent one, it reaches back
for centuries. The small tree has played a significant part in the country’s history and today,
makes Ecuador stand out as the producer of some of the best beans in the world. Ecuador is
made up of 24 provinces which split into four distinct geographical regions: el Oriente (Amazon
jungle) in the east, la Sierra (Andes Mountains) in the center, la Costa (the Pacific coastal
lowlands) in the west, and the Galápagos Islands off the country’s coast. Cacao is largely
produced in the coastal provinces where climatic conditions let the trees thrive. In the
following, I tell the story of cacao farmers in Azuay and analyze how long-lasting structures in
the cacao industry shape who benefits from growing, trading, manufacturing and consuming
cacao and who loses out.

Cacao Production in Azuay
Azuay, with a population of 712. 000, is for the
most part located in the highlands in the south
centre of Ecuador (INEC, 2019; see Map 1). Its
capital Cuenca, at an altitude of 2600m, is the
largest city of the province. As a Sierra province,
Azuay is rarely associated with cacao production.
Once leaving the Andean urban center of Cuenca
and descending 4000 m through the Cajas
National park, Azuay’s coastal region, however,
is covered in cacao trees. Following the E25
Troncal de la Costa highway which passes
through the town of Naranjal, leads along
kilometres and kilometres of cacao fields, only at
times interrupted by banana plantations. Figure 3 Map of Azuay Province, Ecuador
Continuing opposite direction towards the
pacific, the highway connects with the city of Guayaquil.
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Small planes fly over, heavily fumigating the banana palms with glyphosate, or ‘Mata todo’- Kill
everything, as locals refer to the chemical (Fieldnotes, Luz y Guia, 20.11.2019). Ecuador’s cacao
sector constitutes a fundamental base for the coastal family economy, the foothills of the
Andes mountains as well as the Ecuadorian Amazon (ANECACAO, 2019a). In order to reach the
remote communities in the Molleturo and Ponce Enriquez cantons, the E25 branches into dirt
roads framed by the trees with the small white flowers. After 30-40 minutes of potholes and
river-crossing, small houses appear between the trees. The communities are located in-midst
clustered patches of cacao.

Figure 4 Cacao Fields in Azuay. December 2019

Throughout the coastal strip of sea level Azuay, cacao production is steadily declining. With
0.32 t/ha of dried cacao beans, yields in 2018 counted to the lowest nationwide, reaching
barely half of the country’s average (see Figure 1; MAGAP, 2019, p.6). The majority of coastal
Azuayans find employment in the agricultural sector, whether as cacao farmers, hired labor on
larger plantations or intermediaries. For many, schooling stops after primary education
(MAGAP, 2016). Contrary to the traditional idea of Minga, in which community members
collaborate for the general welfare of the group, all cacao related activities such as planting,
harvesting and selling are organized individually (Fieldnotes, Luz y Guia, La Florida, 20.11.2019).
In the following, cacao communities and specifics of current production in Azuay are
introduced.
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Smallholders and Cacao- Ecuador’s Agrarian Reform

‘It's already 2020. We're still down, there's no more. We work here, men and women. We are
very weak. Just like the cacao. [...] Here in this area, I know everyone. I've lived here for 52 years,
I've been here since I am 18 years old, so I know the whole term. [...] There are no pathways.
We go on as before. There's no improvement for the farmer. Wherever we go. It's hard.’
(FGD La Florida, 10 January 2020).
This quote of a cacao farmer in Azuay makes the invisible in the cacao commodity chain quickly
visible. The smallholder compares himself to the crop he has been cultivating for decades; his
narrative is one of suffering, of disease and low productivity, of poverty and resignation.
Repeated visits to three smallholder communities and offered the following perspectives on
Azuay’s cacao communities (see Figure 5.).
Cacao in Ecuador is for a large part
produced by smallholders. In Azuay,
farms split into two sizes: family farms or
smallholdings and Haciendas. Family
farms in the province usually have a size
of 2-4ha while Haciendas vary between
200-550ha. While banana and shrimp
plantations require extensive financial
inputs, cacao cultivation is also accessible
to farmers with only small patches of
land. It is valuable to take a closer look at
where history and cacao intertwine to
understand why cacao is, what can be
argued, the crop of the smallholders.

Figure 5 Map of Visited Communities in Azuay

In the 19th century, Ecuador was the world’s main producer of cacao. Cacao farms at the time,
were large estates (Haciendas), commonly near rivers, ready to load the beans on boats
towards Guayaquil (Bentley et al., 2004). After European chemists invented, what is today
called ‘chocolate’ in the mid-nineteenth century, it is safe to say that the cacao boom played
financially into the hands of the already wealthy Hacienda owners. Like many South American
economies focused on the export of natural resources, Ecuador’s economic–environmental
history is characterized by booms and by subsequent crashes (Gerber & Veuthey, 2010). After
a shattering cacao blight in 1922, combined with decreasing demand in the cacao world
market, Ecuador turned from being the world’s largest exporter of the crop to one of Latin
America’s countries with the lowest export rate. The Hacienda owners were ruined. Following
these drastic market changes, coastal agriculture underwent a transformation.
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Large estates were split into small parcels and sold or rented to farmers which used the land
for subsistence farming as well as cultivation of cacao, and who could sell their modest harvests
directly to the domestic market.
These dynamics were shaken up in the 1950’s when hurricanes destroyed much of Central
America’s banana production, resulting in a banana export boom in Ecuador (Handelman,
1980). Hacienda owners saw their chance and wanted to reinstate large production systems,
now with banana, however, were met by resistance of local peasant groups who wanted to
keep their parcels. Throughout this decade, also cacao sales in the country rose more than 30
percent in volume but only 15 percent in value (Galeano, 1997). This marked the trend of what
Galeano (1997, p. 94) describes as: ‘Chocolate cost[ing] more and more; cacao less and less.’
Following strikes and nation-wide political debates about the redistribution of lands, the
military government of Ecuador issued the Agrarian Reform Law in July 1964. The law allocated
property titles of small plots to the previous tenants, abolished feudalistic highland labor
arrangements while stating limits to private land ownership which were not enforced, allowing
landowners to maintain large scale plantations (Handelman, 1980). In the focus group
discussion, a participant states that property titles to the land were scarce among the
smallholders in Azuay’s coastal region. As a consequence of the reform, settlements such as
Luz y Guia and Rio Balao were legalized in the 1970’s (FGD La Florida, 10.1.2020). Although the
reform showed much more limited effects in the coastal region compared to the Sierra region,
property titles were allocated to the cacao communities resulting in a redistribution of land.
Although Census data from 2000 is inconclusive about the quality of agricultural land, it is safe
to assume that the lands with fertile soils are in the hands of large landowners while
smallholders cultivate cacao in plots of inferior quality (Cepeda et al., 2013).

21

Cacao Varieties: Fine Flavour Nacional Arriba versus the Hybrid CCN-51

Figure 6 Different Varieties of Cacao.
Source: myfijistore.com. (n.d.)

Ecuador produces roughly 63% of the world’s fine flavor cacao and enjoys world fame for its
gourmet beans (ANECACAO, 2019b). One may think the country produces only beans of the
gourmet variety. If this thought is carried further, why are prices so low if the quality of the
beans is so high? Hidden in the commodity chain remains a rivalry between two main varieties
which set the scene for Ecuadorian cacao, Nacional and CCN-51 (for a brief overview of
differences see Table 1). The choices and considerations of farmers in Azuay which revolve
around the competing varieties as well as their consequences will be analysed in this chapter.
Table 1 Differences Nacional vs CCN-51

Quality
Colour
Shade

Plantation Type

Nacional

CCN-51

Fine Flavour Cacao
Yellow-Green
Requires shade, produced in
the understory of taller fruit
trees
Grows within diverse setting
alongside trees such as
Guayaba, citrus

Bulk Cacao, Hybrid
Red-Brown
Considered full-sun variety,
requires little to no shade
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Grows within a
monoculture, high density
plantation setting

Productivity

33-44kg/ha

Disease
Management Costs

More susceptible
$660/ha

77kg/ha (but as low as 1215kg if grown without
herbicides and fertilizers)
Resistant to fungal disease
$820/ha

Source: Domenichiello. (2019)/ Diaz-Montenegro et al., (2018)

The Nacional Arriba variety, short Nacional, which is also known as fine flavour cacao, is specific
to Ecuador. Historically, it gained its name when Spanish colonists in the search of the fruit
were sent up the Guayas river- ‘rio arriba’ (Loor Solorzàno et al., 2009) and is botanically
considered Amazonian cacao (Cepeda et al. 2013). Nacional, due to its unique aroma differs in
quality and is internationally renowned among gourmet chocolate makers. The cacao pods
have a yellow-greenish colour, compared to its red rival (see Figure 7.). While yet 70 % of
Ecuador’s cacao exports are constituted by Nacional (Jimenez et al., 2018), the cultivation of
the variety has decreased substantially.

Figure 7 Nacional Arriba (on the left) versus CCN 51 (on the right)
Source: Elcomercio.com. (n.d.)

The hybrid, called CCN-51 (Collecion Castro Naranjal), which makes up the remaining 30% of
exports, is increasingly gaining ground. In 2019, the hybrid yielded nearly double compared to
Nacional on a national level (MAGAP, 2019).
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CCN cacao, due to its inferior organoleptic properties, is mainly used as bulk cacao for the
production of mass chocolate products (Jimenez et al., 2018). Production systems between the
varieties defer, as Nacional is cultivated in shaded forestry systems while CCN is produced in
full-sun monocultures. Endemic diseases count to the most serious threats to production.
Witches broom, which infects the growing points of the plant and reduces photosynthetic
capacity as well as Moniliophthora roreri, which affects the beans in all development stages,
are the two most severe diseases in the country (Cepeda et al., 2013). CCN shows higher
resistance, especially to Witches broom.
As a result, more and more smallholders in Azuay are abandoning their Nacional cacao trees
and convert to CCN. Farmers simply have an economic interest in shifting to the hybrid as the
niche market of fine flavor cacao rarely compensates for the low productivity (Melo &
Hollander, 2013). Consequently, CCN also receives more ‘care’, in the sense of agrochemicals
with only 35% of producers of Nacional in Ecuador applying fertilizers in 2017 (MAGAP, 2019).
The increased cultivation of the hybrid reduces the opportunities of Ecuador in the fine cacao
market, since the CCN quality is not suitable for high-end chocolates (Diaz-Montenegro et al.,
2018). In the local market, smallholders receive the same price for both varieties, as the quality
of the beans is not considered. Therefore, producers at times mix Nacional and CCN. These
instances of adulteration of Nacional batches with CCN have resulted in a damaged trust
relationship between sellers and international buyers (Jimenez, et al., 2018). Consequently, the
International Cocoa Organization’s (ICCO) reduced Ecuador’s export rating from 100 to 75%
fine flavor cacao in 2005 (Jano & Mainville, 2007).
The competition between the two varieties has become a contested topic within the country.
While, what I argue as ‘Team Nacional’ (constituted of smallholders and chocolate makers) is
convinced that the hybrid’s quality is significantly lower and does not play anywhere near the
ballpark of Nacional (Interview Mia, Cuenca, 14.11.2019; Interview Pamela, Cuenca,
25.11.2019), ‘Team CCN’ (which mainly counts large scale producers to its members) counters
that initial shortcomings in quality have long been corrected (Interview Marcelo, Cuenca,
16.11.2019; Interview Luis, Balao, 12.12.2019). Although farmers in Azuay appear to
consistently produce CCN with only small patches of Nacional remaining, they are outspoken
about their preferred variety:
‘We were told a while ago, speaking 25 years ago, Don Orellano said, "Hybrid cacao is going to
come", he said clearly, “but that cacao is not going to have a very long life, nor is it going to be
a good one.” That's all there is to it. “Nacional cacao is wild”’, he said very clearly. And I continue
to maintain my Nacional, even though it is small, and it does not carry as it used to.’ (FGD La
Florida, 10.1.2020)
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Another participant describes Nacional trees as follows:
‘You've seen the normal cacao plantations, which are with small [trees]. But the Nacional cacao
is something else. Giant trees and they get tangled up and you can usually walk underneath
them like a house. ‘(Interview Mia, 25.11.2019)
Various farmers in Azuay supported the statement that they would prefer to grow the Nacional
variety. Nacional was described as trees that reach so high; they built a house of leaves
(Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019). Many families, also some of which are not farmers, have
had the trees in their gardens for decades. Nacional can reach a high age, 80 years or older,
which is why this type of cacao is associated with history, with tradition. Azuayan grandmothers
commonly roast the beans from their garden harvests and make ‘bolas’, little round gifts for
the children (Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019; P.O. Santa Isabel, 29.11.2019). These can be
melted into milk with sugar and cinnamon for hot chocolates. Based on these descriptions and
anecdotes, I argue, the variety plays an important cultural role within the province, which
reaches beyond being an export commodity. This largely distinguishes Nacional from high
yielding CCN.
A dilemma becomes apparent, namely cacao producers which would like to maintain the
traditional variety but are not in the financial position to neglect the high yielding hybrid. This
is only one of the factors that show the role of producers in the complex world of Ecuadorian
cacao. Farmers do not get the choice to maneuver and cannot cultivate the variety they
perceive as superior, as they simply cannot afford to make this decision.
Seasonal Income

The topic of income is closely related to the seasonality of cacao. Different to the income of
wage labour, where a pay check is received at regular intervals, cacao farmers earn money
when they sell their crop. In Ecuador this happens during the main season from March to June
and during the harvest of the light crop from December to January (ICCO, 2014). Main inputs
such as fertilizers, pesticides, machetes and boots are needed at the start of the growing
season, which is when most of the money from the previous harvest is used up. As a result,
cacao farmers frequently obtain needed inputs on credit (Leissle, 2018). Cacao is rarely
consumed raw by farmers and has little use-value to them. The beans are cultivated for their
exchange value, for their monetary worth. Growing cacao is a long-term investment as it takes
three to five years before the trees start carrying fruit. This time span involves growing costs
but no income. After the initial years, the trees are productive for about 20 years. Hence, once
having invested in cacao, from an economic perspective it makes sense to stick with it (Leissle,
2018). The small plots of cacao with low yield levels barely suffice in terms of income for the
members of the visited communities (Fieldnotes, Luz y Guia, Tamarindo, La Florida,
20.11.2019; FGD, La Florida, 10.1.2020).
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With yield levels of 0.32 t/ha of dried beans and the cacao price of 2000$ per ton from 2018,
for a smallholder with 4ha this would result in $2560 a year, minus price reductions on the
local market (MAGAP, 2019, p.6). Various members are trying to cope by diversifying their
income with small cultivations of banana and citrus next to cacao (Fieldnotes, La Florida,
20.11.2019, FGD La Florida, 10.1.2020) or touristic hot springs (Fieldnotes, Luz y Guia,
20.11.2019). Further, the location of the communities is not favorable for trading commodities.
As Azuay has never been a main cacao producing province, a lack of infrastructure as well as
limited access to trucks for transport, makes reaching Guayaquil, the country’s main export
harbor a lengthy and onerous trip. Despite diversification strategies, the small sized farms and
low productivity combined with low and fluctuating prices result in Azuayan cacao farmers
living in very tight margins.
Migration

In search of alternatives for generating income, migration of household members is common.
Specifically, in cacao, tasks such as pruning to keep trees at a manageable height, weeding and
harvesting, are often carried out by men. It is, therefore, mainly the male household members
who find employment on large scale plantations in the region. Others leave their towns to find
employment in mining (FGD, La Florida, 10.1.2020, Interview Mia, 25.11.2020). These
dynamics stagnated between 1980-90 in La Florida, as the community engaged in organic and
fairtrade networks by obtaining certifications. At first, the initiatives seemed to bring
improvement as they offered employment opportunities (FGD, La Florida, 10.1.2020).
Changing standards and regulations, however, such as a lighter colour of the beans, combined
with diseases in cacao, roaring interest rates and the lack of focus on commercialization
channels led the initiative to fade out. Additionally, farmers stated mismanagement as a main
reason for the failed initiative. Especially, the lack of involvement of smallholders in the
directive was seen as problematic as ‘there is no one else who knows the pain, but the one who
had the sore’ as one smallholder summarizes (FGD La Florida, 10 January 2020). As being a
cacao farmer is both physically and economically difficult, fewer and fewer young people want
to work on farms. Youth in cacao producing countries commonly find farming socially
undesirable (Leissle, 2018). Also, in La Florida, young community members migrate in search
of education, leaving an aging community of cacao farmers.
Azuayan cacao in the global commodity chain is characterized by small farm sizes and the
remote locality of the farms. Additionally, low and further decreasing yields put smallholders
under severe economic stress. Farmers try to cope by cultivating other cash crops such as
banana, offering touristic activities or find work on large plantations or in mines. Young people
are increasingly trying to find a way out of farming and migrate in search of alternatives. The
lack of access to transportation hinders farmers from bypassing intermediaries and selling their
cacao directly to exporters. They are dependent on the middlemen, which form a link between
farmers and the export harbor in Guayaquil, for coming to the farms and collecting the harvest.
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However, this connection comes at a cost, which will be discussed in the next section of the
findings.

The ‘Hidden’ Hands behind the Price of Cacao
The Intermediaries of Naranjal

Azuay’s cacao communities of smallholders engage
mainly in the traditional commodity chain,
meaning, the cacao passes through many hands
before
reaching
Guayaquil
for
export.
Intermediaries drive from community to
community, and from smallholder to smallholder,
buying the beans ‘en baba’, fresh from the tree and
yet with pulp. Large cacao producers can often sell
directly to exporters and hence, bypass
intermediaries
(Interview
Miguel,
Balao,
11.12.2019). This option is not available to
smallholders, as often also means for the transport
of cacao are not accessible to the farmers (P.O.
Tamarindo, 20.11.2019).
The intermediaries play an important role in the key
theme of price. Export prices of cacao are Figure 8 Intermediary showing Quality of Cacao.
determined according to the New York and London Naranjal. December 2019
stock market and fluctuate accordingly due to
variations in the international value of the domestic currency, and other factors such as
taxation, competition and distance from port (ICCO, 2010). The middlemen - and women do
not only fail to pay the farmers the market price for their beans, but they also use murky
practices to push the price down (FGD, La Florida, 10 January 2020). One FGD participant
illustrates:
‘Until October, the cacao [price] goes down, because of the ‘fiestas de Guayaquil’. What do the
holidays have to do with the price of cacao? […] From one day to the next, they are paying 15
and another day they are already lowering the price. So what we have to do is, we have to sell,
because they set the price.’ (FGD La Florida, 10 January 2020)
Even if farmers produce high quality cacao or obtain certifications, middlemen do not pay
premiums for cacao Nacional or certified beans (Interview Daniel, Santa Isabel, 29 November
2019; FGD, La Florida, 10 January 2020; also see Figure 3), even though exporters do pay higher
prices to the intermediaries (Blare & Useche, 2014). The intermediaries collect the beans and
add the value addition steps of fermenting and drying in the city of Naranjal, located
strategically on the road to Guayaquil, just outside the Azuayan border in Guayas province.
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Figure 9 Cacao Prices by Variety in USD
Source: MAGAP. (2016, p.1). Boletin Situacional

In this city of intermediaries where the acidic smell of
fermenting cacao lingers in the streets, on every other
house wall can be read ‘compramos cacao’- we buy
cacao. Safety is an issue and intermediaries often carry
arms when travelling on the remote roads to the farms
(Fieldnotes Naranjal, 11.12.2019). After fermentation
and drying, the intermediaries sell the cacao for a
multiple of the initially paid price. A smallholder states:
‘They all come with the same price. There's no middleman
to say “No, I'm not going to earn too much.” If I see my
farmer who sacrifices himself all week, [...] sometimes up
there it's putting on boots in those wet winters, eating
maybe cold food, coming down all wet with mud. It's a
sacrifice as a farmer to bring to the stall what's going to Figure 10 Cacao Storage Halls in Naranjal.
December 2019
be sold. To come down and sell at eight dollars a jar[...]
There is no, there is no intermediary who sees that one and says no, this poor guy, he comes so
much, I'll raise him [...] two or three dollars […] Everyone tries to take advantage of the farmer’
(FGD, La Florida, 10 January 2020)
It can be argued that with the middlemen, an invisibility cloak is thrown over the fact that the
cacao was produced with human labor as the intermediaries do not compensate for the
physically demanding activities in cacao cultivation. It is also these actors along the commodity
chain which act as ‘hidden’ hands to get the beans from the farmer to the harbor and capture
part of the value while remaining unnoticed by consumers.
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On the other hand, the middlemen form a crucial link which cannot be filled by the farmers
alone. They build a bridge for connecting the farms with the export harbor. Whatmore &
Thorne (1997) argue that it is precisely these mediators which lengthen the reach of global
networks and therefore, allow for Azuay to become a cacao supplier to the world market. At
the other end of the chain, intermediaries have little power in relations with national or
international actors such as exporters. The middlemen exert power on the price paid to the
farmers. By not differentiating between varieties, they exclude the cultivation of fine flavor
Nacional cacao as a way of raising the income of smallholders. A higher price, however, is paid
for adequately fermented and dried beans. Azuay’s cacao story continues with the links and
power relations within value-adding activities. In the following, opportunities and challenges
for value addition through fermentation and drying are discussed. Additional obstacles in the
form of cacao theft and the perception of farmers are outlined.

Of Added and Stolen Value
Fermentation and Drying

Fermentation and drying are crucial processes to
the flavour of the bean and consequently the
flavour of chocolate. Adequately fermented and
dried beans can reach twice the price compared
to fresh cacao (Interview Fabian, Tamarindo,
20.11.2019). Fermentation must be completed
before drying and can be performed using
wooden boxes that are ventilated, drained, and
protected from rain and wind (Jano & Mainville,
2007) or in a pile covered with banana leaves.
Maintaining a constant temperature is

Figure 11 Wooden Laurel Boxes for Cacao Fermentation.
Balao. December 2019

of great importance, which is much more difficult in the pile method (Interview Martin, Cuenca,
19.11.2019). The optimal time for fermentation is dependent on the cacao beans and varies
from 3 to 5 days (Interview Martin, Cuenca, 19.11.2019; Fieldnotes Hacienda Guatemala,
Balao, 13.12.2019; Interview Pacari, Quito, 27.12.2019).
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Figure 12 Stages of Fermentation in Laurel Boxes
with Protection Cover. El Oro. December 2019

After fermenting, the cacao is ideally dried on a clean, protected concrete or wooden surface
as can be seen in Figure 13. In reality, however, inadequate and inconsistent post-harvest
management practices in Ecuador are common (Jano & Mainville, 2007). Near Santa Isabel, for
example, in the south of Azuay province, cacao is being dried on paved terraces on the side of
the road with no protection from pollution by cars or animals (Fieldnotes Santa Isabel,
29.11.2019, see Figure 15).

Figure 13 Adequate Drying of Cacao on
wooden Surface. El Oro. December 2019

Figure 14 Gas dryer for Cacao. El Triunfo.
December 2019
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Value addition through fermenting and drying is
rarely undertaken by smallholders (Fieldnotes
Tamarindo, Luz y Guia, La Florida, 20.11.2019). For
one, the possibility to rely on outdoors drying
methods such as in Santa Isabel is not given in
remaining Azuay. Humid climatic conditions raise
the need for gas dryers, which can dry the cacao
in 5-6 hours compared to days without (Fieldnotes
Tamarindo, 20.11.2019; Fieldnotes El Triunfo,
4.12.2019; Fieldnotes Hacienda Guatemala, Balao,
13.12.2019, see Figure 14). The visited cacao
communities could not afford such machines.
Cacao Thieves

Additionally, crime impedes the processes of
fermentation and drying. Cacao is frequently
referred to as ‘pepas de oro’- seeds of gold Figure 15 Drying of Cacao next to Road. Santa Isabel.
(Fieldnotes Hacienda Guatemala, 12.12.2019), December 2019
originating from the profitable times of the cacao
boom in the late 19th century (Jano & Mainville, 2007). The beans can at all times be sold in
the nearby Naranjal, the city of intermediaries, where proof of origin is not required for sale.
Armed criminals enter the communities, which are too remote to hope for police support.
Then, either cacao is stolen straight from the tree or from the storage of freshly harvested
beans (Interview Miguel, Balao, 11.12.2019). Hence, farmers' choice lies between selling the
harvested cacao ‘en baba’, as fresh beans with pulp, for a much lower price or undertaking
fermentation and drying in order to gain a higher price, however, while carrying the risk of
being robbed and having no income at all. It comes as no surprise that Azuay’s smallholders
choose to sell the cacao immediately after harvest.
Perception of Farmers

Although producers and intermediaries were telling about cacao theft happening weekly
(Interview Miguel, Balao, 11.12.2019; Fieldnotes Naranjal, 11.12.2019), during fieldwork
technicians did not mention any cacao robbery (Interview Fabian, Tamarindo, 20.11.2019;
Interview Juan, 26.11.2019). Instead, cacao farmers were described as reluctant to work more
and slow or unwilling in implementing feedback (Interview Martin, Cuenca, 19.11.2019;
Interview Juan, Cuenca, 26.11.2019).
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One technician summarized this attitude in his comment describing cacao as ‘fruta de los
vagos’, fruit of the lazy people, signaling his perception of cacao producers in the region
(Fieldnotes Tamarindo, 20.11.2019). Laziness and backwardness appeared more frequently to
be associated with the countryside and its ‘pueblos’- villages. In several compounds in the
larger cities, for example, it is not allowed to dry one’s clothes on the balcony as it ‘reminds
too much of the village’ (Fieldnotes Quito, December 2019). These assumptions about villagers
are met with mistrust from the farmers’ side. Cacao farmers voiced frustration with technicians
and scientists from whom they seemed to expect support, while they would arrive in the
communities with checklists which were filled in without speaking to the people nor leaving
the car (Fieldnotes La Florida, 20.11.2019). Stuck with limited support from officials,
fermenting and drying are the only factors obtaining a higher price with the intermediaries
who do not financially compensate for fine flavour varieties or certifications.

Conclusion
In summary, cacao production in Azuay is characterized by low and further regressing yields.
These put smallholders under severe economic stress and leave them at no choice but to
cultivate a high yielding hybrid over the culturally embedded fine flavor cacao. As no
differentiation in price takes place in the local market, the farmers are abandoning Nacional,
which is more susceptible to disease and yields lower, but is superior in terms of organoleptic
properties and as an agroforestry cacao offers benefits to biodiversity. By engaging in the
traditional commodity chain in which farmers sell the beans to middlemen, cacao farmers can
only achieve a higher price by drying and fermenting cacao. Due to climatic conditions, drying
outside is not an option, however, gas dryers are also hardly accessible due to high costs.
Middlemen exert power by paying the smallholders prices below the international standard.
Smallholders are hence, not only entangled in a network of cacao plantations and dryers, but
also of intermediaries. Even if these difficulties could be overcome, the risk of crime persists.
Adding value is a risky business, making farmers vulnerable for theft and loss. Smallholders
remain with little to no power in the chain, in their own words ‘weak as the cacao they grow’,
and have to accept the varieties and prices as well as options for adding value that the
environment they act in dictates.
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Chapter VI. Alternative Cacao Networks within and throughout Azuay
Starting from Cuenca, I followed two networks from the chocolate maker, in opposite direction
of the commodity chain, to the farmers. Figure 14 offers an overview of this journey. This
Chapter will include the ‘who’, ‘where’ and ‘how’ of Azuay’s Alternative Cacao Networks in
order to gain insights on what can be learned from current cacao initiatives in Azuay to
strengthen the position of farmers.

Figure 14 Map of Alternative Cacao Networks in Azuay. January 2020
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The Direct Trade Network
Net-workings

Wandering the small side streets of Cuenca’s center, one may pass a wooden door painted in
bright turquoise with a sign outside, promising chocolate, tea and art on the inside. The young
initiative was founded in May 2019. Alongside its own chocolate bars, the network offers
organic chocolates of a widely known Ecuadorian brand, teas and functions as a gallery in the
heart of Cuenca. The network is led by the chocolate maker who, through courses as well as
trial and error, has acquired knowledge on fermentation and drying, as well as the art of
chocolate making. When entering the small shop, the network founder takes much time for
every customer in order to answer questions and explains the origin and ethical considerations
behind the chocolate treats.
‘People buy from me because I explain to them where [the cacao] comes from, how it comes,
so that they feel the taste of cacao. I take about 20 minutes for each person to buy a bar from
me, it's not cost effective, it's a lot of investment for them to buy one bar from me. But that's
the job. I feel, what I've been doing is more like educating people's palates.’ (Interview Mia,
25.11.2019)
In the quote, the personal commitment of the network founder becomes apparent. The cacao
for the artisanal chocolate is cultivated on family farms in the Ponce Enriquez canton. An uncle
and cousin cultivate cacao of the Nacional variety for the chocolate maker niece, hence the
network counts three main members. Trust in this network is based on family relations
(Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019). Due to low income, the smallholders wanted to abandon
their Nacional trees and switch to CCN. The chocolate maker convinced the farmers to
maintain the trees as she would buy the fine flavor cacao for a higher price, hence introducing
price differentiation for beans of the Nacional variety within the network. Citrus fruit such as
mandarins are planted nearby, influencing the aroma of the cacao.
The origin of the cacao is very specific in the sense that the farms are located on the one side
of a mountain slope while a gold mine occupies the other. Many of the cacao farmers work in
the mine in order to generate sufficient income. Women search manually for leftovers of gold
in the contaminated river, which holds significant health risks (Interview Mia, Cuenca,
25.11.2019). Collaboration with the local municipality and university are viewed with
skepticism by the founder. The local government was perceived to favor the expansion of
mining activities over the development of the agricultural sector. Fears of losing control over
quality and ethical values underlying the initiative were mentioned in interviews (Interview
Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019; Interview Mia, Cuenca, 21.2.2020). The mining further attracts crime
to the mountain, which makes climb and descent of the mountain road a risky activity. This
hampers transport of cacao and complicates face to face meetings of the network members.
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Creating Value through Direct Trade

The core idea of this network is to engage in
direct trade with the farmer. As the cacao is
bought
directly
from
the
farms,
intermediate steps are skipped, allowing for
the payment of a higher price to the
smallholders. Further, the network has set
out to contribute to employment
opportunities for women in the rural
communities as well as to enhance cacao
culture in Azuay (P.O. Pajarogato, Cuenca,
14.11.2019; Interview Mia, Cuenca,
25.11.2019; Interview Mia, Cuenca,
21.1.2020).

Figure 15 Chocolate Bars with dehydrated Fruit. Cuenca. January
2020

The gold mine encompasses opportunity and threat for the farmers at the same time. On the
one hand, mining poses an employment opportunity aside the farms. On the other hand,
contamination on one side of the mountain slope blocks the possibility of obtaining organic
certification on the other (Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019). The initiative makes use of
dehydrated flowers and fruits which are incorporated in chocolate bars or sold as tea as can
be seen in Figure 15. The initiative aims to teach the women of the village to adequately
dehydrate the petals in order to be able to obtain higher prices for their products, as to not be
dependent on the work in the contaminated river. Additionally, local chocolate fairs and
workshops with children are organized to teach about the properties of cacao. Bringing the
fruit closer to the people who inhibit the country, which produces the finest of its kind, is one
of the themes of the network. The founder states:
‘At the global level of cacao [...] what I have seen is, that they are elitist worlds. But I am not
interested in getting there. My plan is to build another way with the people here, because it is
not impossible.’ (Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019)
Despite this personal commitment of the chocolate maker, currently the chocolate is mainly
consumed by tourists, who according to the founder, still appreciate the treat more than locals
(Interview Mia, Cuenca, 25.11.2019).
The direct trade network, yet in the beginning stage, is not initiated by cacao farmers. Instead,
the chocolate maker is leading transactions and it did not become clear to what extent ideas
and values of the farmers are reflected within the network. The small initiative is embedded in
local culture and builds on knowledge about mines. Fair prices for high quality cacao, direct
communication with cacao farmers and the cultivation of the Nacional fine flavor beans are
prioritized.
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This network especially emphasizes a personal relationship between vendor and consumer.
Through the personal investment of the network founder, values can be communicated,
making the chocolate maker a crucial link between farmer and consumer.

The Organic Network
Net-workings

Ten years ago, a family of agronomists initiated the
organic cacao network. The cacao is grown in two
locations near Balao, Guayas province, just outside the
border line of Azuay. On the 400 ha of the main Hacienda,
large fields of the CCN variety as well as fewer patches of
Nacional are cultivated alongside banana and timber.
Tree houses, skillfully entangled in the largest of the
farm’s Zhaman trees, offer views over the plantation
which further has a Tilapia production.
After a collapse in yields, the founder of the network
16 Organic Chocolate at Hacienda.
convinced his father to switch to organic production. An Figure
Balao. December 2019
agronomist from the old school, the Hacienda owner was
reluctant at first, but eight years of USDA certified organic production have borne fruits.
Producers on farm level are the Hacienda owner and his nephew, who manages the farm.
Additional workers are employed throughout the entire year from the neighbouring La Florida
community. Their tasks involve weeding, harvesting and maintenance of trees. Others are
specialized in drying and fermentation in the wooden laurel boxes installed on the premises.
The cacao is additionally dried further down the road, where a Peruvian man operates a large
gas dryer. All workers are small scale cacao farmers and have their own patches nearby. The
work on the Hacienda offers them a stable income during the entire year which makes the
smallholders less dependent on their own yields and fluctuating prices on the local market.
Several times a year, trips for students to the Hacienda are organized, to demonstrate organic
production in practice. Everything from the dried pods to the cacao peels has a place in the
marketplace. Roasted cacao peels are used for teas and herbal infusions, while the dried cacao
pods serve for artisan and decorative purposes. Cacao beans which do not meet the quality
standards for chocolates, are sold mid-way, between the Hacienda and Cuenca, in Naranjal to
the intermediaries of the local market. This transaction is a direct example of alternative
networks never operating entirely isolated from the conventional market but, in fact, overlap
in what Renting and colleagues (2012) describe as ongoing and incomplete transition
processes.
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The founder of the initiative buys the cacao from the farm and transports it to Paute, Azuay,
where the chocolate factory with four employees is located. He acquired the knowledge of
chocolate making in a workshop in Quito. As these courses are costly, he passed on the
knowledge to his employees in the factory. From here, the cacao products and chocolate are
transported to Guayaquil for export. The network’s main office is located in Cuenca from where
orders and other organizational tasks are completed. As an organic network, certification plays
a crucial role. The process of obtaining the certificate has not been easy, as various paperwork,
restrictions and regulations have to be filled in and adhered. A US certification company comes
announced and unannounced several times a year to test soils and products. Further, export
can be problematic due to drug trafficking and requires the founder to be present during the
packing of containers in Guayaquil (Interview Miguel, Balao, 11.12.2019). The company sells
its products to the US, Japan, China and several European countries. In Belgium, the founder's
cousin is responsible for sales. Another cousin works as an agronomy professor at the
University of Cuenca. The family members involved in the network in Azuay are continuously
in contact and meet on and off farm several times a week.

Figure 17 Organic Cacao Field. Balao.
December 2019

Figure 18 Conventional Cacao Field. El
Triunfo. December 2019

Creating Value through Organic Production

The members of the network see organic production as a means to produce healthy products
without chemicals. The organic cacao network encompasses all steps of the cacao chain, from
cacao cultivation over fermentation and drying to processing and chocolate making. Due to the
scale of the plantations, the network is able to sell its beans after fermentation and drying, as
well as processed beans in the form of nibs, butter, liquor and ready-made chocolate bars,
directly to buyers. As the network can bypass intermediaries, an organic price premium is
gained from exporters.
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Additionally, organic production was reported as beneficial for biodiversity as large numbers
of snakes can be found in the greens between the cacao trees. Further, various wildflowers
cover the plantation, in contrast to the brown and dry grounds of conventional farms (see
Figure 17. and 18.). Neighbouring communities who cultivate in the same manner as the
network, do not have access to certification as the process is costly and knowledge about how
to obtain certification is lacking. In the final phase of fieldwork, communication between the
neighbours was observed with possible future collaboration in order to create access for
smallholders to certification and the organic market.

Conclusion
While the direct trade network sets its emphasis on making the wider setting of cacao farming,
such as employment in mining, visible to consumers, introduces price differentiation for fine
flavour cacao and aims to add cultural value to the beans through workshops and personal
interaction, the organic network is centered around sustainable agriculture and ‘healthy’
chocolates, in the sense, that they were produced without the use of agrochemicals. The two
networks differ as the direct trade network is formed by agreements between the farmers and
the chocolate maker, while the organics have internalized the chain from cultivation to export.
Both investigated networks in Azuay largely rely on family relations. The initiatives were led by
the chocolate makers and involved very few farmers in the region. Hence, the arrangements
are based on a type of trust that is difficult to replicate on a large scale. Also, as only two
initiatives in the province could be indentified, it is questionable whether they yet offer a
consistent pathway to escape from the dependence on the commodity market. Nonetheless,
Azuay’s alternative cacao networks have established first routes to production and trade that
are more in line with their members’ values and norms and offer first insights on how networks
of local actors can strengthen the position of farmers.
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Chapter VII. Discussion and Conclusions: Creating and Redistributing
Value in Azuay’s Alternative Cacao Networks
Value in itself is an ambivalent word as it refers to the price of goods or their market value,
how this value is distributed over different actors in the chain, but also to the things we hold
dear. While economic considerations are important for understanding the concept of ‘value’,
it appears as qualitative, symbolic, cultural and environmental value, to only name a few. It’s
meaning is often taken for granted without defining what it actually entails. The concept is
paired with ‘creation’, ‘addition’ or ‘chain’, but what it is that constitutes ‘value’, beyond its
monetary worth, remains somewhat vague (Tozer, 2013). In that sense, it finds a commonality
with AFNs and their alternativeness, as has been discussed in Chapter III. What the term ‘Value’
means in AFNs is roughly sketched with economic gains for farmers, environmental
sustainability and social relations built on trust. In order to understand how value can be
created and redistributed in these networks which are strongly linked to locality, I argue, it is
crucial to fill the term in with ‘detail and color’. In the following, the ‘values of cacao’ as well as
findings of this study about the processes by which they can be created and redistributed are
discussed. This chapter further, presents the final conclusions.

The Values of Azuayan Cacao
Value in general, and the value of cacao in particular, can mean different things for different
people. Azuay’s cacao farmers operate in a strenuous environment. They are caught in the
limbo of having to sell the beans before being robbed, but due to the early selling, gain very
little. The ‘now’ weighs much heavier for these smallholders than any future plans of
investment or community organization as basic needs have to be met with the small income.
The cultivation of cacao, contrary to banana or shrimp, is accessible to farmers who have only
limited funds at their disposal as the trees do not require major inputs such as agrochemicals.
Smallholders cultivate the beans primarily for their exchange value as they can sell the beans
on the local market in exchange for money. The use-value of cacao is limited as farmers rarely
consume the fresh beans. At its monetary worth, however, the story of value does not end.
In the competing varieties Nacional and CCN 51, introduced in Chapter V., various values
beyond financial gains can be identified. Nacional is internationally celebrated for its quality
and smallholders connect superior beans with the ancient trees. The variety is associated with
trees in the gardens of the grandparents, a plant that can build a house of leaves; its taste
reminds of hot chocolates from the childhood. Further, Nacional, as it name already indicates,
even provokes national pride, as it is rare and specific to Ecuador. Nonetheless, I agrue the fine
flavour cacao is increasingly de-valued in Azuay. A lack of differentiated price for fine flavor
cacao at the national level impedes farmers from capturing the cultural, qualitative and
eventually economic value. In the case of the rival varieties, the productivity of CCN creates a
pathway in which smallholders do not get many choices to navigate their way.
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Further, the social setting of Azuayan cacao largely dictates its value. Creating and
redistributing value are to a large extent social and collaborative processes between various
actors (Scaraboto, 2013). For one, the middlemen play their part in the (de)-valuation of cacao.
As the farmers do not have the possibility of bypassing the intermediaries, the middlemen and
women exert power by lowering the market price. The smallholders do not have another
option but to sell the beans. Despite the cacao chain standing and falling with smallholders,
the local setting of social relations maintains a disadvantaged position for farmers to step into
the discussion around the value of cacao. Second, following the definition of Ravasi and
Rindova (2008, p. 3), symbolic value is the ‘social and cultural meanings associated with a
product, which enable consumers to use it to communicate about their identity and social
status’ (2004, p.3). The food of the gods is commonly consumed for its symbolic value, whether
as romantic pralines or stress reliver, rather than purely for its practical function. Consuming a
product is more than a material process, it can be a symbolic process in which consumers can
shape their identity (Tozer, 2013). Chocolate eaters who choose the organic, bean to bar,
traceable treat do so, not merely to take in their daily calories, but to consume cacao that it is
not only ‘good to eat but good to think’ (Abrahams, 2006). Similar to consumption,
employment can create social group status (Tozer, 2013). The symbolic value of cacao farming
does not communicate a desirable perception of smallholders in Azuay. Cacao farmers carry
the stigma of backwardness and laziness. Combined with low incomes this results in young
people leaving the countryside in search of other fields of employment. What is traded as some
of the highest quality ‘seeds of gold’ in the world market, becomes largely de-valued in the
social setting of Azuay.

Opportunities in Alternative Cacao Networks
In the direct trade network, the direct relationship between farmer and chocolate maker
creates value as a communication channel is opened between chocolate maker and farmer,
directly involving the chocolate maker in the cultivation and hence, quality of the beans, while
the farmer receives a higher portion of the financial value as the middlemen are cut out of the
chain. Whatmore & Thorne (1997, p. 239) argue that intermediaries as ‘people in particular
guises and contexts act as important go-betweens, mobile agents weaving connections
between distant points in the network’ and that these network mediators can, in order to
lengthen their reach, be involved in alternative food networks. According to the authors, it is
the durability, the strengthening of social and environmental practices of such networks that
differs from the commercial food system. Contrary to this argument, the direct trade initiative
in Azuay could only create additional economic value for the smallholders by excluding these
network mediators.
Moreover, the chocolate maker in the shop dedicates much time to informing each consumer
about how and by whom the cacao and chocolate is produced. By doing so, value is not simply
added, but mutually created among multiple actors.
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Also, Cook and Crang's (1996, p. 134) state that ‘constructed meaningful knowledges about
(food) commodities and their geographies... become a crucial means of adding value to these
commodities.’ I argue, by offering alternatives to mining, a very specific value of the cacao
beans is created in the network. Due to the low income from cacao, the men in the cacao
community are dependent on the work in the shafts, and the women try to raise the income
by searching for left-over gold in the contaminated river. While the price differentiation for
Nacional beans may offer an alternative source of income, it is not only an economic value
which is added, but the beans become a means of contesting mining in the region. By making
this wider setting of cacao farming visible to the chocolate consumer, awareness is raised
about mining activities stirred by the government and cacao becomes in Leissle’s words ‘a
political tool’. By employing the women for the dehydration of flower petals and fruit, the wider
community becomes involved in the creation of value as a result of the network. Haynes et al.
(2012, p. 1482) state that ‘committed personal interaction derives its unique power from the
expression of genuine conviction and personal investment’. By being able to communicate the
values of the network directly to the consumer in the chocolate shop, a personal relationship
between vendor and consumer is created. The accessibility of such a small network translates
into unique opportunities to communicate and co-create the network’s cacao values.
Further, the positions of members within alternative networks are often assumed to be equal
in terms of power. The organic network has contradicted this assumption as two ‘classes’ of
farmers can be identified. While the initiator and his family are large landowners who are in
control of the operations, smallholders from the neighboring village are employed for carrying
out the on-farm labor. The on- farm laborers have limited power in the AFN, and their
experiences are rarely considered. Here again the question ‘AFNs- alternative for whom?’ can
be raised as the positions within the network have important implications for who can capture
value. The network which exports its cacao creates additional economic value through organic
certification. The values of organic production are thereby communicated through
international standards, which make up for the anonymity between producer and consumer.
The on-farm laborers remain largely disconnected from most material and economic benefits
of value addition through organic certification. The value in organic production, I argue, can
best be described as an environmental and educational value. Producing cacao without
herbicides and pesticides is beneficial for biodiversity which was reported through the high
number of snakes in the organic fields. This alternative way of growing the trees sets an
example in the region and by regularly inviting university students to the fields, is shared with
young agronomists. Further, AFNs never operate isolated from the conventional food system.
The organic network is entangled in the commodity market, as, in order to operate efficiently,
it sells leftover cacao to local intermediaries and makes use of conventional shipping
companies for transporting the beans to Europe, the US and Japan.
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Wrapping up, both networks present alternatives for certain groups in certain ways. These
alternatives have shown that the monetary value of cacao is influenced by a variety of other
values, ranging from symbolic over relational to environmental values, which are created and
redistributed throughout the networks. It becomes apparent that the meaning of the concept
is widely contested and largely dependent on social circumstances. Hence, how value is
ultimately defined is inextricably linked to the social setting. There has been a lack of empirical
research into the specific social settings of AFNs outside of Western Europe and North America
and the processes by which value is created and redistributed. Azuay’s alternative cacao
networks have challenged various assumptions from literature. They show that Latin American
AFNs are fundamentally different from European and U.S. networks and have to be considered
contextually.

Concluding Remarks
In summary, this study has explored the considerations and choices of farmers in Azuay in the
cacao sector as well as the opportunities within alternative cacao networks to strengthen their
position. Although not one of Ecuador’s most famous cacao regions, the beans are tightly
interwoven into daily life and culture in Azuay. Answering the first part of the research question
‘How do farmers in Azuay navigate their way through the cacao commodity chain?’, current
cacao production in the province is characterized by low productivity and further regressing
yields. Cacao farmers stagger between downward racing prices, and problematic local
conditions for cultivating and marketing the crop. This strenuous environment takes the choice
from smallholders on which variety to grow or which value addition steps to undertake.
Smallholders can no longer afford to produce the ancient variety on which the country’s fame
for fine flavor cacao is based. As a consequence, fine flavor cacao of the Nacional variety is
increasingly replaced by the high yielding CCN 51 hybrid. This type is more resistant to disease,
but its quality is considered bulk cacao. Further, fermentation and drying for adding value to
the beans is not accessible to smallholders as costly dryers are required. Even if farmers have
access to the machines, they run the risk of being robbed of their harvest by criminals, entering
the farms and stealing the cacao beans which equal cash money in the local market.
The economic value of cacao is largely influenced by the workings of the local market.
Intermediaries, while building a connection between farmer and export harbor, exert power
by pushing the prices and capturing part of the value. Additionally, the social stigma of laziness
and backwardness attached to cacao farming impedes cacao farmers from navigating their way
through the cacao chain. Low incomes and the negative perception of farmers leads to young
people leaving the communities in search of alternatives to cacao farming. The social relations
hidden behind the food of the gods reveal that farmers in Azuay are not only subject to low
and fluctuating cacao prices but also theft of their harvests by criminals. Climatic conditions
and the perception of cacao farmers further impact how value can be created, added or
redistributed. Taken together, these factors reveal a chain in which smallholders do not get
many choices to navigate their way.
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This said, this research has provided insights on the opportunities within Azuay’s alternative
cacao networks for finding solutions to these problems.
Adressing the second part of the research question ‘How do Azuay’s Alternative Cacao
Networks organize the production and distribution of cacao and which opportunities lie in these
arrangements for redistributing value to cacao farmers in the province?’ two emerging
initatives were followed through. While alternative food networks often establish direct
contact between producer and consumer, in Azuay, networks link chocolate makers with
farmers. The initiatives bypass intermediaries, strengthen social ties for enhancing economic
activities, and focus on environmentally friendly production. Through committed personal
interaction, economic, social and environmental objectives can be communicated to the
consumer, which is less bureaucratic than international certifications, and therefore harder to
scale up, but possibly more accessible and useful for smaller initiatives and rural communities.
The networks appeared more closely tied together, spatially, economically and socially. They
incorporate a wider context beyond the cacao chain, for defining the values of cacao within
the networks. Whether by targeting regional mining or ecological consequences of intensified
agriculture, these values are embedded in the local culture, social setting and environment.
While the cacao networks challenge patterns, spatial scales, and structures established by the
conventional food system, they also rely upon them, as they make use of international shipping
as well as local intermediaries in order to operate efficiently. Further, only certain groups
benefit from the created values in certain ways. Findings have shown that power and the
position of members are not always equal within the networks, which has implications for who
can capture value. Due to the definition of value and its creation, addition and redistribution
being inextricably linked to the social circumstances, it is crucial to consider AFNs contextually.
As these settings may fundamentally differ from those in previous study regions, further
research should be directed at contexts of AFNs outside of Europe and North America. The
various values of cacao deserve attention at every step, from bean to bar and vice versa, in
order for cacao farmers to be able to make a living and consumers to continue to enjoy
chocolate.
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Annexes
Annex 1) Topic Guide
Theme 1: Cacao production
How do farmers organize cacao production?

Objective 1: This first sub-question aims to investigate the organization of work on farms and
within households, as well as access to financial resources for inputs, access points for seeds
and fertilizers, as well as the corporation among farmers.
How big are the plantations?
What crops do you produce on the plantations?
Which household members are involved in cacao production?
What are the specific tasks of each household member involved?
Are you employing additional labour for cacao production?
What are the main challenges for cacao producers in Ecuador?

Theme 2: Cacao trade and certification
In what ways do actors organize trade and market access in alternative cacao networks?

Objective 2: The second sub-question focuses on the cacao trade to understand the bargaining
power of farmers in cacao networks, the length of supply chains, as well as their access to
certification and direct marketing channels.
Who in the producing households is dealing with buyers?
What distances does the cacao travel before it reaches the buyer?
How do you reach agreements with producers?
How long have you had the certifications?
Why have you certified your cocoa?
How did you find out about the certification?
How did the application process go?
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Would you like to get another certificate?
Are you selling all the yield under the certification?
How would you define fair trade?
Theme 3: Network
In what ways do different actors participate in alternative cacao networks?

Objective 3: With this third question, I aim to understand what role and functions cacao
producers have within alternative cacao networks.
How would you best describe your network?
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Community supported agriculture
Farmers' markets
Organic farms
Cooperatives
Solidarity Purchasing Group
Farming shops
Organized group of supply and demand
Direct sale
E-commerce
Fair Trade
Food self-sufficiency
Slowfood

How did you become part of the network?
How many members are there in your network?
How would you describe your role in the network?
What tasks do you have within the network?
Are there any meetings organized for network members?
How do you find out about them?
How often do you attend them?
What kind of relationship do you have with other network members?
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Theme 4: Benefits and Shortcomings
What are the benefits and challenges of alternative cacao networks for cacao farmers in the
region?

Objective 4: The last question focuses on the ways in which being part of a network benefits
or poses challenges for cacao farmers arising from the knowledge gained about the
organization of production and trade.
What benefits do you perceive from being part of the network?
Access to:
Social
o
o
o
o
o
o

Training and education.
Social links
Social security network
Health Insurance
Negotiating power
Rating by product

Economic
o
o
o
o

Price premiums
Access to new buyers.
Buyers / stable prices
Formal forms of employment

Ecological
o Environmentally friendly production methods
What challenges do you perceive in being part of the network?
What helps a network grow?
Do you collaborate with other initiatives?
What are your tips for emerging initiatives?
What hopes do you have for the future development of the network?
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Annex 2) Focus Group Facilitation

Bienvenido a todas y todos. Gracias por tomarse el tiempo de acompañarnos en esta reunión.
Me llamo Laura y yo soy estudiante de la agricultura orgánica en Holanda. Estoy haciendo mi
tesis sobre redes alternativas de cacao junto con la universidad de Cuenca. Hoy está conmigo
S. de la Universidad de Cuenca. Él me ayudará a facilitar el encuentro. Esta reunión tiene el
propósito de discutir lo que podría ayudar a fortalecer la posición de los agricultores de cacao
en las redes alimentarias. Usted ha sido invitado a compartir sus opiniones sobre preguntas
específicas que S. y yo haremos. Tenemos alrededor de una hora y media para todas las
preguntas. Los resultados serán utilizados para el informe de mi tesis y estarán disponibles
para la universidad de Wageningen en los Países Bajos, así como para la universidad de Cuenca.
Estamos grabando, por eso es importante que una persona hable a la vez por favor.
La participación en el grupo de discusión es voluntaria.
o Está bien abstenerse de discutir temas específicos si no se siente cómodo.
o Todas las respuestas son válidas - no hay respuestas correctas o incorrectas.
o Por favor, respete las opiniones de los demás, incluso si no está de acuerdo.
o Trate de mantenerse en el tema; es posible que tengamos que interrumpir para poder cubrir
todo el material.
o Hable tan abiertamente como se sienta cómodo.
o Evite revelar información muy detallada sobre su salud personal.
o Ayude a proteger la privacidad de los demás no discutiendo detalles fuera del grupo.
Inicio:

1. Piense en el año pasado en las cosas que hizo la asociación. Qué es lo que
fue particularmente bueno?
2. Qué necesita mejorar?
Parte principal:
3. Un gran desafío que apareció en mis entrevistas fue, que no existe un contacto directo entre
los productores y los compradores de cacao. Es un problema para ustedes? Piensan que es un
problema de la zona?
4. De qué manera cree usted que le ayudaría a mejorar este contacto para la comercialización
de cacao?
5. Qué piensan de una plataforma para conectar con varios compradores de cacao?
6. Qué se necesitaría para realizar tal plataforma?
7. De quién espera usted apoyo para mejorar su posición en la cadena?
8. Le gustaría colaborar con otras asociaciones y productores? De qué manera?
Conclusión:
9. De todas las cosas que discutimos, qué es lo más importante para usted?
10. Hay algún último comentario que quiera añadir?
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Annex 3) Coding Scheme

Commodity Chain

Cacao Production

Alternative Cacao Networks

Value

Chocolate Maker
Consumer
Export
Farmer
Intermediary
Marketing
Processing
Technician

Ch.Choc
Ch.Con
Ch.Exp
Ch.Farm
Ch.Inter
Ch.Mark
Ch.Pro
Ch.Tech

Agrochemicals
Certification
Climate
Employment
Farm Size
Labour
Local Market
Migration
Minga
Perception of Farmer
Poverty
Price
Region
Theft
Transport

Prod.Agrochem
Prod.Cert
Prod.Climate
Prod.Employ
Prod.Small
Prod.Hac
Prod.Labour
Prod.LM
Prod.Migration
Prod.Minga
Prod.Percep
Prod.Pov
Prod.Price
Prod.Reg
Prod.Theft
Prod.Trans

Direct Trade
Organic

Net.DT
Net.O

Cultural
Drying
Economic
Educational
Environmental
Fermenting
Income Diversification
Quality
Tradition
Variety
CCN-51
Nacional

Val.Cult
Val.Dry
Val.Econ
Val.Edu
Val.Environ
Val.Ferm
Val.Divers
Val.Qual
Val.Trad
Val.Var.CCN
Val.Var.Nac

Smallholding
Hacienda
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