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Introduction
In high-income, Western countries chocolate is often portrayed as a delicacy. It is
associated with enjoyment and comfort. Its main ingredient, cocoa, is however related to
many social (child and slave labour, poor working conditions), environmental
(deforestation, declining soil fertility) and economic (low productivity, poor farm
management) problems (Fountain & Hütz-Adams, 2020). These problems are caused by
and reinforce the spread of poverty. Sierra Leone was possibly one of the first countries
in West-Africa to be introduced to cocoa (Howes, 1946) and it has not been spared this
fate. The most recent household survey from 2011 estimates the incidence of poverty in
Sierra Leone to be 53,8%, heavily concentrated in rural areas (World Bank Group, 2018).
More recently, Sierra Leone has had to further, serious setback. It was ravaged by civil
war until 2002 and by the Ebola epidemic in 2014-2016. It is further estimated that
poverty has only decreased marginally since then. Agriculture is viewed as a
fundamental instrument for sustainable development and poverty reduction in rural
areas in developing countries (World Bank, 2007). In Sierra Leone agriculture has been
the main driver of economic growth in the last two decades. However, labour
productivity was and remains lowest in agriculture compared to other sectors (World
Bank Group, 2018). Cocoa production is not an exception to this. It is characterized by
low productivity and yields (Amara et al., 2014). Cocoa is, however, one of the more
lucrative crops produced in Sierra Leone for export (World Bank Group, 2018; Bald &
Schröder, 2011). The development of the cocoa sector in Sierra Leone seems an effective
way of decreasing poverty among especially rural households. The main research
question of this thesis is therefore: ‘’How can income from cocoa-related activities of
farmers and traders of the cocoa sector in Sierra Leone increase?’’
The structure of this thesis is as follows. The first chapter provides context to the
case of Sierra Leone’s market and its development. Globalisation and liberalisation have
had profound consequences to the - typically state marketing board-led - organisation of
African markets and are inherently connected to the dominant perception of how
development ‘should’ happen. The current dominant perception is that an undistorted
market supported by market institutions should provide the best conditions to increase
income (Bernstein & Oya, 2014); in this case to increase the income of its principal
market participants: cocoa farmers and local traders. Then, the second chapter will
discuss the two theoretical perspectives applied in this thesis. To examine Sierra Leone’s
cocoa market and its opportunities of generating higher income for its farmers and
traders, this thesis applies a framework that portrays mainstream development theory
and practice. This framework perceives development is best achieved by improving and
strengthening the trading relations and the market institutions of African farmers and
traders (KIT & IIRR, 2008). After that, this scope will be expanded to the whole cocoa
value chain. Global Value Chain theory is useful for understanding governance
relationships and value distributions in a value chain and the opportunities to ‘upgrade’
positions in the value chain that in turn can yield higher rewards. The third chapter will
describe the methods that were applied in collecting data, the research area and its
respondents, and discuss the limitations to the research. The fourth chapter describes
and analyses the empirical findings of Sierra Leone’s cocoa market, as well as the global
cocoa value chain. In the context of cocoa, the opportunities to increase income are
different when the whole value chain is considered. A comparison is therefore made with
Ghana, a successful cocoa-producing country in which the cocoa market is organised
differently than in Sierra Leone, namely by a state marketing board. Between Ghana and
Sierra Leone this form of market organisation bears different implications for the
income-raising opportunities in the local cocoa market as well as in the cocoa value
chain. After a discussion on the applied concepts and frameworks of this thesis in the
fifth chapter, the conclusion will reflect on the main findings. These suggest a pathway
that the government of Sierra Leone could take in developing its cocoa sector and that
could provide its farmers and traders with a higher income.
4

Liberalisation and the development of agricultural marketing
The last decades have seen a dominant perspective and practice about how to ‘achieve’
development in agricultural marketing. Central to this perspective is the
conceptualization of the role of the market: the dominant belief has been that markets
should be free of interference by authorities such as governments. The shift to this belief
has had profound consequences for the organisation of marketing systems of African
countries. This dominant perspective, its successive more ‘nuanced’ perspective and
their consequences for marketing systems are described below. This will clarify the
different assumptions and associated policies on how development ‘should be done’.

Neoliberal development
Bernstein & Oya (2014) distinguish three different approaches to markets in SubSaharan Africa with associated policies. The first is the neoliberal market. This approach
has globally been dominant since the 1980’s until the mid-2000’s. It puts the free market
central to economic activity and takes any market agent as self-interested, which means
that everyone seeks the best deal for any market interaction. Buying and selling in a free
market is perceived as the most ‘efficient’ means of allocating goods and resources. The
market would only be free if it would be without government intervention or ‘distortion’.
As such the price of for instance cocoa would be regulated by the market and not set by
a government. Originating in Washington, this idea was extended to developing
countries through the Washington Consensus. This is a set of prescriptive policies to
prepare nations and economies for efficient participation in the global economy
(Williamson, 1989). The ideas were globally implemented through the Structural
Adjustment Policies (SAP’s) by international financial institutions like the IMF and The
World Bank, who would only invest or lend money to countries that conformed to the
policies. The globally uniform economic principles were a means to ‘fix’ countries that
would were often prone to market crises and thus seen as the best means of
development. These crises or ‘market failures’ were attributed to state regulations
disrupting the functioning of the market. Regulations such as subsidies, exchange rate
and price fixing and the provision of services to farmers should be diminished. Instead,
the private sector should be more heavily relied on (Berg, 1981).

Markets Plus (institutions)
However, this imposed economic model led to mixed results in reducing poverty in
developing countries. This resulted in a distinctive turn in the take on the fundamentality
of the market in the economy, which Bernstein and Oya (2014) designate ‘Markets Plus’.
Due to the persisting poverty the belief was increasingly shared that governments should
take some larger role in making markets function well. The main problems in the system
were perceived to be high transactions risks and costs and information asymmetry. The
missing ingredient to remedy these is believed to be institutions (Dorward et al., 2004;
Rodrik et al., 2004). Institutions refer to the institutional environment and
arrangements. They are the ‘rules of the game’ shaping and demarcating the behaviour
of economic agents (North, 1991). Institutions are for instance rural infrastructure,
education, health and a legal system. In this approach governments are expected to
support their development1. As such, market fundamentalism gave way to institutional
fundamentalism. Markets Plus still endorses the same capitalist drivers of growth,
accumulation and profitability, but with the necessary support of institutions.
Institutional development has also become part of the agenda of the World Bank (Byerlee
et al., 2008); it is perceived as an element of ‘good governance’ (Oya, 2011). In its
narrative this post-Washington Consensus gives more attention to smallholders and
Academic authors have drawn different conclusions to whether market liberalization disadvantages
(Gilbert, 2006) or benefits (Wilcox & Abbott, 2004; Vigneri & Santos, 2009) cocoa producers.
1
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supports their ‘empowerment’. This would have to be done by increasing market access,
or in other words: linking smallholders to markets.

The organisation of agricultural marketing systems in Africa
The turn to market fundamentalism had large consequences for the organisation of
agricultural marketing systems in Africa including Sierra Leone2. The marketing system
for cocoa in Sierra Leone was state-controlled under a marketing board, called the Sierra
Leone Produce Marketing Board. This was introduced in 1948 (Sellies & Wanders, 1997).
Marketing boards3 are parastatal institutions in charge of a range of functions and
services related to the marketing of agricultural products such as cocoa. They are
remnants of colonial times4 initially set up to facilitate the export of agricultural products
to Europe and to stabilize prices for European consumers. Centralized boards provided
colonizers with a convenient means of controlling national crop exports (Barrett &
Mutambatsere, 2008). Nowadays, marketing boards also include a range of services to
support and facilitate agricultural production. These services include setting a single
system of quality control, the provision of credit schemes, price stabilization between
seasons, export tax collection and forward selling crops. On top of that marketing boards
have the sole authority to purchase commodities from farmers or to license traders as
buyers and to set a fixed producer price (Barrett & Mutambatsere, 2008; Van der Laan,
1975). The Sierra Leone Produce Marketing Board had a monopoly on the export of
cocoa and was authorized to appoint Licensed Buying Agents. This system allows the
state to have control over commodity prices and farmers to have a guaranteed market.
However, the Washington Consensus was that liberalization and commercialization of
the agricultural sector was a better method to develop the marketing system. The
functions and services that marketing boards provided only distorted and complicated
the intended circumstances of open market competition. Government intervention was
to be scaled back completely. This meant that the state marketing boards in many African
countries including Sierra Leone had to be dismantled (Kaplinsky, 2004; Sellies &
Wanders, 1997). The post-Washington Consensus approach allows governments to take
a somewhat larger role in the functioning of the market by providing good quality
institutions. It is still far from the importance of the roles state marketing boards
typically took. In the post-Washington Consensus approach the provision of for instance
seedlings, credit and insurance to smallholders is generally to be left to the private
sector.
The neoliberal and Markets Plus perspectives can also be classified as ‘market
friendly’ (Bernstein & Oya, 2014). These see market-led development as the best way to
improve livelihoods. In other words: developing countries are to ‘trade their way out of
poverty’. The third and final perspective can be described as ‘market-challenging’
because it opposes global (capitalist) markets. The space in between market-friendly and
market challenging perspectives is where agricultural marketing boards operate.
Namely, they can solely have a monitoring function or be a means of subordinating
mechanisms of competition in favour of its small-scale producers. At the market friendly
part of the spectrum is Sierra Leone’s marketing board. In contrast, as will become clear

A category of interventions that has gained a lot of popularity and is exemplary for the Markets Plus
approach is Public-Private Partnerships. These are collaborative interventions that are designed with the
intent to serve both private and state interests. These models have, however, shown that benefits to
poverty reduction have been far from automatic. For them to work, poverty reduction needs to be taken
into account in the design of the intervention, which happens too little because private partners lack the
incentive to do so (Leigland, 2018).
3 State marketing boards for Anglophone countries, stabilization funds for Francophone countries (Laven,
2011) and ‘Instituto’ (a diluted form of state marketing board) for some Latin American countries
(Kaplinsky, 2004).
4 Sierra Leone was a British Colony until gaining political independence in 1961.
2
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at the end of the empirical chapter, Ghana’s marketing board finds itself more at the
market-challenging part.

7

Theoretical Framework
This thesis is about the development of the market environment and activity between
cocoa farmers and traders in Sierra Leone. It is a loaded term since many different
conceptions exist about whether, how and by whom development should happen; it is a
socially constructed, often normative, narrative promoted by certain interests. In this
thesis ‘development’ refers to the efforts and interventions aimed at improving the
livelihoods of farmers and traders in order to decrease poverty. A person’s livelihood
refers to the capabilities, activities and assets required to secure the basic necessities of
life. Therefore it is a framework that can address the complex issues surrounding
poverty. Livelihoods are sustainable when they can cope with and recover from shocks
without undermining natural resource stocks, now and in the future (Serrat, 2017). The
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach is a practical, tangible application of ‘sustainable
development’ because of its focus on people, their resources and their activities (Tao &
Wall, 2009). The framework of this approach and the outcomes it aims to achieve can
entail many necessary components to provide a sustainable livelihood. The outcome that
this thesis will focus on in order to decrease poverty is increasing income. More
specifically it is the income received from cocoa-related activities such as production and
trade. Two theoretical perspectives applied in this thesis to increase this income are
discussed.

The Trading Up framework
This thesis applies a framework for the development of income for farmers and traders
in African agricultural markets by focusing on relationships between African farmers and
traders and the (market) institutions that dictate their business environment. It is a
framework that corresponds with the Markets Plus perspective because the proposed
strategies for development in the framework are based and dependent on growth in a
free market with the facilitation and support of institutions. It can be regarded as a
practical example of currently popular development practice in the context of African
product markets.
The Royal Tropical Institute and the International Institute of Rural
Reconstruction have published a book about developing cooperation between farmers
and traders in Africa named ‘Trading up: building cooperation between farmers and
traders in Africa’. The book describes how the relationship between African farmers and
traders and the effectiveness of their relationship for business can be developed in
multiple case-studies (KIT & IIRR, 2008). Its starting point is that agricultural traders
play a vital role in value chains, one that is often undervalued. Because while they deliver
an essential service to the supply chain between farmer and consumer they often have a
bad reputation. For example they are often said to cheat the farmer into selling products
for low prices or that they use rigged scales. A direct solution could be to
‘disintermediate’ or ‘cut out the middleman’ in the supply chain. However, in the book it
is argued that having the appropriate trading partner would benefit the farmer more
than removing the trader from the value chain. On top of that, disintermediation is not a
holistic solution to poverty in developing countries since traders are just as much as
farmers dependent on this work for their livelihood. The solution is argued to be in
improving and strengthening trading relations and trading environment of farmers and
traders. Therefore, the core objective of the book is to provide strategies and examples
of solutions for improving chain cooperation and market institutions. The improvement
of these two factors would give the best opportunity for both farmers and traders to
innovate, add value to their product, reduce risks and grow their businesses. Though it
is not explicitly named, this framework seems to pursue ‘dynamic productive efficiency’.
This refers to ‘’the process of technological catching-up that increases efficiency of
production over time and leads to sustained productivity growth. (Bernstein & Oya, 2014,
p.8)’’. This is a combination of concepts within efficiency that is applicable to economic
8

development for developing countries. In the framework of KIT & IIRR (2008) this
mainly revolves around reducing (transaction) costs through innovations to create the
conditions for increased production output. The book shows fifteen before- and afterintervention assessments of produce markets in Africa. This includes (changes in)
market structures and the gross income and value share received by both farmers and
traders. This way they calculate the actual increased income for farmers and traders.
To increase the benefits of agricultural marketing to the farmer and trader KIT &
IIRR (2008) developed a framework. Developments or innovations in trading relations
can be broken down into two strategies: improving chain relations and improving
market institutions. The first is focused on the conditions for players in the value chain,
the second on the improvement of the business environment. The parties that will have
to implement the strategies can vary: it has often been found to be done by the chain
actors themselves but it can also be done by the government or an NGO. These strategies
are discussed below.

Chain relationships
This first strategy revolves around the relationship between the farmer and trader which
KIT & IIRR (2008) designate ‘chain relation’. The quality of this relationship can be
assessed by the degree of trust and stability between players and the degree and quality
of (farmer or trader) organization.
KIT & IIRR (2008) discuss a strategy with ordered steps to strengthen the chain
relationship between the farmer and trader. First is organizing chain actors. If both
farmers and traders are organized they increase their access to upgrade skills,
technologies, finance and market information. Organising facilitates coordination and
dissemination of information and services. Also, they are often established to collectively
reduce the risks of market participation. Calkins & Ngo (2010) have shown that cocoa
farmer cooperatives have a positive effect on the income and well-being of farmers as
well as the surrounding community. Producer organizations are increasingly developed
by private sector actors such as civil society organizations (Shiferaw et al., 2016). A
relevant example is the development of a cooperative of smallholder farmers in the Gola
Rainforest in Sierra Leone by the UK-based Society for the Protection of Birds. In this
case the Society for the Protection of Birds links the formation and flourishing of a cocoa
producer organization to goals in environmental conservation. Second is creating a
mutual understanding between the farmers and traders. For this they need to
understand their interdependent relationship and respect and trust5 each other. The
latter is essential because trust-based approaches and establishment of long-term
relationships can curb opportunism between economic partners (Amankwah-Amoah et
al., 2018). Beyond this both chain actors require a willingness to achieve mutual growth.
Practically, open dialogue and exchange visits are recommended this. Third is
specializing on certain services and roles. By communicating with each other both chain
actors can now focus on specializing in their own roles. In this situation farmers would
be able to put more effort in increasing the quality of their product and traders on finding
the best market for the products and finding new customers. Fourth is coordination in
the chain. This essentially means the continual communication between chain actors
about (consumer) demands of the product and the facilitation of transactions between
chain actors. The goal of chain coordination is to deliver a product that meets consumer
needs as efficiently as possible. And fifth is the development of a chain partnership. In
the framework this is the final and optimal step that farmers and traders can undertake.
It refers to the creation of a joint and shared action plan for the whole value chain which

Trust is a strong belief in the reliability of another person; that there is a high probability that other
person will behave as expected. Trust is an important prerequisite for trade when there is a lack of market
information and/or legal institutions (Fafchamps, 2018).
5
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for instance includes setting up a chain communication platform or a joint marketing
campaign6.

Market Institutions
Where farmers and traders are market participants or players in the game the market
institutions are the rules. Market institutions are the norms, rules, policies and
regulations that coordinate and structure the business practices between and
environment of economic actors like farmers and traders. Their function is to reduce the
risks and costs that farmers and traders face by providing a reliable and predictable
business environment. In more developed countries these arrangements coordinating
trade are generally formalized whereas in developing countries they are often informal
or non-existent. An example of an informal market institution is the unwritten credit
contract between cocoa farmers and traders. Differences between informal and formal
institutions is that the first are often unwritten and unofficial whereas the latter are
codified and have sanctions that are legally enforceable7. The reason that formal
institutions are preferable is because these enable a better performance of informal
institutions (Fafchamps, 2018). Strong formal institutions do this by ‘’reinforcing the
forms of social interactions that lead to a more efficient, more inclusive outcome, and to
discourage those interactions that reduce efficiency and ostracize certain groups and
individuals. (Fafchamps, 2018, p.3)’’. However, it is worth noting that formal institutions
cannot fully substitute informal ones as they are built on and rely on informal institutions
such as reputation and repeated inter-agent contracting. On top of the distinction of
formal and informal institutions can also vary in quality. Stronger market institutions are
stable, reliable and well enforced. Market institutions can, however, also be weak and
ineffective. For instance, legal courts can have very limited reach of direct enforcement.
Going to court over a trade dispute often takes much time and money. Next to that, both
parties need to be able to settle a debt and understand the formal process. Whenever
legal enforcement mechanisms and markets are weak an ‘institutional void’ can allow for
illegitimate activities and abuse, such as adjusting weighing scales for cocoa, bribery, and
smuggling (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018). These are conditions that are more common
in developing countries (Fafchamps, 2018). Next to that, these circumstances will deter
any economic actor from making certain large investments constraining the economic
development of the sector.
Various formal institutions support and facilitate market activities. KIT & IIRR
(2008) categorize some that are relevant to African agricultural markets. First is the
provision of financial services. This entails not only the supply of credit but also the
opportunity to apply for insurance and having a savings account. Second is the
standardization of quality, weights and measures. Having common quality grades would
clarify quality incentives and calibrated weights and measures would decrease
transaction costs. Third are contract enforcement mechanisms to prevent and sanction
breach of contract. Publicly, courts and police could do this but privately certification
schemes can too. This would improve the reliability of return on larger transactions such
as credit loans or capital investments. Fourth is the development of market information
systems for especially farmers. Accurate price information among all parties is necessary
to prevent opportunistic and unfair buying prices. Fifth is policy leverage. This entails
the direct participation that market participants have in decision-making over policies
and it would require them to be organized and represented. And sixth is a collection of
A plan such as this is beneficial if for instance a new crop variety or processing innovation is introduced
and the product requires strong coordination in the chain. In cocoa there are also novel market segments
being explored. A recent one is the pink-coloured ‘Ruby’ chocolate by grinder Barry Callebaut.
7 This does not rule out sanctions when informal institutions are violated. These sanctions could be guilt,
shame, exclusions of trader networks or even illegitimate use of force (Greif, 1993; Fafchamps, 2018). In
Sierra Leone, one respondent mentioned that witchcraft can also be used to punish or sanction others.
6
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provisions that is named ‘business support services’. These can be either public or
private and range from accountancy and security to road maintenance and electricity.
The improvement of rural roads in Sierra Leone has already been shown to reduce the
market prices of local crops (Casaburi et al., 2013).
Trading Up’s framework was for instance successful for coffee producers and
traders in the Mbeya region in Tanzania (KIT & IIRR, 2008, p.205). Because of closer
relationships between farmers and traders, farmers were trained in better postharvesting processing and were provided by better market information and credit
facilities. Next to that the development of quality standards and use of standardized
measures caused the quality of coffee to increase. As a result, the prices received for the
coffee increased as did the value shares of both farmers and traders. The relevance of the
Trading up framework to this thesis is that it provides a means to analyse the state and
the development opportunities of the local cocoa market of Sierra Leone. The presence
of the different forms of chain relationships and quantity and quality of the described
market institutions indicate to what extent farmers and traders have the opportunity to
increase their income in the local market. These opportunities can, however, also be
examined from a global perspective. This is explained in the following section.

A Value Chain perspective
The aforementioned farmer-trader relationship was designated as a chain relationship.
Even more chain relationships exist if the whole cocoa value chain is considered. Value
chains encompass all the processes, services and involved actors required to take a
product from its origin to its final market. It generally includes production, research and
development, design, sales, marketing, and consumption (Lee & Gereffi, 2015). A value
chain links upstream agents such as cocoa farmers to downstream agents such as
chocolate retailers and can be used to locate value additions in each stage of the chain.
The academic concept that encompasses the research into the dynamics and structure of
value chains on a global scale is Global Value Chain (GVC) theory.
GVC theory has applications in various disciplines.8 In (economic) sociology it is
concerned with the social consequences of economic exchange, upgrading, and the
description of different governance structures applied in a chain (Kano et al., 2020).
These governance structures are a means to locate and explain power in value chains.
The question of governance arises when chain actors produce or work in accordance
with qualities, quantities or methods of production set by other chain actors (Humphrey
& Schmitz, 2001). The chain actor that determines these parameters is referred to as the
‘lead firm’ or a ‘chain governor’ (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2001; Kaplinsky, 2004).
International buyers and processors are referred to as first-tier suppliers (Gibbon &
Ponte, 2005). Lead firms have the authority to exercise control over production systems
in the value chain without having direct ownership. This also means that lead firms have
the ability to determine who participates in the chain and in what manner the chain
improves its performance, most notably through standards (Kaplinsky, 2004). This is
referred to as ‘chain governance’. Originally, Gereffi (1994) distinguished two types of
chain governance in value chains: producer-driven and buyer-driven value chains. In the
first, the criteria of what, when, and how a product is made is determined by the
producers. Producer-driven chains are often technology- and capital intensive. In buyerdriven chains these criteria are set by buyers and retailers that centrally control the
marketing and design of the final product. Buyer-driven chains are often found in
agricultural commodity chains such as cocoa. The fact that a chain actor other than the
GVC theory has been applied in two ways (Gereffi, 2019) that roughly correspond with the distinctions
made by Bernstein & Oya (2014). First it can be applied to focus on the development or ‘upgrading’ of
export performances of actors in value chains corresponding with the ‘market-friendly’ approaches. The
second way focuses on critical engagement using GVC theory often taking capitalist markets as part of the
problem. This is the ‘market-challenging’ way.
8
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producer determines what should be these standards gives the indication that the chain
is buyer-driven. The main reason for lead firms to govern the chain is to diminish risk
(Humphrey & Schmitz, 2001). These could be risks in the performance of production or
handling and can be addressed by setting production process parameters. These risks
could also be in loss of reputation due to dealing with suppliers that have lower or
different environmental, safety or labour standards than what consumers demand. An
example of this is the exclusion of 4000 cocoa farmers from Nestlé’s supply chain because
they were farming in protected forest land which conflicted with their own deforestation
goals and standards (Chandrasekhar, 2020). In this case the imposition of a standard led
to the exclusion of chain actors. By imposing standards a lead firm can effectively
influence processes in the chain that are not part of their own roles and activities (Gibbon
& Ponte, 2005; Lee et al., 2012).9 In buyer-driven chains the parameters setting as well
as its enforcement can be done by lead firms as well as external agents (Humphrey &
Schmitz, 2001). Examples of this are the standards developed by Fairtrade, Rainforest
Alliance or ISO, the International Organization for Standardization, leading the
development of ISO34101, a collective industry standard for cocoa.10
GVC theory can be used as an analysis tool to determine which layer or layers of a
society benefit from certain policy or interventions. More specifically, it can be applied
to what extent farmer and traders benefit or are disadvantaged by a policy or
intervention in relation to other chain actors. Lastly, it can analyse the ‘upgrading’
opportunities of chain actors. Upgrading is regarded as a country, region or value chain
actor’s shift towards activities that add higher value to a product in the value chain. It is
meant to improve the position in the value chain in order to gain a higher income. Four
of these shifts or strategies can be distinguished of which the first three are most relevant
to agri-commodity chains (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2000):
•
•
•
•

Process upgrading: reorganizing processes more efficiently with the use of superior
technology so that inputs return higher outputs. This could for instance happen by
switching the method of production or scaling up production.
Product upgrading: making a higher value product. Switching to higher value product
lines such as higher quality or specialty niche markets.
Functional upgrading: gaining more rewarding positions in the chain such as processing
or trading on top of producing cocoa.
Intersectoral (or chain) upgrading: applying competences learned in one sector to
another sector.
Process upgrading and product upgrading are forms that are facilitated by learning from
buyers because buyers can, next to producers, benefit from more efficient processes or
higher quality products (Lee & Gereffi, 2015). For functional upgrading, which in this
case could mean that producers involve themselves with trading, this support disappears
because buyers would not benefit from gaining new competitors. The forms of upgrading
that Trading Up primarily aims to address is process and product upgrading. This is
within the context of farmers and local traders. In this thesis GVC theory aids in
explaining the power distribution in the global cocoa value chain and the consequences
this has for the upgrading opportunities of cocoa farmers and traders in Sierra Leone.

Ponte (2020) even argues that lead firms are actually the players that reap the most benefits from
sustainability standards since the hidden costs of sustainability compliance and its risks are pushed
upstream towards producers.
10 These sustainability standards have social, economic and ecological requirements in production and
handling. Prescribing and enforcing standards without aiming to gain ownership control of its suppliers
has been becoming a dominant form of industrial organization in value chains. They not only affect the
means of production, but also the degree of inclusion of farmers, their income earning opportunities and
the allocation of risk and consumer prices (Altenburg, 2006).
9
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Methods
Research methods, sampling method, analysis and respondents
The results of this research are based on a combination of fieldwork data, content
analysis of documents and scientific literature. Data collection in the field has been done
in a period of six weeks in the months of November and December of 2019. Data
collection in the field was done through observations, interviews and small chats in and
around Kenema, in the east of Sierra Leone (see Figure 1). Next to the interviews there
were other notable experiences. One is attending a weekend-long workshop and meeting
between farmer leaders to establish a governing body over a farmer’s cooperative.
Another is a day-long cocoa collection trip along a supply route with Tradin employees.
Respondents were sampled through a combination of snowball sampling and
purposive sampling. Snowball sampling was the initial method used to find respondents
that were relevant to the research. Purposive sampling was used to select the specific
respondents that yielded the most relevant data to the research and to yield a sample
that represented all the cocoa market actors. Literature research has been conducted to
fill the gaps in data which was necessary for the research into Sierra Leone’s cocoa
market, to provide results for the income-raising opportunities in cocoa value chains and
to provide the theoretical foundation for this thesis. Fieldwork data was documented by
jotting notes and recording audio logs. This was subsequently written out in a daily
journal. The design of this research was inductive, which means that that the
development of empirical generalisations and identification of relationships between
concepts was done during the progression of the research. Hence, data was analysed
while in the field and upon completion of the fieldwork by coding the journal and
interview notes. The list of respondents from the fieldwork is quite diverse and counts
up to 53 respondents. I interviewed trading warehouse managers and their employees.
The employees worked in various areas of the business: I spoke to buying agents, drivers,
quality officers and other warehouse workers from various traders. Additionally, I
interviewed NGO workers who were training farmers in farm management and workers
who were leading and facilitating the establishment of a farmer’s cooperative; and also
a former NGO worker who was in the process of establishing a large scale cocoa farming
initiative. I interviewed farmers whenever the opportunity arose. This was possible
during the farmer’s cooperative workshop and Kenema’s produce fair. Both at this fair
and in their office in Freetown I also interviewed a few employees from the national
Produce Monitoring Board. And finally, I spoke to many inhabitants of Kenema that have
some sort of affinity with cocoa production or trade. Interviews have been conducted
with twelve of them. The rest of the 41 conversations have been smaller, more informal
chats. All respondents have been asked for their consent for this research. In light of the
sensitive nature of some of the information that was shared most of the names from
respondents or their affiliate companies are not mentioned.
A key informant during the fieldwork was Katie. Katie was co-leader of the
establishment and organisation of the cocoa farmer’s cooperative from farmers in the
Gola National Parks, for the Society for the Protection of Birds. At the time of fieldwork
in Kenema I stayed on the compound with her. As she, in her activities, also interacted
with traders and NGOs in Sierra Leone’s cocoa market she was a very reliable and rich
source of information about cocoa production and business in Kenema. Together we
occasionally reflected on new insights in my data collection and she invited me to join
the cooperative workshop. Another key informant was Peter. Peter was the manager for
Tradin. While still being suspicious of my intentions as a researcher he sat down for an
interview with me multiple times. And he allowed me to join his employees on a
collection trip. An important gatekeeper – as a person who could provide access to data
- in the fieldwork was Tejan Turay. Below is described why and how he organised
interviews for me.
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Figure 1: Main towns, provincial borders and roads in Sierra Leone. Source: Binns & Maconachie (2005).

Limitations to the research
The design of this research has, despite the efforts in the field, several limitations. First,
the time spent in the field. The initial research proposal with which I departed for Sierra
Leone was about the working relationship between farmers and traders. In the beginning
of the fieldwork I was based in Kenema which is the main cocoa hub in Sierra Leone: here
all the trading and exporting offices are located. Naturally, I spoke to many traders and
their employees. After six weeks I was set to leave for Kailahun, an area with a lot of
cocoa farmers. However, just before leaving I was forced to return to The Netherlands
due to medical reasons. I therefore had to cut my fieldwork short by half the time. Also,
the initial design of the thesis required more fieldwork data, which is why the thesis had
to be redesigned. The final design for the thesis allowed for the optimal use of fieldwork
data. In addition, the climate and circumstances of Kenema were exhausting. Most days
the temperature was well over 40 degrees Celsius. Coupled with the constant impulses
from traffic and attention from locals these circumstances limited the time that data
collection was possible on a daily basis.
Collecting data itself was also challenging. I was often met with suspicion by export
warehouse managers when I asked about their business activities and the cocoa market
in general. I was also sometimes asked what my intentions were and for whom I was
working. Even after developing a more friendly relationship with some of these
managers, in which I would have more personal conversations rather than focusing on
their business, I was in the end met with hesitation or reluctance in answering questions
about their business. Other times I was purposefully left out sight of business
transactions or asked to keep certain information to myself. Next to challenging, this
made the data in some instances unreliable. For instance, when asking for numbers
about defaulting credit contracts at two different occasions to the same trader the
responses were wildly different. Although the general suspicion is in itself data, because
it was indicative for the competition between traders, I had to find other ways of
collecting data: by approaching warehouse employees and buying agents. In the
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empirical chapters I will often refer to data received from Tradin employees since these
are the ones I was welcomed to speak with – until the point where I was asking too many
questions. As I did not feel welcome to interview employees at other traders I found a
way of interviewing them elsewhere. During the fieldwork I came into contact with
Tejan, the owner of the only internet café in Kenema. I presumed he would know a lot of
people in Kenema, including cocoa trader employees. On top of that, he recently moved
from a location close to cocoa warehouses. As a favour I asked him if he could set up
interviews with potential respondents. This was very effective. In the following I
conducted interviews with three employees from different traders. It was my impression
that interviewing the employees outside of their warehouses allowed them to relax,
because the boss was not looking over their shoulder. This gave much less of inclination
to speak untruths – or it was even more likely that they, as employees and not managers,
were not even suspicious of my questions.
Then, a reflection on the validity of the data. A weakness in this thesis is the
external validity of the data in Sierra Leone. The portrayal of Sierra Leone’s cocoa market
as I have described in the results are based on six weeks of fieldwork and literature
research. Most of it was collected in Kenema itself, the trading hub. In many subjects I
have not reached the point of data saturation. This was due to the limited time spent in
the field and the resistance of some of the respondents to be interviewed. These were,
however, supplemented by literature research wherever possible. Also, some of my data
from Sierra Leone is from secondary sources. Many respondents could have been
echoing many of the problems that others encounter without experiencing it themselves.
Interviews for instance tended to focus on problems of misconduct in business and
respondents tended to put the blame for these problems on others. But there was also
no reliable available data on how much these problems actually occurred. Not being able
to produce a more in depth and complete understanding of the data acquired prevented
me from strengthening the validity of this research. Therefore I would have preferred to
interview more farmers, join more collection trips and observe more interactions
between farmers and buying agents.
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Results
The first section of this empirical chapter will focus on Sierra Leone’s local cocoa market.
It will first lay out the general cocoa chain of Sierra Leone, including the most prominent
actors, until the border from where it is shipped. The following eight sections give a
description of Sierra Leone’s cocoa market with specific focus on market institutions and
chain relationships. Afterwards, these results are examined with the application of the
Trading Up framework to discuss the income-raising opportunities for farmers and
traders from their cocoa related-activities. From the local ‘internal’ perspective on the
Sierra Leone’s cocoa market the perspective then moves to the global ‘external’ market
in the cocoa value chain. After a short description of power dynamics in this value chain,
the income-raising opportunities will be discussed from a value chain perspective. Both
the internal and external cocoa market system are different and have yielded more
successful for another West-African country: Ghana. The final section will therefore
examine Ghana’s cocoa market system and its opportunities for income-raising for its
farmers and traders.

Sierra Leone’s local cocoa market
Cocoa from farm to harbour
The majority of cocoa production in Sierra Leone takes place in a ‘cocoa belt’11 in the
southeast of the country. Here the climate conditions fit cocoa production best. The cocoa
harvesting seasons runs from around May/June until December of which the peak is
from September to November. Two seasons can be distinguished in Sierra Leone. The
rainy season is from March until August/September. The rest of the year is a dry and
cooler season, also called ‘Harmattan’.
Cocoa production is primarily dominated by smallholder farmers, operating on
plots of 1 to 6 hectares (Amara et al., 2014). However, there are also multiple farmer
organizations -there are around 35 -, one of which is the aforementioned Gola Rainforest
cocoa cooperative, and some pilots that involve plantation and contract farming. There
is also an umbrella organization for farmer’s organizations and agricultural producers in
Sierra Leone (the National Association of Farmers of Sierra Leone or NAFSL) but it is
unclear how many cocoa organizations are connected. The cocoa market in Sierra Leone
is liberalized. Hence, the market price is determined by the global market price and the
quality of the cocoa. The main collection hub in the east is the city of Kenema. Here, the
offices of around 8 exporters are located. These offices are primarily owned by Lebanese
(Capitol, Randlyn, Dayoub, Alibaz, TAS, CTC, SLPMC). One newcomer since a few years,
however, is Tradin Organic. A distinction is made here between exporters and
independent traders, also called ‘superagents’. Both operate similarly in their method of
collecting cocoa but the latter do not have exporting licences. Independent traders
therefore sell their cocoa to these exporters. There are two routes that the cocoa can take
from the farmer to the warehouse of an exporter/independent trader. The first is by
selling directly to the exporter/trader. This is mainly reserved for the farmers that live
around Kenema or for the few that can arrange transportation. The second is by selling
to an agent or sub-agent that works for the trader who then collects the cocoa on behalf
of the trader. In the case of Tradin Organic these agents are in close contact or even live
in the areas where the cocoa is collected from. These collection points are mainly located
in villages. It often happens that multiple traders are located in one village. Whenever
the manager of a collection point has received a certain amount of cocoa from nearby
farmers he gives a signal to his agent. The agent then coordinates the quality
examination, weighing and (traceability) labelling of the cocoa, and payment to the
manager along multiple of these collection points (Figure 2). The second route brings in
The major production area is in a belt that spans the Moa River basin, from Kailahun in the north east to
Masingbe all the way down to Pujehun.
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the bulk of the cocoa. This is done with heavy duty all-terrain trucks that are designed to
drive the Sierra Leonean roads even in rainy season (Figure 3). When the cocoa arrives
at the exporters’ warehouse it is stored, bagged in 64 kg bags and transported to the port
of Freetown to be exported12 (Figure 4 and 5). Almost all of Sierra Leonean cocoa is
exported to The Netherlands; all the Lebanese are said to export their cocoa to
Theobroma BV and Tradin exports to their own office. Based on the rumours of how
much had been exported between the Gola cooperative and Tradin in the last year Katie
calculated that over 95% of cocoa was exported by Lebanese. The majority of the leftover
five percent was exported by Tradin and the rest by the Gola cooperative. Sierra Leone’s
agricultural production is organic by default. This means that the large majority of
agricultural production methods are devoid of any artificial inputs. It is a term often used
to describe traditional agricultural systems but highlights the potential for certified
Organic agriculture.13 In short, production of almost exclusively organic cocoa is
dominated by smallholder farmers. Trade is dominated by Lebanese traders and
exporters that are based in Kenema in eastern Sierra Leone.

Figure 3: Cocoa collection truck

Figure 2: weighing of cocoa bags at a village
collection centre.

‘By-products’ of cocoa are also consumed in Sierra Leone. Cocoa can used to produce a fermented, sweet
drink. The pods can also be put in soup or dried, cut up and smashed to be used as tobacco.
13 The share of global organic cocoa production compared to the total global cocoa production was
estimated to be just over three percent (Willer et al., 2019) but the growth rate of demand for organic
cocoa has been said to surpass the growth rate of supply. However, the low general level of premiums for
organic cocoa does not support this tenet (Afoakwa, 2014).
12
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Figure 5: General cocoa processing steps. The left column
refers to the steps taken in-country; the right column refers to
the processes most often taken on by grinders/processors.
Source: Hii & Borém (2019).

Figure 4: Large truck being loaded for transport to Freetown.

Low productivity, low quality
The following section describes the challenges in the productivity and quality of cocoa
from Sierra Leone and some of the efforts to address these. Namely, the productivity and
quality of the cocoa in Sierra Leone are low. The low quality can be attributed to multiple
factors. In Sierra Leone these are due to incorrect farming practices, subsequent
fermentation and drying and the use of old, unproductive cocoa trees. These cocoa trees
have been disregarded during the war and due to a lack of pruning have not properly
rehabilitated. Also, it is because of a lack of investment in the agricultural sector (Deen
et al., 2014). In most cocoa producing countries the consequences of liberalization
caused a decrease in quality and productivity (Laven, 2011). Namely, in the past the
cocoa business in Sierra Leone relied on regulatory functions to ensure quality and
volume but these have been dismantled due to liberalization (Amara et al., 2014).
The quality of cocoa is determined by its moisture content, degree of fermentation
and quantity of debris and insects. If it is not fermented and dried well enough cocoa
becomes mouldy. The degree of fermentation is tested by slicing open a sample of cocoa
beans to check the coloration within the bean. Whether the beans have been properly
dried is checked by probing a cocoa bag with a humidity gauger (Figure 6). The maximum
allowed humidity is 8%. When either fermentation or drying was not up to the standard
of the trader or their agent the cocoa would be discounted. Many exporters have the
space and facilities to dry cocoa with the help of machines. These are especially used
during the rainy season. In the dryer season the cocoa is dried in front or on top of
warehouses or in drying racks (Figure 7 and 8). Some respondents from NGOs
mentioned that the use of drying machines negatively affects the quality compared to
sun-drying. Quality of cocoa in Sierra Leone is inferior to Grade 1 international
standard.14 A discount of 25%, issued by international buyers, is therefore levied over
the price that would be received for Grade 1 cocoa.15 This severely constraints the
There are different grades and categories based on the amount of defects in a cocoa bean and
percentage of fermentation. The grade standards have been developed by ISO. Dependent on a list of
characteristics, such as mouldiness, contamination, odour etc., the cocoa can then either be assigned three
grades: grade 1, 2 and a sub-standard category. This can also vary between countries (Sukha, 2019).
15 Almost all the empirical data from respondents including literature affirm that the discount on Sierra
Leone’s cocoa is still in effect. However, a shipping and logistics manager from the PMB named Abdullai
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income from cocoa that all cocoa market players in Sierra Leone receive (Bald &
Schröder, 2011). The justification for the discount is that Sierra Leone’s cocoa, due to its
underfermentation and high humidity, cannot be used for premium products like
chocolate. Instead they are often used for cosmetic products. A survey conducted around
Kenema has shown that nearly a third of the interviewed farmers was paid a lower price
due to their low quality cocoa (Hofman, 2016). Input markets such as fertilizers and
pesticides are largely absent in Sierra Leone. According to Deen et al. (2014) this is due
to their unavailability in farming areas and the lack of credit access for smallholders to
afford such expenses. Immanuel, a representative of the German NGO Welthungerhilfe,
believes the quality of cocoa in Sierra Leone is also suffering from the dominant buying
system. He puts most of the blame with the traders and their agents. He explained it as
follows. Immanuel believes that the farmer is willing and has the understanding that the
cocoa should be properly dried and fermented. If this has not happened yet though, the
agent that comes to buy the cocoa from the farmers tells the farmer to sell the cocoa to
him anyway, but with a discount. The reason why the agents do this is because they
receive commission for every kg of cocoa they collect. The agent will then dry the rest of
the cocoa himself. However, when the total amount of cocoa increases the agent spends
less time on properly drying and sorting every batch of cocoa. The traders are, according
to Immanuel, also to blame. The quality of the cocoa is apparently much better later in
season and he believes the traders mix the relatively worse quality cocoa of the first
harvests with the later harvests. Next to that, many traders apparently pay by weight,
not quality, consequentially leaving farmers without an incentive to improve quality
beyond achieving the undiscounted standard of cocoa.
Export volumes of cocoa are also low, especially since the war. A survey around
villages in Kenema showed that farmers produce less than 100 kg per hectare of cocoa
(Hofman, 2016). Other sources claim that the national cocoa yield average is higher,
namely 225 (Deen et al., 2014) and 200 (Amara et al., 2014) kg per hectare. Yields are
also said to be severely cut back by plant diseases, most notably by a species of fungus
named Phytophthora, causing Black Pod (Marelli et al., 2019). In the survey around
Kenema this led to decreases of 40% (Hofman, 2016). Black Pod was more often found
in older trees. Low productivity, especially in West-African countries has been identified
as one of the major cause for poverty. The focus of many of development projects in cocoa
(from chocolate brands, international traders and civil society organizations) is to
increase productivity and quality in order to gain more income (Appelman et al., 2017).16
On top of that, all respondents in Sierra Leone seem to share this focus. However,
Casaburi & Reed (2012) identify two possible inhibitors for market participants to invest
in the quality of Sierra Leone’s cocoa by market participants. First, the price premium for
quality on the world market is insufficiently high (or absent) to justify investment or
there is a lack of access to technologies necessary to improve quality, even if premium
price is high.
Multiple efforts to improve the quality and quantity of cocoa production are
undertaken.17 First of all there are standards and codes of conduct prescribed by VSSs
specifically aimed at improving the quality of cocoa. These have seem to have taken the
place of the dismantled regulatory functions. In the Gola Rainforest cooperative
Turay Kehsuma denies this. He said that Sierra Leone has been exporting the highest grade cocoa since a
few years now.)
16 Productivity in cocoa farming is generally quite low in West-African countries (Oomes et al., 2016).
17 Not just the cocoa sector is being pushed to increase quality in Sierra Leone. In the time of fieldwork
there was a Quality Produce Fair in Kenema. This is an event to showcase the quality of the all the
products of farmers and agricultural organizations in Sierra Leone. Multiple respondents that lived in
Kenema called it a ‘celebration of our products’. This edition of the Fair was the first in over thirty years
(Sierra Express Media, 2018). President Julius Maada Bio was also present and stressed the importance of
improving quality to realise higher profits.
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standards such as these are disseminated centrally through a network of farmers (Figure
9). Next to that, all of the interviewed managers addressed their efforts and in some cases
collaboration with NGOs such as Welthungerhilfe to provide farmers tools and training
on farming practices, such as advising farmers to prune their trees, in order to increase
their productivity and the quality of cocoa. Pruning trees would on the long term increase
the productivity of the trees. The drawback of this is that the production of cocoa
decreases on the short term. Multiple respondents have said that farmers are generally
hesitant to take this step because they cannot afford the cost of living with less income.
Some Lebanese managers mentioned that they noticed an improvement of quality in
recent years but this has been very slow, similar to the yields. Newer cocoa varieties are
being produced at nurseries. However, the nurseries do not seem to be organized. Nor is
adoption always successful as a trial by one of the traders has shown: since the trees take
up four to five years to produce cocoa they are often neglected in favour of shorter-term
sources of cash.
In brief, productivity and quality of cocoa in Sierra Leone are low. While some
efforts are taken to improve these, progress has been slow.

Figure 7: Drying racks on a traders' plot.

Figure 6: A humidity gauger. The two prongs are
stuck into a bag of cocoa.
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Figure 8: Sun-drying cocoa from a farmer by the road.

Figure 9: Gola Rainforest cooperative standard.

High level of competition and farmgate price
This section highlights the high level of competition between traders and how this affects
the farmgate price of cocoa. Multiple exporter managers and their employees addressed
the market’s shortage of cocoa. Because of this the manager of one of the exporters
named it a ‘seller’s market’. A shortage could also mean that the demand for cocoa is too
high. In other words there are many exporters that can and want to increase their cocoa
turnover with a limited supply of cocoa.18 According to Katie, this increased competition
was in large part due to Tradin. Since their establishment the year before they have been
said to be ‘quite aggressive’ in gaining a larger share of the market, even encroaching on
Gola Rainforest territory. Next to that the Lebanese traders were not used to new
competition, especially with a ‘foreigner’.19 This competition resulted in tensions and
suspicion between traders. The managers of Tradin were convinced that there was
always someone keeping track of the trucks coming and going from their warehouse and
that other traders were forming alliances against them. Multiple respondents even
mentioned a business conflict about broken business agreements between two

The cocoa trading businesses seem to have different functions for the exporters: for Tradin it is an
essential link in both their own and other company’s chain of products. For the larger Lebanese exporters
it seemed to be part of a ‘triangle trading scheme’, as Katie named it. It works as follows: these exporters
buy cocoa in Leones from the farmers. Then they sell this cocoa at the port for dollars, a ‘hard currency’ so
that they can import manufactured ‘white goods’, such as washing machines and refrigerators, and
building materials from Lebanon and other foreign countries. They subsequently sell these goods for
Leones in SL so they can buy new cocoa. This scheme saves on the costs of converting currencies.
19 Casaburi, Reed & Suri (2012) even show that the cocoa market in Sierra Leone was already competitive
before Tradin entered.
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exporters, one of whom was Tradin, that led to a court case. This was still ongoing during
the time of fieldwork.
A key feature of a seller’s market is the occurrence of spot markets among buyers.
Through local price increases, for instance in villages or at markets – also called ‘luma’-,
agents can persuade farmers to sell to them instead of their agents with whom they have
pre-established contracts. This was also occurring between the exporters in Kenema.
During a Tradin cocoa collection trip one of the agents, Gama, mentioned that price was
a large problem at the moment: other traders had been offering higher prices to the
farmers they were expecting to buy from. Several exporter managers and their
employees said they experienced these problems. The financial manager of Tradin also
complained he often had to call the main office in The Netherlands to ask for more money
to pay the farmers in order to ensure steady turnover. As he said: ‘’It is all about output’’.
According to Katie, however, it was Tradin that started offering higher prices in the first
place. This competition resulted in a high farmgate price in relation to the global market
price. During the time of fieldwork multiple traders stated the farmgate price was 14.000
Leones or close to that number. This was around 70% of global market price at the time.20
After deduction of costs such as the export tax, transportation, labour, rent etc. the
margin of profit is slim for the traders.
In part because of the entry of a new trader in the cocoa market of Sierra Leone,
the competition between traders is at a high level. This situation seems to benefit the
farmers though; the price they receive is quite close to the world market price.

Market information and access
This section refers to the present market information
systems and business support services in Sierra
Leone. In the circumstances of high farmgate prices
that the fieldwork data describe, the occurrence of
market information asymmetry between farmers and
traders becomes less relevant because abusing price
ignorance is unlikely. However, without further
generalized data about the cocoa price and with the
knowledge that these circumstances will likely not be
permanent it is necessary to discuss it. All the
respondents that were asked, including farmers,
cooperative leaders and NGO’s mentioned that there
was no formal market information system besides an
informal ‘word of mouth’ system among farmers in the
same localities. Respondents from civil society
organizations were convinced that many farmers
were not aware of the global market price. However,
the groundwork for an effective, formal market
information system is laid because mobile telephony Figure 10: The road from Kenema to the Gola
is widely used in Sierra Leone, also among farmers. rainforest.
Still, an effective market information system is
restricted by farmer illiteracy coupled with the lack of a voice transmitted system (Deen
et al., 2014). The exchange between farmers is also severely limited by the poor
transportation infrastructure (Figure 10). Only 21% of rural population lives within 2
kilometres of an ‘all-season road’ (World Bank Group, 2018). Next to that, electrical
power supply is also not reliable in Kenema, suffering from frequent shortages. During

As a comparison: for the period between 2000 and 2015, Ghanaian cocoa producers on average
received 57% of the ICCO daily price (Bymolt, Laven & Tyszler, 2018).
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the time that the president was visiting Kenema the electricity seemed to work very well
though.
Summarizing, formal market information systems seem to be absent and business
support services such as utilities and roads are in poor shape.

Land ownership
This short section highlights the issue of the institution of land ownership in rural Sierra
Leone. Both traders and NGO workers identify is the land ownership system in Sierra
Leone as problematic. Much of the rural land in Sierra Leone is family owned, and not by
a single individual. Therefore it often happens that no clear, formalized agreements on
what the land is going to be used for are made, meaning that the land can be claimed for
other uses at any time by family members. The result is that the long-term planning of
farmland that is required for cocoa production is risky for the farmer. Large scale
production programmes seem unlikely to succeed because rural land ownership is
undocumented, contested and, according to respondents, a very sensitive subject:
organising multiple patches of land into one is therefore an insecure investment. Studies
into cocoa farming in Nigeria and Ghana found that if land tenure is not secure cocoa
farmers will be less inclined to financially and infrastructurally invest in the
improvement of cocoa production and productivity (Gbadeboa & Oluwoye, 2015;
USAID/WCF/Cocobod, 2015). Insecure land ownership has been identified as a problem
to the long-term development of cocoa production by multiple respondents. In the
Trading Up framework land ownership are not specified as an institution that needs to
be improved or formalized. However, the respondents regard clear agreements on land
ownership necessary for the development of the cocoa sector.

Voluntary Sustainability Standards, premium and bonus
This section is about the cocoa standards used in Sierra Leone, the premium that is
received for compliance with this standards, and the end-of-season bonus for farmers.
Various Voluntary Sustainability Standards are used in Kenema. Generally, traders
worked with UTZ (before UTZ merged with Rainforest Alliance) but they were also
increasingly licensed to certify Organic and Rainforest Alliance. Fairtrade is another
large Voluntary Sustainability Standard but these only work with farmer organizations,
not with individual smallholders. The Gola Rainforest cooperative was for instance
considering applying for Fairtrade certification. Combining these standards was very
common. All of these standards are specific to cocoa and include often overlapping codes
of conduct in production, product handling, farm management and traceability. Specific
methods on increasing productivity and quality of cocoa were said to be communicated
to the farmers by the agents. Also, the village collection centres that I visited generally
had educational posters and manuals. The farmers were said to be informed about these.
Unfortunately though, there is no data on the scale and effectiveness of this
dissemination of knowledge.
Officially, farmers have to be individually certified to be able to receive a cash
premium, which is given through the licensed certifier – in this case the traders. The
required extent of accountability and monitoring in the allocation of premiums varies
per Voluntary Sustainability Standard. All the interviewed farmers did not receive
premiums for multiple seasons. This means that the Voluntary Sustainability Standards
set requirements in how to produce and handle cocoa to farmers without ensuring that
the farmers receive their necessary compensation. Daniël, a former employee of
Welthungerhilfe who was establishing his own for profit enterprise in cocoa, believed
that the traders kept some of the premium to recoup some of their business losses.
One of the main reasons that Voluntary Sustainability Standards require individual
certification of farmers is for the traceability of cocoa to farm. However, it seemed
unlikely that all of the cocoa received was directly from certified farmers since spot
markets, in which cocoa was bought from a range of farmers, happened frequently. The
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manager from Tradin says that the individual certification of farmers and the prospect
of a premium does not create such a relationship that it ensures exclusive trade between
farmer and trader. Besides, there were indications and some confirmations that farmers
were certified at multiple traders. As reported by various traders, price seems to be the
most important determinant for a farmer who to sell to. Next to that, from interviews
with farmers it seemed that farmers were also focused on receiving a bonus from their
agent at end of the cocoa season. This is an amount of cash money that is given to the
farmer next to the premium. The bonus system was set up by Lebanese traders a few
generations ago. It seems to work as an incentive for farmers to establish longer-term
trade relations. According to Janneh, one of the people in charge of establishing the Gola
cooperative, the bonus is received if the farmer is not certified. But similarly to the
premium, receiving this bonus is not a constant. While Katie said that she heard some
Lebanese traders gave out bonuses this year some farmers stated they had not received
any for multiple years. The farmers still expressed their hope that they would receive a
bonus though. It did not become clear to me what exactly determines the amount of
bonus given to farmers.
In short, Voluntary Sustainability Standards take a central role in prescribing the
codes of conduct in production, handling, traceability and quality control. Farmers can
receive a cash reward for both their compliance to these standards and selling to a trader,
respectively in the form of a premium and a bonus, but this is not given on a regular basis.

Prefinancing and credit
This section explains the workings and issues regarding credit arrangements for
farmers, especially the credit given by traders. Credit allows farmers to invest in their
production, maintain their cocoa trees and could protect them from vulnerability to
harvest failures and fluctuating market prices on the longer term. To this point in time
these farmers mostly rely on their direct link with the cocoa agents and traders.
Agricultural credit has been requested by farmers and provided since the Lebanese
established produce buying stations in the first half of the 1900’s (Van der Laan, 1975).
These traders act as informal financiers to arrange credit contracts. Informal credit, also
referred to as ‘prefinancing’, is given both in kind and in cash in Sierra Leone: some
exporters and their agents only give cash whereas others give whatever the farmer asks
for. One exporter said this was often a bag of rice, but also raincoats or motorbikes. Some
traders chose in principle to only prefinance in cash so there is no misunderstanding or
cheating about the value of the credit given. Normally, the credit is provided in the
beginning of the season. At the time of harvest the farmer brings the crop to the trader
who subtracts the value of the crop from the debt and pays the balance to the farmer.
The loan is used to provide food to bridge the gap between payments or to invest in the
supplies needed for harvesting or processing the cocoa (Casaburi & Reed, 2017). It is also
a solution for the ‘hunger’ season in August. This is a period when food stores are lowest
just before the rice harvest. This is also the time when school fees need to be paid
(Hofman & Malan, 2017). Tradin’s warehouse manager projects that, if the current
situation persists, cocoa production in Sierra Leone will severely decline in the future.
He adds that this is mostly due to the informal crediting system. The build-up of credit is
hard to administrate for both the farmer and buyer. Next to that, it seems to be hard for
the farmer to pay back the loan. The elder farmers have so much debt that it harms the
reputation of cocoa farmers causing newer generations to avoid cocoa farming.
The competitive circumstances also have consequences for the credit that traders
provide. Since many farmers experience demand from various traders the farmers have
the opportunity to set informal credit as a condition, rather than request it as a service.
In other words the trader has to provide credit otherwise he does not receive cocoa. As
Samir, a store manager for Dayoub, said: ‘’Prefinancing is necessary for business.’’. The
credit contract should, informally, guarantee that the farmer will sell the cocoa to this
particular agent. Agents will tempt to prevent defaulting of the contract by the farmer by
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making the costs for defaulting very high (Casaburi & Reed, 2017). Alternatively, Kennei,
an agent for Alibaz, mentioned that his company put continuous effort into establishing
long term working relationships with farmers. However, from various respondents that
worked closely with many of the agents that collected cocoa it seemed that some farmers,
even though credit contracts were previously established, still responded to the
fluctuating prices by switching to other agents. One of the exporter warehouse managers
stated that around 80% of farmers he gives out loans to do not repay this. Multiple
traders commented that they do not take legal steps against these farmers because of
how common this is and because of how poor the farmers already are. Other sanctions
could be to stop doing business with these farmers. However, in the current cocoa
shortage farmers will not have trouble in finding another trader to sell their cocoa to.
This means that their opportunism is left unsanctioned. Samir states that it is part of the
financial risks that cocoa traders have. Also, this problem is systemic and cannot be
combatted by prosecuting individual smallholders.
Immanuel from Welthungerhilfe believes that there might still be a difference in
understanding about what this loan means. He said that some farmers do not understand
debt and that they think the loan is a gift from the government. Katie also noted that the
debt repayment from farmers within the Gola cooperative is not high: around a third
paid back their loan at the agreed time. Some of the farmers are also to blame though,
according to Immanuel: they are always indebted, also to different traders at the same
time. He gave an example in which in one cocoa season there were multiple harvests.
During these moments there a prefinancing arrangements between farmer and agent.
Whenever a trader would ask the farmer to repay his loan the farmer would reply that
he does not have the money. This trader would (until money is given back at least) not
give out more loans to that farmer. The farmer then decides to sell the cocoa to another
trader and in that process also taking up a new loan, causing the build-up of loans.
Traders only keep doing this because they need the farmer to sell them the cocoa.
Besides the dominant trader-farmer prefinancing, other forms of crediting
schemes for cocoa farmers are offered.21 First and foremost Village Savings and Loans
Associations were mentioned. Participants of Village Savings and Loans Associations
periodically contribute to a pool of money. After some period of time, participants would
get back the money put into the fund with interest. The interest is paid by the people that
take up loans from this pool of money. Members often use this as starting capital to start
up some business. A Village Savings and Loans Associations can therefore function both
as savings account and a credit provider. One of Welthungerhilfe’s activities is setting
these up. Several formal financial institutions that hand out loans and provide saving
facilities such as community banks are also present in Kenema. However, only 15% of
Sierra Leoneans have access to financial services because the banking sector is weak, the
financial sector infrastructure is poor and geographical outreach is limited (World Bank
Group, 2018). Also, community banks rarely work with smallholder farmers though
because they require collateral which most of the farmers are not able to provide. On top
of that, loan provision is curbed by farmer illiteracy and a lack of insurance infrastructure
for the banks in Sierra Leone (Deen et al., 2014). Similarly, microfinancing schemes
aimed at cocoa farmers seem to be quite rare but an institution that is said to do this is
in Sierra Leone is the International Fund for Agricultural Development. Unfortunately,
the most recent data found for all of Sierra Leone shows that the demand for
microfinance services, especially loans, far surpasses supply (Fraser, 2012). Insurance
as an enabler of finance or microinsurance is also practically absent in Sierra Leone.
Financial development plans and microcredit policies made a decade ago do not yet seem
to have yielded any practical results for smallholders (Fraser, 2012). Under these
circumstances the poorer smallholders stand before a difficult decision. Planting new
trees will not yield returns until after 5 years and rehabilitation by pruning the trees is a
Several other microfinance institutions are located in Sierra Leone and Kenema but most do not do
business with smallholder farmers (Fraser, 2012).
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tricky investment because poorer smallholders often do not have the income to bridge
the time that trees are less productive. Improved access to credit would increase the
opportunities to invest in their farm.
Summarizing, the dominant form of credit arrangement is between farmers and
traders, in part because other forms of credit arrangements are in short supply. Farmers
are often said to default on their loans. However, traders still provide loans in order to
secure their output of cocoa. The farmers defaulting on these loans might have a rational
cause but it can also be a difference in understanding what a loan entails.

Perceptions about Lebanese traders and Sierra Leonese farmers
This section discusses the perceptions that Lebanese traders and Sierra Leonese farmers
have of each other. First, the perception about the Lebanese. The few farmers that were
interviewed during fieldwork were not content with how the Lebanese traders did
business. One of them, a member of the Gola Rainforest cooperative named Mustafa, said
he knew that farmers were being lied to about the calculation of the price they would
receive for their cocoa. The traders would abuse the illiteracy of the farmer. A teacher of
social sciences named Sey at the Eastern Polytechnic School in Kenema addressed the
illiteracy and also the ‘unworldliness’ of some farmers: ‘’These farmers have sometimes
never even been to a town. They accept what they get when someone turns up to buy their
cocoa, making the traders very powerful in setting a price.’’ Mustafa as well as Katie, says
that generally the farmers in the Gola Rainforest cooperative with over 1750 members,
are not fond of the Lebanese. One of them, Alfred, stated that one of the Lebanese traders
had built a school in his area. Still, he did not trust them. None of the farmers I spoke to,
however, had any personal experience with malpractices by Lebanese. Next to that, the
farmers do not seem to meet the Lebanese personally. Multiple of the Lebanese
respondents also confirmed that they rarely left their warehouses.
Namely, the first buyers and contact persons of the farmers are the traders’ agents.
The large majority of these are Sierra Leonese. Alfred referred to his first buyer as his
‘’Mende brother’’ (Mende people are a group of people of which many live in southeast
Sierra Leone.). Similarly, John Laga, a truck driver from Tradin, made a distinction
between ‘’us, Mende people’’ and others. Amara referred to Sierra Leonese from other
traders as ‘’brothers working in the same business’’. This even notably stretched to Sierra
Leonese workers from other traders when I observed interactions. They did not share in
the competitive suspicion that their managers did.
This perception of the Lebanese is not reserved to cocoa farmers. Various citizens
that I spoke with had similar viewpoints: that the Lebanese have been cheating this
country for many years by corrupting governments and that they control all the business
in Kenema but give nothing back to the Sierra Leonese inhabitants. It has to be
mentioned though, that the president who won the national elections earlier that year,
Julius Maada Bio, apparently ran with a similar narrative focusing on corruption.
Sumailah was a friend and respondent that worked in the campaign for Maada Bio’s
party. He nuanced the relationship between him and Lebanese traders, saying that he
does not dislike them in person. However, he also mentioned that the Lebanese do invest
the money they make here back in Sierra Leone, but preferred to ‘‘keep it for themselves
or send it back to Lebanon’. Accusations of government corruption as well as misleading
business practices in product trade towards the Lebanese are certainly not novel (see
Appendix A). This tension seems to have persisted for many decades. Contrary to that
viewpoint Daniël criticised the lack of entrepreneurial spirit of the Sierra Leonese. He
said they were too comfortable blaming the Lebanese for cheating them instead of
competing with them. Amara, an internal quality control officer for Capitol, brands
farmers as ‘criminals’ suspecting them of using various tricks to get more money from
traders. Other Sierra Leonese employees from trading offices often called the farmers
‘lazy’.
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In short, the Lebanese traders and Sierra Leonese farmers interviewed during
fieldwork perceive the others as cheaters. Moreover, the Lebanese in general seem to
have reputation of corruption and misleading business practices. This might affect
business transaction and the reciprocity between farmers and traders.

The presence of the Sierra Leonese government in cocoa business
Finally, the presence of governing actors in cocoa marketing is discussed. Currently,
Sierra Leone has liberalized the marketing of (cash) crops such as cocoa (Amara et al.,
2014). Under the supervision of the National Commission for Privatization, the Sierra
Leone Produce Monitoring Board, a public corporation, transferred its assets - effectively
handing over profit-yielding operations - to the Sierra Leone Produce Marketing
Company. Sierra Express Media (2013) reports that one of the main reasons for the
establishment of this company was to address the low quality of cocoa. Whereas Sierra
Leone Produce Monitoring Board’s goal was to improve the wellbeing of Sierra Leone’s
citizens, particularly its farmers, SLPMC seeks to maximize profits. From an interview
with Abdullai Turay Kehsuma, a shipping and logistics manager for the SLPMB, their
operations focused on the monitoring and taxing (2,5% tax) of agricultural exports,
including cocoa. Regulatory functions such as quality assurance and service extension
that are still under the supervision of the Sierra Leone Produce Monitoring Board were
scaled down. Also, minimum pricing is relinquished: in their mandate it is specified that
the Sierra Leone Produce Monitoring Board merely publishes indicative cocoa farmgate
prices (Thomas, 2019). There were, however, rumours that the new administration
under Julius Maada Bio would set new laws that would ensure that the traders would
have to sell their cocoa to the government of Sierra Leone instead of exporting it
themselves. This could have been a promise made during the campaign. However,
traders and civil society workers did not believe this would actually happen.
Independently from the national government, local chiefs also govern the cocoa
market.22 According to traders, business interaction with the chiefs could be in the form
of a tax that is for instance levied by establishing a cocoa collection centre in a village.
Otherwise, large scale cocoa projects also require the approval of the local chief.
In short, both the national government and local chiefs merely have a monitoring
and taxing function on the local cocoa market.

The income-raising opportunities of Sierra Leone’s local cocoa market
As described in the results the problems in the cocoa sector that inhibit the increase of
income for farmers and traders are multiple. Demand of cocoa does not seem to be a
problem, probably in large part to Sierra Leone’s organic by default status. To increase
the income of both farmers and traders it is generally believed that improving the quality
and productivity of cocoa production is the most effective way. Regarding productivity
their income would increase from generating greater turnover. Improving quality (in the
whole cocoa sector) would at a certain standard remove the current quality discount.
Increasing quality and productivity can be done by planting more trees, replacing the
trees with higher-yielding varieties or by pruning them. According to Trading Up this
would require a large range of institutions and chain actors that are organised and aim
to achieve mutually beneficial growth. Therefore, the strength of chain relations and
market institutions are assessed below.
The relationship between the two chain actors seems to be one in which both are
trying to make the highest reward for their activities, sometimes at the cost of one
another: farmers default their loans and instead sell to other traders and traders are said
to cheat the farmers into selling at lower prices. According to KIT & IIRR (2008) a first
and necessary step to improve chain relations is organising as it would facilitate
As a West-African country with a ‘dual structure of despotism’ (Ochiai, 2017) local chiefs play a
governing role in their respective chiefdoms next to the national government.
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coordination in the chain. Generally though, neither farmers nor traders are organised.
On top of that, there seems to be little trust between traders and farmers: both tend to
be suspicious of each other about false business conduct and blame each other for any
problems that occur in business activities. The prospects of establishing trusting
relationships between farmers and traders are further constrained by the fact that the
vast majority of the traders are Lebanese who historically have been regarded with
suspicion by the Sierra Leonese. Fortunately, Sierra Leonean buying agents provide an
important, trusting link between the Lebanese trader and the Sierra Leonese farmer.
Their trustworthiness is what makes them capable of effectively coordinating the farmer,
by for instance giving cocoa quality training. However, the data also suggested that
specialization of both parties in their respective activities was sometimes blurred; both
farmers and traders took part in drying the cocoa. Traders expected farmers to do this
themselves but would buy the cocoa from the farmer irrespectively. The few
organizations, a lack of trust between chain actors and specialization on roles are blurred
indicate that the chain relations are weak. Also, there are also consequences to the
current competitive circumstances between the traders. As these traders are competing
with each other over output, farmers are earning higher prices for their cocoa. This is
beneficial to the farmers on the short term. However, it does not provide a long term
increase of income. Next to that, the increase is at the cost of the traders’ income. The
competition between traders is also a strain on the quality of the cocoa. Since exporters
experience pressure to provide output the cocoa quality might be overlooked. Lower
quality cocoa that is in less competitive circumstances disregarded by buyers could now
be bought for the sake of generating output.
Second, the strength of market institutions. The improvement of productivity or
quality would in most cases require a capital investment. Since cocoa farmers in Sierra
Leone generally do not have the available funds for this they would have to depend on
the provision of credit. Currently, credit is informally given by first buyers or agents, but
mostly function to cover the costs of living. A larger sum of credit would provide farmers
with the means to bridge the time that pruned trees are less productive or to increase
their scale of production. However, since farmers seem to frequently default on these
contracts traders are not inclined to give out larger loans. Formal financial institutions
that could provide the services aimed at increasing productivity and quality on the long
term such as crediting and insurance agencies are generally not available or not tailored
to smallholders. Other institutions that would support the improvement of productivity
and quality are also scarce. Formal contract enforcement is slow and not utilized
between traders and smallholders. Market information systems are generally absent.
And business support services such as roads are in bad shape and often impassable
making the collection of cocoa strenuous and costly. Finally, - whilst not specified in the
Trading Up framework as a market institution - insecure land ownership discourages
long-term investments, which is what cocoa trees need. Fortunately, standards in quality,
weights and measures are present and seem to be practised by traders, but the data also
suggests that there is non-compliance. Lastly, there are very few policies to have
influence in as chain actors since the government primarily focuses on taxing and
monitoring export. Altogether, the few market institutions that are present are weak and
poorly enforced.
Fafchamps (2004) states that without trust and insufficient legal enforcement of
contracts trade can only take simple forms, such as the instantaneous sale of
homogeneous commodities, much like flea markets. KIT & IIRR (2008) have a
designation for market interactions that have weak institutions and farmer-trader
relationships: ‘Ad hoc spot trading’. The main characteristics of ad hoc spot trading are
short-term transactions and low trust, value adding, quality assurance and innovation. It
is a situation in which market players blame each other for cheating on them. As such the
starting point of the transaction is to take as much advantage of each other as possible,
including for instance breaking credit agreements.
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The deficiencies that the cocoa market in Sierra Leone has are multiple but also
interrelated. Therefore, the solution to a deficiency will undoubtedly rest on other
conditions that first have to be met. Take for instance the disconnect in what farmers and
traders understand as a loan that was mentioned by Immanuel from Welthungerhilfe.
One cannot expect farmers to pay back their loans when they do not have a full
understanding of the terms and conditions that come with a loan, which can be caused
by illiteracy or simply because of the different perception that the handed out money is
a gift. Successful credit services thus rely on education and sensitivity training. As KIT &
IIRR (2008) also suggest, any interventions planned should be executed simultaneously
because their success is often co-dependent. But any private actor cannot be expected to
provide sector-wide successful solutions to the deficiencies and problems that the cocoa
sector in Sierra Leone has: as there are a myriad of them that inhibit the upgrading
opportunities for cocoa farmers and traders it needs a grand coordinated effort to
address them. Through the perspective of Trading Up a lot of work needs to be done to
the cocoa sector to provide the circumstances for higher incomes for both farmers and
traders. Below, another theoretical perspective is used to discuss the opportunities to
increase income for farmers and traders, that of GVC theory. This concerns the global
cocoa value chain and the actors and power processes that influence farmers and traders
in Sierra Leone.

Global cocoa marketing: the cocoa value chain and upgrading
opportunities
The cocoa value chain is buyer-driven. This means that the cocoa value chain is driven
by chocolate manufacturers, as well as at international buyers and processors (Fold,
2001; Kaplinsky, 2004; Gibbon & Ponte, 2005; Gilbert, 2006; Lee et al., 2012; Oomes et
al., 2016). Since manufacturers23 as lead firms and international buyers/processors as
first-tier suppliers both have a high degree of leverage on upstream chain actors
governance in the cocoa value chain is characterised as being bi-polar (Fold, 2002).
Mergers and acquisitions drive the concentration of their power into even fewer
companies. Currently, the processing industry is dominated by three firms, Cargill and
Barry Callebaut and Olam, of which the first two alone control over half of the market
share in processing (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021). The buyers and processors have
initially been able to obtain these powerful positions because of market liberalization
and structural adjustment. A few decades ago, these caused an initial shift in bargaining
power - the ability to exert influence over the price paid to another party - towards
especially international traders. Liberalization in developing countries obligated them to
buy their products closer to the source of production in terms of value chain players.
Therefore, they no longer had to buy from a small amount of exporters with large
volumes but from a myriad of smaller players with limited volumes. Concurrently,
wherever the liberalization led to quality decline, international buyers integrated
vertically into producing countries. As a result, local traders have experienced difficulties
competing (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005). This has also been happening in Sierra Leone with
the local Lebanese traders after Tradin Organic joined the market as a competitor.
The lead firms have further consolidated their power due to multiple factors. First,
their increased buying power: especially the international buyers and processors
operate across many links in the value chain, in both producing and consuming countries.
This has allowed them to further invest in the upscaling of their operations. Second, their
concentration has been facilitated by developments in bulk transportation. And third,
technical innovations of processors and grinders have allowed them to generate quality
and variation from lower quality cocoa in the processing phase instead of the production
The five manufacturing companies that dominate the chocolate industry are Mars, Hershey, Nestlé,
Ferrero and Mondelēz (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021).
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phase (Losch, 2001; Kaplinsky, 2004). This latter development, facilitated by the
liberalization of markets and the relinquishment of quality control systems, has caused
the emergence of a ‘global cocoa bean’. Consequently, the specific, origin-bound qualities
of cocoa beans, with a few exceptions, has lost its importance. This led to the loss of the
premium attached to cocoa of a certain national origin (Fold, 2001). The premium was,
however, still given to cocoa produces that provide outstanding quality, such as Ghana
(Laven, 2011). Apart from this bulk market is a differentiated niche market that produces
high-quality beans for wealthy consumers. Producing for this market can be regarded as
product upgrading. This ‘bean to bar’ market is unfortunately mostly focused on South
American countries where rarer cultivars (Trinitario and Criollo varieties) are grown
that produce unique aromas (Rueda et al., 2018). 24 On top of that, this market is very
small: only five percent of global cocoa was considered fine flavour in 2014 (Afoakwa,
2014). Because of the, with a few exceptions, loss of the reward structure of the premium
product upgrading in the cocoa value chain will not yield higher rewards for producers
in Sierra Leone beyond the current quality discount.
The prospects for rewards for process upgrading are also not positive.
Concentration has also occurred in the supply of cocoa. Over 70% of world’s cocoa is
produced in West-African countries with Ghana and especially Côte d’Ivoire as
frontrunners (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021). This is not coincidental: according to
Gibbon & Ponte (2005) the decreased importance of cocoa quality for processing caused
international traders to concentrate on a few large countries that can guarantee the
production and export of large volumes of cocoa. These countries have specialized in
cocoa production so much so that other low volume producing countries can hardly
compete with their output due to higher marketing costs. Gibbon & Ponte (2005) refer
to this low volume as an entry barrier leading to exclusion: the inability to enter the
global cocoa chain. Next to that, the data from Sierra Leone have showed that there is
considerable space for process upgrading, but also that the state of the market
institutions and relations does not provide the conditions to do that.
The form of upgrading that remains is moving up the value chain: functional
upgrading. In this form a local exporter or cooperative can only upgrade by taking on
functions first-tier suppliers do, such as grinding or international trading (Gibbon &
Ponte, 2005). Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire’s share in world’s cocoa grinding has for instance
grown to 19% over the last decades (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021). However, the
majority of these origin grinding enterprises, of which some were established by states
and others by international buyers and grinders, are now mostly owned by the latter.
This means that there is a high risk that attempts at upgrading will be captured by the
first-tier suppliers. Moreover, as the processing of cocoa is capital-intensive, requires a
modern infrastructure and is fiercely competitive (Fold, 2001; Fold, 2002) successful
upgrading for local exporters in Sierra Leone seems unlikely in the near future.
It is especially in product and process upgrading that the perceived opportunities
of receiving higher rewards between the local theoretical lens of Trading Up and Gibbon
& Ponte’s (2005) viewpoint from GVC theory collide. Whereas the first suggests that the
improvement of productivity and especially quality would automatically return higher
incomes, the latter say this would not. Gibbon & Ponte (2005) argue that African
producers have suffered from marginalization and exclusion in their value chains.
Moreover, African producers have conformed to increasingly strict standards without
actually earning higher prices. They term this ‘trading down’, which is also the title of
their book. Their other meaning of trading down is prescriptive: it is a ‘rhetorical
corrective’ to the development programmes and strategies aimed at small scale
In cocoa there are mainly three varieties of cocoa: Forastero, Criollo and Trinitario. Around 95% of the
cocoa produced globally is considered to be bulk. Bulk cocoa comes from the Forastero variety, which is
mainly produced in West-Africa. The other two varieties are considered fine flavour due to their
organoleptic qualities (Sukha, 2019).
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enterprises that are designed to upgrade the efficiency of their economic activities. They
write: ‘’Such narratives are commonly formulated in terms of trading up….” (Gibbon &
Ponte, 2005, p. 202).
Opportunities for upgrading in the cocoa value chain thus seem very limited.
Gibbon and Ponte (2005) identify two underlying processes that cause limitations to
upgrading in African commodity value chains such as cocoa. First is globalization and its
inclination to reproduce relationships of inequality and the diminishing competence of
many African governments to design and implement effective interventions compared
to developed countries. It is therefore stated that any significant improvement of an
African country’s position in a GVC relies on the competences of the African state. As
Laven (2011) writes, the role of the state as an actor in the value chain (in GVC theory)
is ‘downplayed’. But it can play a more central role. While in Sierra Leone the state was
merely focused on monitoring and taxing the export of cocoa, the state can also position
itself as a chain actor by taking up more roles in the market. On this premise a
comparison is made with Ghana, because this is a West-African country that has a
successful state marketing board with a greater presence in the value chain.

Cocoa business in Ghana
The main bottlenecks to income from cocoa in Sierra Leone’s cocoa market seem to be
its quality and productivity. The state of relationships between farmers and traders and
the market institutions do not provide the best conditions to improve these. Nor do they
seem to allow for a long-term increase of rewards by upgrading in the value chain. Who
is fit to lead the interventions to increase productivity and quality, as well as consolidate
the power of producers and small-scale traders in the value chain? KIT & IIRR (2008)
state that increasing productivity and quality should be done by chain actors: both
farmers and traders should ‘’get their act together and organize themselves (p. 263)’’. But
since there is a lack of broad organization of both farmers and traders it seems unlikely
these could initiate a sector-wide upgrade. Next to that, these interventions require a
coordinated effort along various aspects of the cocoa business ranging from financial
institutions to quality assurance mechanisms. According to KIT & IIRR (2008, p. 265)
national governments should only be involved in the provision of market institutions
such as public goods, efficient court systems, quality standards, decentralize trading etc.
They should further focus on deregulation by clearing barriers for cross-border trade
and reducing taxes. Ghana’s government has opted to provide the first for its cocoa sector
while disregarding the latter, with successful results. Therefore, below is considered
what role the government could take in establishing a successful cocoa market by
examining Ghana’s cocoa sector.
Prior to the SAP’s the growing, fermentation and drying and transport of cocoa was
generally governed by parastatal marketing boards (Kaplinsky, 2004). The majority of
cocoa producing countries including Sierra Leone have since then liberalized, thereby
relinquishing control over various processes of the cocoa business. Contrarily, the
government of Ghana opted for partial liberalisation. It kept control over many of these
processes through its marketing board Cocobod (Ghana Cocoa Board). Cocoa constitutes
around 20% of export earnings and is the most important sector in Ghana in terms of
employment and revenue generation (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021). Ghana produces
around 20% of global cocoa production, the second largest country after Côte d’Ivoire.
As in Sierra Leone, it is dominated by smallholder farming (Williams, 2009). However,
its average yields are with 423 kg per hectares per year (Bymolt, Laven & Tyszler, 2018)
much higher than Sierra Leone’s. Most importantly, cocoa households in Ghana have
experienced a significant and ongoing decrease in poverty since this reform in the 1990’s
(Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2017). Though the share of the exported price for the producer is
lower than in other West-African countries such as Cameroon because it is taxed, Ghana
has in the past made efforts to meet this price (Williams, 2009). Also, higher revenues
have in some instances been re-allocated as a bonus (Laven, 2011). Next to that, with the
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tax the Ghanaian farmers have been able to share in the services that the state has
provided them (Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2011).
Ghana has kept control over many of the market institutions that Trading Up refers
to. In terms of services for its cocoa producers Cocobod provides input market
subsidisation, research and development into higher yielding varieties, public support
for rehabilitation of the tree stock and (while still lacking in overall access) formal tailormade credit (Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2017). These are all services aimed at raising
productivity and quality. To address quality Cocobod also remained in control over
internal cocoa quality assurance. It is the present grading system and industrial
standards that have allowed Ghana to keep its premium (Fold, 2001; Laven, 2011). This
national reputation for quality would arguably not be possible without state regulation.
Part of the internal quality assurance is Ghana’s full traceability of cocoa to the location
of production, which discourages both producers and traders to sell low quality cocoa
(Williams, 2009; Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2017). It is unimaginable that there is any market
actor that has the incentive or capacity to coordinate the cocoa quality of a whole country
other than the state, which is why Ghana’s cocoa quality is unparalleled by other WestAfrican, liberalized countries. Next to that, this system allows Ghana to deliver large
quantities of cocoa. It is therefore regarded as the best managed in West-Africa and
highly appreciated by buyers (Gilbert, 2006; Laven, 2011; Oomes et al., 2016; Bymolt,
Laven & Tyszler, 2018).25
Some parts of Ghana’s cocoa market are, however, liberalised. This is the case for
its input distribution system, which has been privatized. Regarding internal trading the
Ghanaian government allows some form of competition in its internal marketing by
licensing trade. Private Licenced Buying Companies can compete with the largest trader,
which is state-owned. The Cocoa Marketing Company, which is a subsidiary of Cocobod,
then buys up all the cocoa that the traders collected for a yearly fixed price rate.26 This
price is determined by a multi-stakeholder committee. The fixed rate protects farmers
against falling global cocoa prices. The Cocoa Marketing Company is therefore the only
seller of Ghanaian cocoa (Van Huellen & Abubakar, 2021; Bymolt, Laven & Tyszler,
2018). A small amount of this collected cocoa is processed in Ghana. The rest is sold to
international buyers. Ghana’s system also allows the Cocoa Marketing Company to
forward sell to these buyers as a hedge against market volatility. This provides a steady,
predictable source of revenue. Forward selling would not be possible without Ghana’s
reputation for high quality cocoa beans (Laven, 2011).
The state is thus much more present as a chain actor compared to Sierra Leone. As
said before, since liberalization the cocoa chains are led by international buyers and
chocolate manufacturers. This is, however, not the case in Ghana (Laven, 2011;
Kaplinsky, 2004). The cocoa value chain in Ghana is now governed by a system in which
the state coordinates transactions as well as allows for coordination into the value chain
by other (private) chain actors. Laven (2011) names this resulting interaction ‘joint
governance’. This leaves the government of Ghana on a spectrum of being a ‘balancer’ to
the risks involved with free trade and power of lead firms; and as a ‘bottleneck’ to
integration of other chain actors, including NGOs to work towards a more sustainable
cocoa chain. What is certain, though, is that the increased share of export prices for
producers in Ghana has increased due to the governments’ accountability of the sector’s
performance and its pricing mechanism (Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2017).
Next to the potential benefits to the internal cocoa market of Sierra Leone, Ghana’s
system also has implications for the power distribution in the value chain. The
centralized export provides the country with a greater bargaining power in price
negotiations than with several scattered exporters. On top of that, controlling export
allows for stronger cooperation among producer countries. Cocobod has in recent years
The state of Ghana has been able to achieve this status while keeping a strong credit record and a lack of
internal corruption (Williams, 2009).
26 If the price turns out much higher or lower it has in the past been adjusted mid-season.
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banded together with Côte d’Ivoire’s coffee and cocoa board (Conseil du Café-Cocoa –
CCC). These countries together are responsible for almost 60% of global cocoa
production (FAOSTAT, 2018). A recent product of their cooperation is the Living Income
Differential, a $400 per tonne premium on all sales to be paid by the buyer (Aboa & Angel,
2019). Next to that, the aforementioned ISO 34101 was an industry standard that was
crafted with both CCC and Cocobod representatives at the table. However, they were not
content with some of the requirements in the final result which was why they began
drafting their own standard using ISO 34101 as a template. They have thus leveraged
their combined positions as cocoa producing giants to the benefit of their farmer
incomes.
Ghana has shown that demarcating and conditioning, or rather coordinating, the
market interaction of farmers and local traders with various institutions can provide
successful results in producing large quantities of high quality cocoa. While the general
cocoa premium disappeared Ghana has shown that a well-coordinated quality control
can provide a quality premium. Cocobod has provided various institutions and services
to increase the productivity of cocoa farmers. Cocobod has therefore been a strong
facilitator for farmers and traders to upgrade their process and product. All while
providing the farmers with a stable income. The central coordination of export in the
value chain consolidated bargaining power against international buyers. Additionally, its
central coordination has provided an opposing force to the lead firms’ power to influence
the internal market of Ghana (by for instance excluding chain actors). Ghana’s central
coordination has also allowed it to form a West-African cocoa-coalition together with
Côte d’Ivoire. As these countries together produce over half of the worlds’ cocoa, their
coalition has the power to set their own cocoa-production standards and demand a
premium over their export from international buyers. As such they have consolidated
themselves as ‘price-setters’ instead of ‘price-takers’: they have set their own terms of
membership in the cocoa value chain. While the tendency of the last decades has been to
encourage the liberalisation of markets, the case of Ghana’s marketing board raises the
discussion whether strong state marketing boards could be an effective tool in
decreasing poverty among smallholder farmers.
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Discussion
The research question of this thesis is: ‘How can income from cocoa-related activities of
farmers and traders of the cocoa sector in Sierra Leone increase?’. Roughly three steps
were taken to answer this question. First, Sierra Leone’s cocoa market was described and
examined. Second, two theoretical perspectives, that of Trading Up and GVC theory, were
applied to assess the opportunities and problems of farmers and traders to increase their
income. Finally, a comparison was made to Ghana’s successful marketing board in order
to present a means to address these problems. These three steps are discussed below.
First, however, is the goal that these three steps were aiming to achieve: an increase in
income.

Income
This thesis discusses the income of farmers and traders as a means to improve
livelihoods. This was done because a broader examination of various income sources,
such as diversified farming, and the costs of farming or trading did not fall in the scope
of this thesis. However, increasing income does not necessarily mean that livelihoods
improve, because the concept of livelihoods encompasses more dimensions than just
income (Krantz, 2001). A more novel and arguably even more holistic concept, especially
applicable to smallholders, is the concept of Living Income. Living income accounts for
the decent standard of living for all members of the household, so not just the farmer.
This is a complex concept since it involves needing data on every form of income as well
as the costs of food, water, housing, education, health care, transport, clothing, and other
essential needs including provision for unexpected events. Achieving living income
cannot be done with just technical solutions but requires various interventions to change
the distribution of power, value and accountability in the value chain (Fountain & HuetzAdams, 2020).

The characterization of Sierra Leone’s market
The first step of this thesis was to characterize Sierra Leone’s cocoa market. This section
discusses the accuracy of the data collected to describe and examine the cocoa market of
Sierra Leone and suggests areas of further research. Data about Sierra Leone’s cocoa
market was collected through a six-week period of fieldwork and literature research. The
collected data was used to describe the cocoa market of all of Sierra Leone and to provide
the assessment about the income-raising opportunities for its farmers and traders.
However, most of the data for this sample is from fieldwork that was mainly done in
Kenema. While Kenema is the main cocoa hub and a rich source of data regarding cocoa
trade, the sample does not guarantee a generalisable representation of the cocoa market
of all of Sierra Leone. The activities of farmer cooperatives, traders, civil society
organisations, or even government institutions that might have been happening outside
of Kenema were out of the scope of the fieldwork.
In addition, six weeks of fieldwork was a short period of time to draft an accurate
representation of the cocoa market. A longer period of fieldwork would have reinforced
the reliability of the data. In this time, more exporting offices could be visited, more
employees interviewed and more collection trips joined. Furthermore, it would have for
instance allowed for more data collection about farmer-trader interactions and
relationships. More research should be conducted on the relationship between Sierra
Leonese farmers and Lebanese traders, specifically how the reputation of the latter
affects trade. Namely, it is unclear if this reputation significantly influences economic
behaviour or business interaction with Lebanese. Research could focus on whether
trading is reciprocal: do both the Sierra Leonese and the traders have the willingness to
help each other out and do they wish for each other to succeed and grow in business.
Next to that, the fieldwork data shows that insecure land ownership is regarded as an
inhibiting factor to the development of the cocoa sector. Data about land registration is
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often not readily available in Sierra Leone because it is undocumented. Therefore,
further research about land ownership in especially rural Sierra Leone is required in
order to understand the scope and depth of insecure land ownership and how this affects
smallholder cocoa farmers.

Trading Up
The second step was to assess the opportunities of cocoa farmers and traders to increase
income through two perspectives, that of Trading Up and GVC theory. First, some words
of critique about Trading Up’s framework.
First and foremost, Trading Up’s capability to provide an accurate representation
of the income-raising opportunities of cocoa farmers and traders in Sierra Leone is
limited. As this thesis has shown, the focus on local markets is too narrow. In especially
export crops, a development pathway needs to consider the implications of its
framework in the whole value chain. Trading Up’s focus on general ‘African’ agricultural
markets causes it to be oblivious to context in crops as well as in countries. Another
instance that reflects this problem is in the issue of land ownership in Sierra Leone. It is
not discussed in the Trading Up framework how to address the issue of insecure land
ownership, nor is land ownership even mentioned. It might be that Trading Up assumes
land ownership is clear and maybe also formalized, but in rural Sierra Leone that is not
the case. The subject needs to be addressed because it has been identified as an inhibitor
to the long-term development of the cocoa sector. Trading Up also does not address the
possible occurrence of contextual, social problems, in this case the relationship between
Sierra Leonese and the Lebanese, as it seems to assumes reciprocity between the farmers
and traders. The framework does not recognize the possible occurrence of historical
intercultural tensions, explain how that could impede trust and cooperation, nor provide
any recommendations on overcoming it. Thus, while Trading Up presents itself as a
framework for the development of agricultural markets in African countries, it remains
the question whether it can provide an accurate representation of the development
capabilities of Sierra Leone’s cocoa market.
In addition, Trading Up presents some of its development strategies as simple,
while they might be more complicated in practice. One of the essential starting points to
their development framework is the establishment of farmer and trader organisations.
Especially the development of chain relationships between farmers and traders depends
on this. The framework argues that ‘’rather than blaming traders, farmers should get their
act together and organize themselves’’ (KIT & IIRR, 2008, P. 263). The framework gravely
simplifies what is necessary to establish an organisation. First, various competences are
required for establishing a cooperative, as well as determination from participants and
funding. The framework assumes that farmers can either do this themselves or that
anyone who can will provide them with the means to do so. Second, organizing farmers
means imposing a new social structure: one in which some farmers are, democratically
chosen or not, put in ‘higher’ managerial or directorial positions than other farmers,
potentially causing jealousy and distrust among farmers. This shows that the Trading Up
framework is very much based on Western concepts on how and what agricultural
development should entail: economic progress through technical solutions. As an
alternative Boogaard (2019) explored transformative intercultural dialogues as a means
to connect sustainable agricultural development with African philosophy, resulting in a
more equal relation between African and Western philosophies. This might be preferable
over imposing a Western pathway to development.
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GVC theory
The other theoretical perspective applied in this thesis was GVC theory. This section is a
discussion on the implications of market power in the value chain, the perceived
shortcomings of GVC theory and its critical application, and the conceptualisation of
power in this thesis.
First is discussed whether the results from critical GVC theory provide an accurate
explanation of low income-raising opportunities among cocoa producers. The findings
that Gibbon & Ponte (2005) have presented about the cocoa value chain at first glance
seem to collide with other publications. They state that power has concentrated itself at
chocolate manufacturers and international buyers and that they exercise that power.
Gilbert (2006) also finds market concentration in the cocoa value chain but argues that
the low cocoa producer shares are not due to an exercise of monopoly-monopsony
power by the lead firms. Similarly, Oomes et al. (2016) see market concentration but not
an abuse of power. The latter have measured this by examining the profit margins from
lead firms. These were reported to be low, so competition was deemed sufficient. In other
words: they did not have the power to artificially reduce the price lower than the price
that equalizes demand and supply. The difference here is in the explanation how this
power is exercised. Gibbon & Ponte (2005) perceive the exercise of power in a more
subtle, diffuse manner: through standards, and not in the power to directly take a larger
share of money from other players in the cocoa value chain. However, the argument that
a low producer price is caused by the consequences of market concentration and
unequally distributed power is not airtight. An important cause of low producer price
could also be that the global market price of cocoa is simply too low due to a high
production versus low demand of cocoa. The statement is that power in the value chain
is unequally distributed, but the fact remains that profit margins of lead firms are not
disproportionately high. In order to reinforce the argument of Gibbon & Ponte (2005),
data has to be provided that would prove the concrete benefits that lead firms receive
from their position in the value chain.
The collision between Gilbert (2006) and Oomes et al. (2016) on one side and
Gibbon & Ponte (2005) on the other demonstrates the space for different
conceptualisations of power in the value chain, which result in different conclusions. The
difference between the publications can be related to the perspectives on markets by
Bernstein & Oya (2014). The article by Gilbert (2006) and Oomes et al. (2016) would fall
in the category of ‘market-friendly’, as they argue the low price for cocoa farmers is due
to problems in technological issues such as production methods. Moreover, they support
development within the boundaries of a liberalised market. In contrast, the book by
Gibbon & Ponte (2005) would fall in the category of ‘market-challenging’ because it
regards a liberalised market as part of a systemic problem. The book therefore proposes
solutions that would challenge liberal markets, namely intervention by public
authorities.
Second, GVC theory and its critical application have some shortcomings. First,
especially compared to Trading Up, GVC theory does not provide any practical guide for
agricultural producers to improve their business or increase their income. Solutions are
in this case to be found in the capacities of the state. However, if the state is unwilling or
incapable of acting, the farmer is left with no practical means of increasing income. In
contrast, Trading Up delivers a plan that is more tangible and achievable for individual
producers.
In addition, the concept of upgrading in the value chain is limited. It only describes
the possibilities of vertical integration into the value chain. In other words, the concept
only allows producers to follow a predesignated trajectory of development. It does not
provide the opportunity to explore possible involvement in chain management or what
Laven (2011) refers to as ‘inclusive upgrading’.
Lastly, the levelling of power in the cocoa value chain that critical GVC authors would
support could have negative implications. While the final sections in the results make it
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seem so, the outcomes of the levelling of power in the value chain by the cocoa-coalition
are not all positive. Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, as ‘underdogs’ in the value chain, developing
their own standard and counteracting the lead firms’ power seems fair but this has
consequences to the stringency or form of the standard. In this case the draft version of
Ghana and CDI’s collected standard had fewer requirements in child labour than ISO
34101 standard had. This results in a tension. It would benefit chocolate producers and
traders to be able to provide cocoa that is untouched by child labour, but by imposing a
standard that would ensure this producers would probably be forced to spend more on
hiring labour to provide this cocoa. In other words, while it may seem unfair that lead
firms and the collected industry are imposing their standards on producers, the
standards themselves are not inherently unfair.
Finally, the conceptualisation of power in this thesis could be perceived as
outdated. It takes the original ‘driving’ aspect, which holds the possibility of lead firms to
set the production parameters and determine upgrading opportunities, and the diffuse,
normalizing power of standards on the whole chain. Next to this it takes bargaining
power to express the power to set price in the value chain. A more extensive analysis of
power in the value chain was unfortunately not in the scope of this thesis because it was
not possible due to limitations of time and the size of this thesis. The conceptualisation
of power in value chains has been further explained and typified in more recent
publications. The various forms of power in GVCs and the evolution of the concept is
more elaborately explained in Dallas et al. (2019) and for the coffee value chain Grabs &
Ponte (2019).

State marketing boards
The third step taken in this thesis was a comparison with Ghana’s cocoa marketing board.
It was argued that the implementation of a marketing board such as Ghana’s can provide
an effective intervention to increase the income of farmers and traders. This section
describes some of the critiques on agricultural state marketing boards such as Ghana’s,
the problems these would yield for the implementation in Sierra Leone. It also suggests
points of further research.
First, the initial reasons for dismantling marketing boards were because they were
deemed inefficient, large bureaucratic systems that cost a lot of money; farmers were
taxed to pay for an overemployed state organisation. Specifically in Ghana, researchers
have for instance found problems in the equal re-allocation of bonuses and services to
farmers (Laven, 2011). Also, it was found that Ghana’s marketing board still provides
some services that are deemed wasteful and non-beneficial to cocoa producers (Kolavalli
& Vigneri, 2017). While Ghana’s marketing board has nonetheless proven to be
successful and efficient, copy-pasting this format of a state marketing board onto Sierra
Leone might be problematic. It is the context-specific institutions and policies that have
made Ghana’s cocoa system successful (Williams, 2009). Most likely, the form of
marketing board that would fit Sierra Leone best would rely on a mix of state and private
institutions but the optimal design would require further research.
Second, marketing boards were deemed vulnerable to corruption by its officials.
Implementation in Sierra Leone could be problematic because corruption among public
officials in Sierra Leone is perceived to be widespread and increasing (World Bank
Group, 2018). Rooting out corruption was even one of the aspirations of the party that
won in the elections. However, the means to circumvent exploitation do exist. In Ghana
this has been done through transparency measures and reducing the access and
opportunities to bribe or corrupt officials (Williams, 2009). Institutions and measures
such as these should be accounted for in the design of the state marketing board for
Sierra Leone.
The third problem the government of Sierra Leone would have is acquiring the
funds to set up and maintain a marketing board for the time that the cocoa sector
becomes more profitable. Whether and how funding can be arranged needs to be
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researched. One of the reasons past marketing boards were actually dismantled is
because they required loans from the IMF. The opportunities for receiving funds for this
will therefore, among other things, depend on whether the introduction of this system
conflicts with WTO trade agreements.
Finally, the political will and the capacities of the state need to be taken into
account. A systematic change such as the implementation of a state marketing board
requires the support of (especially internal) chain actors. Extensive research should be
done if strong internal regulation is desired and whether the chain actors trust their
government to do this fairly. Also, institutions that keep the marketing board in check to
discourage unfair treatment of internal chain actors should be implemented.
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Conclusion
This thesis has discussed how the income from cocoa-related activities of farmers and
traders of the cocoa sector in Sierra Leone can increase. Especially Sierra Leone’s farmers
are living below poverty thresholds. Cocoa is one of the more lucrative crops grown in
Sierra Leone and therefore deemed an effective means to fight poverty.
On a local scale, it is perceived by local actors as well as mainstream development
practice that raising income in cocoa or any other product market is best realised by
increasing productivity and quality of cocoa. According to KIT & IIRR (2008) this is best
achieved by developing market institutions and farmer-trader relationships. However,
as the results have shown, Sierra Leone has few and weak formal market institutions and
weak, exploitative farmer-trader relationships. Private actors and NGOs have yet to
accomplish a sector-wide change to improve quality and productivity in order to
increase income.
On top of that, the rewards of upgrading and securing a higher income are different
when taking a global value chain perspective. In GVC theory the ability to increase
income for chain actors is measured by their upgrading opportunities. For Sierra Leone,
the rewards of upgrading in their product (accessing specialty markets), in their process
(increasing operational efficiency) or in their functions (gaining more rewarding
positions in the chain) are deemed marginal (Gibbon & Ponte, 2005). It is this
contradiction that the title of this thesis refers to. The title is: ‘Trading Up and trading
down Sierra Leone’s cocoa sector: The income-raising opportunities of Sierra Leone’s
cocoa farmers and traders’. In the obvious manner, this title refers to the books that
describe the two applied theoretical perspectives: Trading Up by KIT & IIRR (2008) and
Trading Down by Gibbon & Ponte (2005). Beyond that, it also showcases the contrast
between these theoretical perspectives. Trading Up is a normative development
framework that proposes strategies that are based and dependent on liberalised markets
with institutional support. One meaning that Gibbon & Ponte (2005) convey with the
term ‘trading down’ is the critique on the effectiveness of exactly these types of
frameworks. Trading down represents the efforts that African smallholder producers
make to ‘trade up’ their business in order to gain a higher income but that in the end will
only yield marginal gains to their income. It is for this reason that academics such as
Gibbon & Ponte (2005) ‘challenge’ the market and call for the intervention of African
governments to safeguard the livelihoods of smallholder farmers. Hence, the comparison
was made to Ghana, another West-African country, which has a successful state
marketing board for its cocoa sector.
Ghana’s marketing board has successfully increased the productivity and
improved the quality of its cocoa through its internal services and market institutions,
earning it a quality premium on the global cocoa market. It has therefore shown itself
capable of providing the grand, coordinated effort that Sierra Leone’s local cocoa market
needs. On top of that, Ghana’s marketing board has consolidated the power of its farmers
in the value chain by concentrating its export and collaborating with other cocoaproducing, all while producing its farmers with a fixed price for cocoa.
In order to increase the income of cocoa farmers and local traders, a marketing
board such as Ghana’s could intervene in both Sierra Leone’s local cocoa market and in
the position of farmers and local traders in the cocoa value chain. In the local market, a
marketing board could provide the services and institutions to improve cocoa quality –
in the short term to overcome its price discount and in the long term to earn a national
premium price – and the productivity of its cocoa sector. In the cocoa value chain, the
control over Sierra Leone’s export would allow a marketing board to negotiate a higher
price for its cocoa. Sierra Leone’s cocoa market and its chain actors could benefit from
the same or variations on Ghana’s design of a marketing board. Starting points for further
research would be to gauge the willingness of internal chain actors and perhaps even
external chain actors for the Sierra Leonese government to commit to a new system. If
there is a willingness, the next step would be to understand what combination of
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institutions and policies would work best in the context of Sierra Leone and how this
should be implemented. The government of Sierra Leone could consult Ghana for this.
Ghana might be inclined to offer support because their cooperation could provide a new
member to the West-African cocoa-coalition.
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Appendix A: Lebanese in Sierra Leone
The Lebanese in Sierra Leone are discussed separately because they take a central role
in the cocoa trade. Presently, they take up various economic roles in Sierra Leone: as
retailers, first buyer, exporter and importer. In the past, they started working in Sierra
Leone as middlemen. Van der Laan (1975) distinguishes different meanings of the word
‘middleman’ in West-Africa. The simplest is a trader who buys from agricultural
producers. The widest is that of an intermediate between various cultural and economic
positions. In the case of the Lebanese in Sierra Leone this is not only as an intermediary
with international actors but also between local tribes. He credits the Lebanese as giving
a valuable contribution to the economic development of Sierra Leone in the 20th century.
The Lebanese are actually ‘interwoven’ with the economic history of Sierra Leone.27 The
current Lebanese communities28 in Sierra Leone (and other West-African countries) are
the product of heavy migration from Lebanon during the second half of the 19th century
(Van der Laan, 1975). They started trading general merchandise and produce like cocoa
around the 1900’s. One of the reasons for the success of Lebanese produce buyers is that
they established themselves in areas with a lot of produce. While these were initially
areas of marginal profit, the ingenuity and entrepreneurship of the Lebanese made it
successful. After that they also included more lucrative resources such as gold and
diamonds. Diamonds in particular brought forth great prosperity for many Lebanese in
the 1950’s. Not only was an increasing number of Lebanese profiting from diamond
trade, the large majority of the profits were spent in Lebanese shops.
The economic success of the Lebanese has come at the price of their political
position though. Van der Laan (1975) argues this was a consequence of fear for the
economic influence of the Lebanese. Lebanese businessmen have often been accused of
unfair practice such bribery and tax evasion. Kaniki (1973) states that this could also
mean that the rules of the game were lax and the Lebanese knew very well how to
manoeuvre within these rules. Economically, the Lebanese were members of the
community but morally, they were not. They were therefore considered outsiders. One
of the earliest cases of animosity against Lebanese was in 1919. In that year there were
riots directed against the Lebanese and their businesses. The Lebanese were blamed for
the rice shortage in Sierra Leone. After this occurrence the Sierra Leonean government
ruled that the Lebanese could count on its protection on the condition that the Lebanese
obeyed Sierra Leonean law (Kaniki, 1973). Groups of Sierra Leonean citizens, however,
held on to their bitter attitudes towards the Lebanese (Van der Laan, 1975). Another
reason the Lebanese might view themselves as outsiders in Sierra Leone is because they
have in the past been barred from entering politics. Some groups even lost their Sierra
Leonean citizenship. Therefore, Van der Laan (1975) viewed the future of the Lebanese
in Sierra Leone mainly as a political question: whether the Sierra Leonese government
would put further restrictions on Lebanese groups.
It could be argued that considering the Lebanese as an outsider group has
prevented their acceptation or integration into Sierra Leone’s society. This could in turn
have reinforced the preference of Lebanese to spend money within Lebanese
communities. Couple this with the very lucrative trade in diamonds and gold and one
could argue that the Sierra Leonese government has indirectly amplified the relative
wealth and economic power of the Lebanese in Sierra Leone.

Between generations of Lebanese produce traders in Sierra Leone exists a strong tradition of
succession, consequently founding ‘commercial dynasties’ (Van der Laan, 1975).
28 To state that the Lebanese in Sierra Leone are a homogeneous group is an oversimplification. From his
data from the 1970’s Van der Laan (1975) distinguished at least five groups varying in religion and place
of descent in Lebanon.
27
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For more recent research about the ‘’Lebanese question’’ and the political
belonging of Lebanese in Sierra Leone check Malki (2017).
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