
September 2023

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY LAB

“THERE WILL BE NO
MORE COCOA

HERE”
HOW

COMPANIES ARE
EXTRACTING

THE WEST
AFRICAN COCOA

SECTOR TO
DEATH



Written by Allie Brudney and Reynolds Taylor.

Designed by Reynolds Taylor.

Many thanks to the nine communities we spoke with, as well as to our

wonderful interpreters and partners, including Komenan Kouasi, Jean-Claude

Anzi, Elvis Opong-Mensah, and Obed Erzuah. We are grateful to our partners

for all the time, effort, and energy they took to work with us. It is only due to

their assistance that we had the chance to visit, speak with, and learn from

cocoa-growing communities.

Suggested citation: A.Brudney and R. Taylor, “There will be no more cocoa

here”: How Companies Are Extracting the West African Cocoa Sector to

Death, Corporate Accountability Lab (September 2023).

Cover photo: Women cocoa farmers in a cocoa-growing village in Ghana,

answering questions posed by CAL staff (September 2022) 

©2023 Corporate Accountability Lab. All rights reserved. All content

contained herein is subject to the terms and conditions of Corporate

Accountability Lab’s copyright license. Read more at

corpaccountabilitylab.org/cal-copyright-license.



 Côte d’Ivoire ............................................................................................................................ 11

 Ghana ......................................................................................................................................... 13

 The Price of Cocoa ................................................................................................................. 16

 The Living Income Differential ........................................................................................... 21

 Women in Cocoa-Growing Communities ....................................................................... 23

 Children and Child Labor in Cocoa-Growing Communities ....................................... 26

 Hired Workers on Cocoa Farms ........................................................................................ 28

 Tree Disease: Swollen Shoot ............................................................................................. 30

 Gold Mining (Galamsey) ....................................................................................................... 33

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ............................................................................................................................ 1

RECOMMENDATIONS ............................................................................................................................... 4

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................................................... 6

METHODOLOGY .......................................................................................................................................... 8

THE COCOA SUPPLY CHAIN IN CÔTE D’IVOIRE AND GHANA: 

AN EXTRACTIVE MODEL ....................................................................................................................... 10

a.

b.

FARMER POVERTY: 

HOW COMPANIES EXPLOIT IMPOVERISHED FARMERS FOR PROFIT ..................................... 16

a.

b.

INVISIBLE STAKEHOLDERS: 

WOMEN, CHILDREN, AND HIRED WORKERS .................................................................................. 23

a.

b.

c.

THREATS TO THE SURVIVAL OF COCOA FARMS: 

TREE DISEASE AND GOLD MINING .................................................................................................... 30

a.

b.

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................................... 35

TABLE OF CONTENTS



For decades, cocoa and chocolate companies have plundered the wealth of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana.

These companies extract as much value as possible from the approximately 3 million metric tons of

cocoa beans painstakingly harvested each year by small-holder farmers across these two countries. In

2022, chocolate companies brought in $206 billion in revenue, and the industry is projected to

generate as much as $263 billion in revenue by 2030. And yet, cocoa farmers often earn far less than

the World Bank’s poverty threshold: $2.15 per day in 2022. 

The prices companies pay for cocoa are so low that farmers often cannot hire adult workers and

instead must rely on their children or, in some cases, trafficked children, for help doing the work that

cocoa cultivation requires. This failure by companies to pay a fair price for cocoa contributes directly to

the human rights and environmental harms that characterize the West African cocoa sector – and

despite promises by many of the largest chocolate companies over two decades ago to clean up the

sector, little has changed. Cocoa farmers still earn far below a living income, hazardous child labor

remains common, and child trafficking still exists despite efforts by West African governments to

combat it. 

Cocoa farming communities in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana face threats from all directions: companies pay

exceedingly low prices for cocoa and navigate around price regulations; diseases decimate cocoa

trees, making it even harder to live off cocoa farming alone; and illegal gold mining continues to take

over and seep toxic chemicals into the land that cocoa farmers depend on. 

In September 2022, Corporate Accountability Lab (CAL) visited nine cocoa-growing villages across

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana – the two West African nations that collectively produce two-thirds of the

world’s cocoa. CAL staff spoke with tribal leaders, cocoa farmers and their families, hired workers, and

village members who were either directly or indirectly dependent on the cocoa sector for survival. In

each village visited, farmers and workers spoke about the unsustainably low prices companies pay for

cocoa and companies’ failure to pay the Living Income Differential (LID), a government-mandated price

increase designed to ensure farmers received a higher price for the cocoa they sold. Details about the

challenges and hazards of relying on cocoa for a living varied between countries and villages, but there

was remarkable consensus – among more than 300 farmers – that a fair price for cocoa is at least

triple the current price. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

THERE WAS REMARKABLE CONSENSUS...

THAT A FAIR PRICE FOR COCOA IS AT

LEAST TRIPLE THE CURRENT PRICE.
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Cocoa farmers and their families requested that their stories about the reality of cocoa farming be

brought to the broader public: the poverty, the hard work, the difficulty paying for children’s schooling

and hiring workers, the corruption within the supply chain, and the dire impact of tree-decimating

diseases. In many villages, CAL staff also spoke with smaller groups of women who were eager to talk

about their lives – especially details that were missing from the broader conversations in which men

typically dominated. This report tells these stories, which centered on the following topics:

FARMER POVERTY: HOW COMPANIES
EXPLOIT IMPOVERISHED FARMERS FOR
PROFIT

The farmgate price, set by the governments of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, is the lowest legal price

companies can pay for cocoa. This price floor remains far too low. Despite decades of discussion and

handwringing about the issues facing the cocoa sector, little has changed. Farmers continue to earn

poverty income, often below the World Bank’s poverty line. As a result, farmers struggle to pay hired

workers and often rely on their own children – and in some cases, on trafficked children – to harvest the

cocoa needed to survive. In 2022, farmers across Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana reported that they required

about a three-fold increase in price to earn a living income.

INVISIBLE STAKEHOLDERS: WOMEN,
CHILDREN, AND HIRED WORKERS

Although cocoa farmers are generally portrayed as men, women and girls work on cocoa farms and do

much of the same work as men – planting, weeding, cutting pods from the trees and opening them with

machetes, and drying and fermenting beans. But as one woman we spoke with explained, “as a woman,”

she not only does the same hard work as the men during the day but then comes home to do more work

while the men rest. As is true across the globe, women engage in income-producing activities and are

also primarily responsible for unpaid care work including child rearing, cooking, and cleaning, which make

the income-producing activities possible. 

Children also carry out significant work on cocoa farms in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. Child labor, including

hazardous child labor, is a direct result of the poverty prices companies pay cocoa farmers for their

cocoa. One farmer CAL staff spoke with said this explicitly, explaining that their children would be at

school if they had more money. The prevalence of hazardous child labor is visible, with young children –

including eleven- and twelve-year-olds – walking on the roads in the mornings, swinging machetes.

These children are conspicuous, as they are not dressed in their school uniforms (common in both

countries), as many of their peers are, despite an impressive increase in school attendance over the

past decade. 
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Hired workers are some of the most invisible members of the cocoa supply chain. Most analysis of

human rights abuses in the West African cocoa sector focuses on adult farmers and child laborers.

Little research has been done on hired workers, including who they are, from where they travel, and how

much they earn. What is clear, however, is that these individuals are often among the most vulnerable

workers – relying on payments from farmers who themselves earn very little. From conversations with

farmers in both Ivorian and Ghanaian villages, hired workers seem to earn just over $1 a day.

THREATS TO THE SURVIVIAL OF COCOA
FARMS: TREE DISEASE AND GOLD
MINING

Farmers and communities reported that both swollen shoot disease and gold mining presented

existential threats to cocoa-growing. Swollen shoot disease – spread by invisible mealybugs – has been

harming cocoa trees for decades but has hit western parts of Côte d’Ivoire harder in the past decade.

Across both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, farmers see their cocoa trees decimated. 

Illegal gold mining, known as galamsey in Ghana, is also harming and destroying cocoa farms. Gold minis

a growing threat to cocoa farms in Ghana, although less so – for now – in Côte d’Ivoire. Both the Ghana

Cocoa Board, known as COCOBOD, and the General Agricultural Workers’ Union (GAWU) have stated

that galamsey is the largest threat to cocoa farming. Farmers, especially in Ghana, said that they are

worried they will lose their land to galamsey.

Cocoa farmers face a litany of challenges and

threats to their livelihoods. While they are paying

the price – literally, by being underpaid – and bearing

the risk of a bad harvest or impacts from swollen

shoot disease or nearby gold mines, cocoa and

chocolate companies continue to earn record

profits. It is time – far past time – for this to

change. Companies must pay farmers a fair living

income, compensating them for the hard work that

they do. As it is, cocoa and chocolate companies

rake in profits that do not represent the industry’s

true costs of production. Farmers perform the labor

that makes the main ingredient in chocolate and

are owed a proportionate share of the billions of

dollars in revenue companies earn from this labor.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

FOR COMPANIES:

Companies must pay a living income to

cocoa farmers. Companies must

immediately pay the full Living Income

Differential (LID) and the Ivorian and

Ghanaian country premiums. Companies

must also go beyond the government-

mandated price floor to ensure farmers are

paid an actual living income – suggested by

farmers in September 2022 to be triple the

current rate – and that this full amount

reaches farmers. At a minimum, farmers

must be paid $3,166 per metric ton in Côte

d’Ivoire and $3,116 per metric ton in Ghana.

These prices are aligned with recent

calculations of a living income in each

country and come close to triple the rate

farmers reported receiving in 2022.

Companies must establish long-term

contracts at fixed prices with cocoa

farmers. Farmers bear the burden of

market volatility, whether driven by

commodity prices or by changes in

demand. This generates economic

precarity and indebtedness, which both

contribute to creating conditions of

forced labor. Long-term contracts

distribute risk to supply chain actors who

are better situated to absorb it, resulting

in greater stability across the supply

chain.

Companies must provide full and public

transparency and traceability down to the

farm level in every country from which

they source. Companies must publicly

release information about cooperatives,

pisteurs, and farms from which they source,

including in their indirect supply chains. If

companies do not currently have this

information, they must take immediate steps

to trace their supply chains down to the farm

level and make this information publicly

available. This is especially important to

ensure that companies are not buying cocoa

produced in deforested regions of Côte

d’Ivoire and Ghana.
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FOR THE IVORIAN AND GHANAIAN GOVERNMENTS:

The Ivorian and Ghanaian governments

must require companies to pay the

Living Income Differential (LID) and the

country premiums. As producers of two-

thirds of the world’s cocoa, Côte d’Ivoire

and Ghana must continue to leverage their

market power in the cocoa industry to

push companies to pay the LID, the country

premium, and to move towards paying a

living income. The Ivorian and Ghanaian

governments must also work with the

Nigerian and Cameroonian governments to

ensure that companies pay a fair price to

all cocoa producers in West Africa.

The Ivorian and Ghanaian governments

must better regulate companies

sourcing cocoa from their countries.

This includes ensuring that the cocoa

that companies buy is not from

deforested areas and that farmers are

paid the farmgate price – as a bare

minimum – for their cocoa. Because rates

of deforestation and the price of cocoa

are closely linked, improvement in the

lives of farmers and the health of Ivorian

and Ghanaian forests will require

simultaneous regulation of both the price

companies pay for cocoa and the land

from which the cocoa is sourced. 
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Soon, “there will be no more cocoa here.” Throughout Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, village after village 
expressed this sentiment. Cocoa farmers claimed to be teetering on the edge for a host of reasons: the 
low prices paid by companies, the disease destroying their trees, the infringement of illegal gold mining 
on or near their land, and the flight of young people away from villages and into urban areas. In Côte 
d’Ivoire, farmers were alarmed by the devastation wrought by swollen shoot disease, with at least one 
farmer reporting that he lost his entire farm to the disease in a single season – and several others 
claiming to have lost a third of their farmland over the last ten years. In Ghana, farmers also reported 
losing up to 60 percent of their land to the disease, but more urgently expressed anxiety about illegal 
gold mining (known as galamsey) – even in villages where it had not yet appeared – and bemoaned the 
fact that their children had begun to seek opportunities in the cities rather than become farmers. 
Whatever the cause, farmers in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana feared that cocoa farms would soon disappear.

For decades, cocoa and chocolate companies have plundered the wealth of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, 
extracting as much value as possible from the cocoa painstakingly harvested on small farms across 
West Africa. The price paid for cocoa has remained low, even as cocoa and chocolate companies earn 
larger and larger profits. The global chocolate industry is expected to reach an annual value of $263 
billion by the end of the decade,1 yet cocoa farmers often earn under the World Bank’s poverty 
threshold of just $2.15 per day.2 Companies’ failure to pay a fair price for cocoa – a price that is both a 
living wage and a more accurate reflection of the true cost of production – is a primary cause of the 
poverty and human rights issues that characterize the sector, including hazardous child labor, child 
trafficking, and deforestation. While an increased price paid for cocoa will not immediately eliminate 
these issues, it is an essential step toward creating a truly sustainable – for farmers and the planet –

chocolate industry. Companies are fond of issuing platitudes about improving supply chain conditions, 
but little progress can be made without first ensuring a fair price for farmers.

According to the more than 300 cocoa farmers CAL staff spoke with in September 2022, the 2022/23 
farmgate price for cocoa must triple or nearly triple for it to become a living wage,3 to 2,000 CFA per 
kilogram ($3.60 per kilogram)4 in Côte d’Ivoire and to 31.25 cedi per kilogram ($2.99 per kilogram), or 
2,000 cedi per 64 kilogram bag ($191.39 per 64 kilogram bag) in Ghana.5 But even this increased price 

does not take into account higher payment needed to compensate hired workers, who are often some 

of the most vulnerable – and invisible – stakeholders in the sector. According to interviews, hired 
workers in Côte d’Ivoire typically earn between 200,000 and 300,000 CFA per year ($298-$448 per 
year6), or between $0.89 and $1.34 per day (which is between 41 and 62 percent of the World bank’s 
poverty threshold of $2.15 per day).7 For farmers to be able to hire workers and pay them a living 
income, the price of cocoa would have to increase even more.

INTRODUCTION
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This report discusses CAL’s findings from interviews carried out in nine villages across Côte d’Ivoire and 
Ghana in September 2022. It begins with a brief explanation of the methodology, and then describes 
the cocoa supply chains in each country. It next describes the reality of farmer poverty in both 
countries and the nexus between the low prices companies pay for cocoa and the multitude of human 
rights abuses in the sector.8 This is followed by a discussion of the role of “invisible” stakeholders: 
namely, women, children, and hired workers. The report ends by highlighting various existential threats 
to cocoa farmers (beyond low prices), including tree disease and illegal gold mining.
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METHODOLOGY
This report is primarily based on information collected during CAL visits to cocoa-growing communities 
in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana in 2022. It is supplemented by desk research. 

In September 2022, CAL staff visited nine cocoa-growing villages in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana and spoke 
with more than 70 farmers across four villages in the Soubré region of Côte d’Ivoire, and with more than 
230 farmers across five villages near Sefwi Wiawso in Ghana. These men and women, who were often 
accompanied by their children, collectively represent the nearly 10,000 cocoa farmers and their family 
members living in these villages. Both the Soubré region and the area near Sefwi Wiawso are major 
cocoa-growing regions, emblematic of the cocoa sector in these two countries.9 CAL was introduced to 

these villages by partner organizations and individuals with long-standing relationships with the 
villages. CAL had also previously visited a number of these villages.

In many villages, CAL staff also spoke with smaller groups of women who discussed details about life 
left out of the broader conversations in which men dominated. Again and again, cocoa farmers and their 
families requested that CAL relay the reality of cocoa farming: the poverty, the hard work, the difficulty 
paying for children’s schooling and hiring workers, the corruption within the supply chain, and the dire 
impact of cocoa tree-decimating diseases. The findings in this report are not statistically 
representative, but instead rely on the stories that cocoa farmers relayed to CAL.

Cocoa farmers during a meeting with
CAL in Côte d’Ivoire (September 2022)

Cocoa farmers during a meeting in the
village school with CAL in Côte d’Ivoire

(September 2022)
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FOR DECADES, COCOA AND

CHOCOLATE COMPANIES HAVE

PLUNDERED THE WEALTH OF

CÔTE D’IVOIRE AND GHANA,

EXTRACTING AS MUCH VALUE

AS POSSIBLE FROM THE COCOA

PAINSTAKINGLY HARVESTED

ON SMALL FARMS.
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THE COCOA SUPPLY
CHAIN IN CÔTE D’IVOIRE
AND GHANA: AN
EXTRACTIVE MODEL

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana are the two largest cocoa-growing countries in the world, together producing 
almost two-thirds of the world’s cocoa.10 Côte d’Ivoire is by far the largest producer, producing about 
40 percent of the world’s cocoa alone; Ghana, in contrast, produces roughly 20 percent.11 These two 
countries dominate the market for cocoa used to produce bulk chocolate, which is the chocolate used 
in most chocolate products, including chocolate bars, chocolate chips, cookies, and ice cream.

Much of the cocoa supply chain process is similar in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. Both countries have 
government oversight “boards” responsible for regulating the industry – Le Conseil du Café Cacao 
(CCC) in Côte d’Ivoire and the Ghana Cocoa Board, known as COCOBOD, in Ghana.12 These cocoa boards 

set the farmgate price each year, meaning the lowest legal price any buyer can pay for cocoa from a 

farmer, and they license both cooperatives and export companies.13 While companies often claim that 

the farmgate is the price they “must” pay, this is untrue – the farmgate price is a floor, not a cap; 

companies can pay higher prices if they choose. A few companies do pay a higher price, often through 

premiums or other mechanisms such as certification schemes.14 However, even these higher prices 

mostly fail to provide farmers with a living income.

The harvest process is the same in both countries: farmers and workers cut cocoa pods from trees and 
cut the pods open with machetes; they then remove the beans from the pods and dry and ferment 
them. It is at this point, when farmers begin to sell their beans, that the supply chain models diverge.

10

WHILE COMPANIES OFTEN CLAIM THAT THE FARMGATE

IS THE PRICE THEY “MUST” PAY, THIS IS UNTRUE – THE

FARMGATE PRICE IS A FLOOR, NOT A CAP; COMPANIES

CAN PAY HIGHER PRICES IF THEY CHOOSE.



Additionally, farmers reported to CAL that cooperatives sometimes run out of money part way through

a selling season and begin offering to pay a lower amount than the farmgate price; this likely happens

after cooperatives have purchased from farmers and sold to exporters the specified amount of cocoa,

and thus have little cash on hand, but are hoping that demand is higher than the previously contracted 

CÔTE D’IVOIRE
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FARMER

PISTEUR

COOPERATIVE

MIDDLEMEN

EXPORTER

IMPORTERPROCESSORBRANDRETAILER

In Côte d’Ivoire, there are two main ways for a farmer to sell cocoa: to cooperatives or to pisteurs. The 
term “cooperative” connotes a form of democratic farmer organization, but in reality, many 
cooperatives are merely buying agents established by companies.15 Each selling season, cooperatives 

typically enter into contracts with exporter companies – such as Cargill, Inc. (“Cargill”), Olam Group 

(“Olam”), Sucden Cocoa (”Sucden”), Ecom Cocoa (“Ecom”), or Barry Callebaut Group (“Barry Callebaut”) 

– for a specific amount of cocoa. Then throughout the season, cooperatives generally send trucks to 

villages to buy and collect cocoa from farmers, which is then sold to the exporter companies. 
Cooperatives often pay farmers a month or so after they sold their beans to the cooperative. 

CÔTE D’IVOIRE COCOA SUPPLY CHAIN



Cocoa farmers in Ghana with the beans they are drying (September 2022)
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amount. When this happens, farmers – who generally lack the ability to reach other buyers – are often 
forced to sell at this lower price point.

Farmers’ other option is to sell to middlemen, called pisteurs, who traverse the bad roads that often 
lead to villages and offer an alternative to cooperatives, but who also generally pay below the farmgate 
price. Farmers choose to sell to pisteurs for a variety of reasons: they live in remote villages too far 
from cooperatives, they do not trust the local cooperatives, or the cooperative has run out of money to 
buy cocoa. While buying cocoa priced below the farmgate price is illegal, it happens regularly. Farmers 
who buy from pisteurs reported receiving around 700 CFA ($1.15) per kilogram, although some earned 
only 500 CFA ($0.75) per kilogram.16 Farmers reported that between 60 and 100 percent of their 
income comes from cocoa,17 and they thus rely on selling their cocoa beans to earn what they can –

even when the earnings are far below what they are legally entitled to.18

Cocoa, whether bought by cooperatives or by pisteurs, makes its way to the ports of San Pedro and 
Abidjan and is exported from there to be manufactured into chocolate and chocolate products, often in 
Europe or the United States.



GHANA
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LBC

COCOBOD

EXPORTER

IMPORTERPROCESSORBRANDRETAILER

In Ghana, COCOBOD regulates the cocoa industry and dictates which companies can buy cocoa. 
COCOBOD “licenses” Licensed Buying Companies (LBCs) each year to buy cocoa directly from farmers, 
so farmers sell directly to LBCs instead of to pisteurs or cooperatives. These LBCs usually hire 
representatives in villages – referred to as LBC representatives – who compete to buy cocoa from 
farmers in their villages. Companies incentivize farmers to sell cocoa to their LBC representatives by 
promising them additional income (typically referred to as “premiums”) or other gifts, including t-shirts, 
pesticide sprayers, or flashlights. 

In Ghana, farmers generally reported being paid the farmgate price and being paid by the LBC 
representatives quickly, either at the time of sale or, in a few cases, within about a week. However, 
farmers in some villages also alleged that LBC representatives cheat farmers out of money by 
adjusting scales used to weigh bags of cocoa so that the scales register – and the farmers are paid for 
– a lower weight than they should be. This has long been an allegation leveled at companies and at 
COCOBOD.19 In fact, in 2021, COCOBOD bought 40,000 electronic scales in an attempt to address this 

problem.20 Nevertheless, it appears that the problem persists in at least some villages.

GHANA COCOA SUPPLY CHAIN



LBC representatives also often provide loans to farmers in the community, in exchange for a promise 
by the farmers receiving the loan to sell their cocoa to the LBC representative once it has been 
harvested, dried, and fermented. These loans – which generally are repaid without interest and are 
often used by farmers to purchase inputs necessary for a successful harvest, like fertilizer – act as a 
strong motivator to sell cocoa to a specific LBC representative, even when that representative is 
known to adjust scales or when the premium is lower than that paid by others.21 

LBCs reward LBC representatives for buying large amounts of cocoa with bonuses or commissions –

usually 10 or 15 cedis per bag of cocoa ($0.96-$1.44)22 – based on the amount of cocoa purchased. In 

contrast to most companies, Cargill eschews LBC representatives and instead travels to each village 
with a truck to buy cocoa once per season directly from individual cocoa farms.23 Cargill seems to pay 

the highest premium to farmers (although the price is still far below a fair or living wage) – perhaps a 

result of skipping the intermediary. This model appears to work well for Cargill – at least two LBC 
representatives said that Cargill buys the most cocoa in their village or that Cargill has recently

“become more powerful.”

Once an LBC has bought the cocoa from a farmer, it still must be transported to the port and shipped. 
The cocoa sector in Ghana is only partially liberalized and remains tightly controlled by COCOBOD. 
Through its subsidiary, the Cocoa Marketing Company, COCOBOD is the sole buyer and seller of cocoa 
for export in Ghana.24 LBCs must sell their cocoa to the Cocoa Marketing Company, which then sells the 

cocoa to exporters,25 who are primarily large cocoa traders like Olam, Cargill, and Barry Callebaut.26 
These companies export the raw cocoa, primarily to Europe and the United States.

LBC representatives are generally cocoa farmers themselves and members of 
the village where they work. Several representatives said that this dynamic 
sometimes caused tension between village members, with one representative 
explaining that there was “massive competition” between representatives 
living in the same village to convince farmers to sell cocoa to them.27 In 
Ahokwa, a relatively large cocoa-growing village near the town of Sefwi Wiawso, 
we witnessed a heated argument between a company representative and other 
farmers about scale adjustment. 

LBC representatives often try to gain sellers by offering no-interest loans, 
paying premiums, providing gifts, or by capitalizing on close social ties. In 
Sohenso, a small cocoa-growing village of about 900 people in the Sefwi 
Wiawso region of Ghana, an LBC representative described to CAL the social 
fallout he had experienced after the Produce Buying Company (PBC), the 
government-owned corporation for which he works, failed to provide him with 
the money to pay premiums he had promised to fellow farmers and neighbors. 
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COCOBOD’s tight control of the Ghanaian cocoa sector means that it is more regulated than the Ivorian 
cocoa sector. This is perhaps why cocoa farmers in Ghana are almost always paid the farmgate price 
and paid on time – in contrast to Ivorian farmers. COCOBOD is a much more active player in cocoa 
farmers’ lives than the CCC in Côte d’Ivoire. Yet COCOBOD is also known to be a corrupt institution that 
often fails to provide farmers with promised inputs and assistance, and instead uses cocoa revenue to 
“reward political support, mobilize political power, and fund political parties.”28 This means that, while 
COCOBOD’s regulation of the sector might in theory introduce consistency into cocoa farmers’ lives, in 
practice it is unclear the extent to which this extra stability is achieved. 

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana have different processes for buying and selling cocoa at the farm level, but by 
the time the cocoa is exported it is under the control of the same companies: Cargill, Olam, Barry 
Callebaut, Sucden, Ecom, and others.29 These exporting companies hold tremendous market power. By 

paying exceedingly low prices to middlemen, including cooperatives, the exporters – often multinational 

companies – cause the impoverished conditions under which farmers and their families live. The cocoa 

purchased by these companies is, in turn, transformed into chocolate and sold by Nestlé S.A. (Nestlé), 

Mars, Inc. (Mars), Mondelez International, Inc. (Mondelez), Ferrero Group (Ferrero), Lindt & Sprüngli Group 

(Lindt), Godiva Chocolatier (Godiva), Ritter Sport, and many other household brands; these brands also 

wield considerable market power and profit from the low prices paid to farmers.

Cocoa pods on a cocoa tree (September 2022)
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Cocoa farmers rely on the cocoa sector for the majority of their income, yet the farmgate price for 
cocoa is far too low for farmers to earn even close to a living income. In 2020 the farmgate price rose 
to historic or near-historic highs in both Côte d’Ivoire, where it reached 1,000 CFA per kilogram ($1.80 
per kilogram),30 and in Ghana, where it reached 10.56 cedis per kilogram ($1.01 per kilogram)31 –but 

soon decreased and has since hovered around 800-900 CFA per kilogram ($1.20-1.34)32 and 12.8 

cedis per kilogram (12,800 cedis, or $1,224.88, per metric ton or $1.23 per kilogram),33 respectively. 

Despite the absolute price increasing in Ghana,34 rampant inflation over the last several years caused a 

decrease in buying power for farmers. Due to inflation in Ghana – which reached 54.1 percent in 

December 2022, the highest rate in more than two decades35 – the value given farmers per metric ton 

actually dropped substantially from the end of 2021 to the end of 2022.36 

As of September 2022, farmers in Côte d’Ivoire were earning between 38 and 42 percent of a living 
income and in Ghana roughly 40 percent of a living income, calculated as $3.17 and $3.12 per kilogram 
(or $3,166 and $3,116 per metric ton) respectively.37 Farmers know that they are being paid an 

FARMER POVERTY: HOW
COMPANIES EXPLOIT
IMPOVERISHED
FARMERS FOR PROFIT 

THE PRICE OF COCOA
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A LIVING INCOME.



unfairly low price for cocoa. Across nine villages, farmers said that the price of cocoa needed to triple or 
nearly triple from the 2022 farmgate price – to 2,000 CFA per kilogram ($3.60 per kilogram) in Côte 
d’Ivoire and to 31.25 cedi per kilogram ($2.99 per kilogram), or 2,000 cedi per 64 kilogram bag ($191.39 
per 64 kilogram bag) in Ghana38 – for them to be able to pay for food, school and school supplies for 
their children, clothing, repairs to homes, necessary inputs for cocoa farming, and medical emergencies. 
But even with this increased price, farmers would still face numerous challenges to continue producing 
cocoa: the dirt roads that become impassable during the rainy season; the lack of access to medical 
care; the long distances children must travel to reach schools; the difficulty accessing clean water; and 
the lack of electricity, to name a few. 

Multinational cocoa and chocolate companies – processors and brands – make an 
extraordinary amount of money, and they regularly choose to spend far more than the cost 
of paying a living income to farmers on expenses with far less human significance. In 2023, 
Mars purchased a 30-second Super Bowl ad for $7 million.39 In 2022, Ferrero spent $214 
million on a new Kinder Bueno production facility in Illinois.40 In 2022, Cargill’s revenue grew 

by 23 percent and its profit of $6.68 billion – which belongs to just 150 members of two 

billionaire families – broke records.41 Rather than re-invest this windfall in farmers, Cargill 

completed a $21 million “House of Chocolate” in Belgium.42

In 2022, Nestlé spent $19.2 billion on marketing and administration, over $1.3 billion on new 
facilities and factories, and more than $12 billion repurchasing 92 million of its shares to 
increase shareholder dividends in the first half of 2023 by five percent.43 During this same 

period, Nestlé’s revenue increased by 8.4 percent to more than $108 billion.44 Yet, the 

approximately $787 million – 0.72 percent of earnings – it would have cost Nestlé to pay a 

living income for the 430,000 metric tons of cocoa it purchased from Ivorian and Ghanaian 
farmers proved too much for the company to spend.45 

It would have cost companies roughly $4.96 billion to pay all cocoa farmers in Côte  

d’Ivoire and Ghana a living income in 2022.46 This is hardly an insurmountable  

amount of money, representing less than 1.5 percent of Nestlé, Mars, Ferrero, and  

Cargill revenues from 2022.47

Long-term contracts, combined with a living income – adjusted for inflation – could help farmers to 
weather the many changes and risks they face. The COVID-19 pandemic presented a stark reminder of 
how much – and how disproportionately – farmers suffer when they bear the risk of a bad market. Unlike 
multinational cocoa and chocolate companies, which typically have some buffer and the market power 
to withstand and distribute the impact of negative shocks, cocoa farmers are often barely scraping by. 
This was clear during the COVID-19 pandemic, when chocolate companies made record profits, but 
cocoa farmers struggled to make ends meet.48 To farmers, a bad market can be catastrophic – a 
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“Triple the current rate” should be understood 
in relation to a living income. CAL staff were 
told by farmers that triple the current price 

would allow them to save and to purchase 

the necessities required to live and thrive, 
in accordance with the leading definitions of a 
living income. In September 2022, triple the 
current price was approximately $3,600 per 
metric ton in Côte d’Ivoire and $2,990 per 
metric ton in Ghana. The prices in the two 
countries were especially far apart in fall 2022 
due to rapid inflation in Ghana.

These prices are slightly more and slightly 
less, respectively, than recent calculations of 
a living income, at least in part due to recent 
periods of rapid inflation. In its 2020 Cocoa 
Barometer, the Voice Network pegged a living 
income at $3,166 per metric ton in Côte 
d’Ivoire and $3,116 per metric ton in Ghana.49 

At these prices, farmers would receive just 

over $3.00 per kilogram of cocoa, which would 

bring cocoa-growing households substantially 

closer, or all the way, to earning a living 

income.50

threat to survival. Fixed contracts, while insufficient on their own to combat poverty, would provide

farmers with important security. With the knowledge that a buyer exists for their cocoa even in tough

times, farmers could plan for their and their families’ futures – making the sector more sustainable in

the long run.

A road, rendered impassable by rain and erosion, leading
out of a village in Côte d’Ivoire (September 2022)
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Cocoa farmers have always been impoverished, but inflation, especially in Ghana, has made a bad 
situation worse.51 In October 2022 the inflation rate in Ghana hit 40 percent52 and by December 2022 

it had risen to just over 54 percent, the highest in 21 years.53 The price of cocoa has not kept pace, 

making it especially difficult for cocoa farmers to buy inputs like fertilizers or pay for the gas necessary 

for operating some pesticide sprayers, let alone motorbikes and other vital forms of transportation. By 

late 2022, gas prices were up 79 percent, while fuel prices were up 63 percent and food prices had 

increased nearly 48 percent year over year.54 The cedi lost about 40 percent of its value against the US 

dollar in November 2022, just a month into the main cocoa-growing season.55 Such inflation has hit all 

Ghanaians hard, but cocoa farmers have no buffer or safety net to fall back on.

At the same time, the cost of household items has also increased with inflation, meaning that cocoa 
farmers’ incomes provide them with less buying power. According to a 2023 report by Oxfam, key 
household expenditures increased by at least 50 percent between the growing season in 2019/20 and 
2021/22.56 The increase in the costs of education and transportation were especially drastic, with 
cocoa farmers reporting a 60 percent increase in costs for education and a 103.6 percent increase in 
costs for transportation.57

An Ivorian cocoa-growing village (September 2022)
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WHAT IS A LIVING 
INCOME?

Living Income is the net annual income 
required for a household in a particular 
place to afford a decent standard of 
living for all members of that 
household. Elements of a decent 
standard of living include: food, water, 
housing, education, healthcare, 
transport, clothing, and other 
essential needs including provision for 
unexpected events.”61

While a higher price for cocoa is 
necessary for farmers and their 
families to reliably procure food, 
water, clothes, safe housing, and 
school for their children, it is also 
necessary that farmers be able to 
withstand micro and macro shocks –

such as the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
impacted the global chocolate 
industry. This type of security cannot 
be accomplished without a living 
income. 

Living income is a baseline – the 
minimum sufficient amount, not the 
ultimate goal for a just supply chain in 
which workers and communities 
thrive. Living income calculations do 
not account for things like money for 
savings or retirement, time away from 
work for illness, parental leave, or 
bereavement, or investment in 
personal, family, or community 
development.

A rubber farm in Côte d’Ivoire
(September 2022)

Although cocoa is the primary income-earning crop 
for most farmers, families often supplement their 
low income from cocoa by growing food such as 
cassava, maize, and plantains for their own 
consumption. Some women sell cassava for extra 
income, especially if they can process it into attieke 
(a traditional side dish made of cassava) or another 
finished product. 

Farmers also supplement their income by harvesting 
and selling rubber or other commodities.58 However, 

none pay as much as cocoa – even at cocoa’s 

current low price. One cocoa farmer in Côte d’Ivoire 

explained that, while rubber provides a more regular 

income – it can be harvested most of the year, unlike 

cocoa, which is seasonal – earnings are low; cocoa 

sales can net 70,000 CFA (about $100 in 2022) 

from 100 kilograms, but rubber sales require selling 

300 kilograms to earn that much.59 Still, the 

increasing need to supplement cocoa income with 

rubber income was visibly evident in both 
countries.60 Large swaths of land – stretched out in 

neat lines along the roads – were filled with rubber 
trees. In Serigbangan, farmers predicted that, unless 
the price of cocoa increased, rubber would replace 
cocoa within five years.
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Over the past seventy years, the price companies paid for cocoa has steadily decreased,62 while inputs 

like pesticides have remained expensive. The result is that farmers are unable to earn their way out of 

poverty. That cocoa farmers are impoverished is an old phenomenon, but it is made more stark by the 

profits that cocoa and chocolate companies earn. For years, Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana competed for 
market share. But in 2020, the countries together implemented the Living Income Differential (LID), a

$400 per metric ton increase over the price of cocoa in both countries. The stated purpose of the LID 
was to ensure farmers received a higher farmgate price for cocoa.63 

However, by early 2022 – when the LID had been in effect for two years – farmers still had not heard 
about it and the farmgate price had dropped from the high in 2020 back down. That is in large part 
because companies found ways to avoid paying the LID, such as opting to buy cocoa on the futures 
exchange (Hershey’s and others did this),64 or, more commonly, waiting until Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 
were desperate to sell their stockpiles of cocoa and willing to negotiate a lower country premium. The 
devil here is in the details: companies often technically paid the LID, but often did not pay a long-

standing premium, known as the country premium. They therefore negated much, if not all, of the 
increased price differential. 

Because companies leveraged all available loopholes – managing not to increase their cost basis by any 
meaningful degree – it is perhaps unsurprising that nearly all the farmers we spoke with were unaware 
of the LID’s existence. In Côte d’Ivoire, not a single person had heard of the LID, or that its intended 
effect was to increase their income. In Ghana, two men explained that they learned on the radio that 
the Ghanaian and Ivorian governments had set a price together, but after this they heard nothing 
further about it and experienced no benefit.

As companies have continued to refuse to pay the LID, the governments of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 
have become more assertive against cocoa and chocolate companies that circumvent price 
regulations. In fall 2022, both countries boycotted the World Cocoa Foundation annual meeting in 
Brussels, protesting the low prices companies have been willing to pay for cocoa at export.65 Together, 

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana control almost two-thirds of the global cocoa supply. They should continue to 

use this market control to push companies to pay a fair price.66

THE LIVING INCOME
DIFFERENTIAL
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10-YEAR TRENDS: FARMGATE PRICE OF COCOA67

* A table with exact values in Ivorian CFA and Ghanian
cedi can be found on page 42 of the report 
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While the price of cocoa must increase for the sector to be sustainable, an increased 
price further threatens the forests in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana.68 When the price 
increases, cocoa farmers are incentivized to grow more cocoa, and thus plant new 
cocoa trees in whatever open land they can find – often in recently-deforested regions. 
When the price decreases, cocoa farmers cannot earn enough on their farms, and so 
look to expand their farmlands, often into recently deforested areas.

Deforestation in the cocoa sector is a massive challenge. Ghana has lost 65 percent of 
its forest cover over the past 30 years, while Côte d’Ivoire has lost as much as 90 
percent.69 A 2018 report found that Ghana is losing its rainforests faster than any 
other country in the world, and that cocoa is a leading driver of that forest loss.70

While the price of cocoa must increase significantly to ensure cocoa farmers can earn 
a living income, increased prices may drive further deforestation, as cocoa farmers 
seek to expand their farms and capitalize on higher prices. It is essential that higher 
prices for cocoa are accompanied by strong enforcement of Ivorian and Ghanaian laws. 
Companies must also ensure that they are not buying cocoa produced in deforested 
areas, which requires that they have full traceability of their supply chains down to the 
farm level.



Women are often overlooked in discussions on cocoa farmers, despite the fact that they work on 
cocoa farms and do much of the same work as men. Women make less money from cocoa than they 
should based on their participation in the cocoa production process, due to a combination of factors 
including patriarchal land ownership structures, performance of unpaid care work supporting cocoa 
farming, and social norms that prevent many women from controlling family financial resources. 
Because women often do not own the land where cocoa is cultivated or interface with buyers, their 
contributions to the cocoa sector – both on farms and in households – is undervalued and overlooked.71 

Officially, women own and run about 25 percent of cocoa farms in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana,72 but 
provide nearly half of the labor required for cocoa production.73 This imbalance between land ownership 

and labor performed is a result of patriarchal inheritance traditions in some regions in which land often 

passes to a son or other male relative rather than to a surviving spouse.74 Additionally, women in cocoa 

growing communities in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana – as in so many cultures – engage in income-producing 

activities and the unpaid care work that makes income-generating activities possible. This includes 

child rearing, cooking, cleaning, and subsistence farming. As one woman in Anglo explained, “as a 

woman,” she does the same hard work as the men during the day and then comes home to do more 

work while the men rest.

Furthermore, even as women are typically involved in the work to produce cocoa beans ready for sale, 
as soon as it is time for a financial transaction, men often take over, interfacing with buyers and 

INVISIBLE
STAKEHOLDERS:

WOMEN, CHILDREN, AND
HIRED WORKERS 

WOMEN IN COCOA-
GROWING COMMUNITIIES
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Unpaid work performed by women includes fetching water. Yet access to water is a problem

in many cocoa-growing villages, one that falls most heavily on women. In Bobokro, women

explained that water is becoming increasingly hard to access, as the place they usually get

water from is drying up and is almost empty. One village in Côte d’Ivoire had only a single well –

that was sometimes broken – from which women would pump water and then carry it home.

subsequently maintaining control over money received for beans sold.75 This is, at least in part, 
because “[t]he one role that men farmers play almost exclusively is in the transport of cocoa beans 

to marketing centers and the negotiation of sales, according to producer and industry experts in 

Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire.”76 Adding to this dynamic is the myth that cocoa farming is “men’s work,” 
and women’s contributions are downplayed, often seen as incidental rather than essential. As a 

result, while women are integral to income generation from cocoa sales, they often lose control over 
that income.77 Women are also excluded from cooperatives and leadership positions where they 
could advocate for changes in practices. This inhibits women’s ability to assert their rights as cocoa 

farmers.78

Women CAL spoke to engaged in other work in addition to cocoa farming and care work to supplement 
their incomes. Many women have their own plots of land for gardens where they grow food – cassava, 
okra, yams, plantains, and maize – for consumption or sale.79 In Serigbangan, a small group of women 
reported that one hectare of cassava, if turned into attieke and sold, could bring in 200,000 CFA per 
year ($299)80 – roughly the amount hired cocoa farmers currently earn. However, women in 
Serigbangan and elsewhere emphasized that they lack access to buyers because the markets were 
often far away. In Memhasem, where women had formed an association to jointly produce and sell 
goods, the closest market required all inventory to be carried across hilly terrain on foot – unless, as 
men in the village explained, the women could procure bicycles. Women in two villages, one in Côte 
d’Ivoire and one in Ghana, asked for assistance starting their own businesses. These women had clear 
ideas for how to earn additional income but lacked the resources to do so. 

The role of women in the cocoa industry remains under-researched, despite the clear role they play in 
producing cocoa. Just as hazardous child labor, trafficking, forced labor, and deforestation are all 
rooted in poverty – which is inexorably linked to low prices paid by companies – so are the rights and 
dignity of women and girls.

Opposite: A group of women speaking with
CAL in Ghana (September 2022); A woman

talking to CAL staff during a meeting in a
Ghanaian village (September 2022)
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In Bobokro, a cocoa-growing village of

just over 500 people, in the Soubré

region of Côte d’Ivoire, six women

explained that they do not have

access to money earned from cocoa

farming. While they agree with the men

in their families that the income

earned should first go toward sending

children to school, they still bemoaned

their lack of control. If they had the

resources to do so, they would earn

their own money by starting a

business selling cassava and by

training other women to do so.

Without this income-generating

activity, the women in Bobokro said

that the men have the power. One

woman said that women “have no

voice.” And another said: “We cannot

talk, we are just watching the men.”
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The West African cocoa sector has long been known to rely on child labor, including hazardous child 
labor and forced child labor. Child labor is a direct result of the poverty prices companies pay cocoa 
farmers for their cocoa. Because they are not paid a living income, farmers often do not have the means 
to hire adult workers and instead rely on their children to work on their farms – resulting in children doing 
hazardous labor including using machetes to cut down and open cocoa pods, being exposed to 
pesticides, and carrying heavy loads. One parent said as much explicitly, explaining that their children 
would be at school if they had more money.

According to an October 2020 report by the US Department of Labor, published by NORC at the 
University of Chicago, there are currently 1.56 million children engaged in child labor in the cocoa sector 
across Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana.81 About 95 percent of these children had engaged in at least one form 

of hazardous child labor in the previous year, including 770,000 children in Côte d’Ivoire and 710,000 in 

Ghana.82 Despite over twenty years of cocoa and chocolate companies promising to end child labor in 

the sector, the prevalence of child labor in agricultural households in both the Ivorian and Ghanaian 

cocoa sectors rose by 14 percentage points over ten years, from 31 percent in 2008/09 to 45 percent 

in 2018/19.83 Moreover, some forms of child labor appear to be getting worse. Children were exposed to 

pesticides at higher rates than they had been just a few years earlier.84

The prevalence of child labor is visible, with young children – including eleven- and twelve-year-olds –

walking on the roads in the mornings, swinging machetes. These children are conspicuous, as they are 
not dressed in their school uniforms (common in both countries), as many of their peers are, despite 
the impressive increase in school attendance over the past decade, especially for elementary school 
children.85 In Ghana, between 2008/09 and 2018/19, school attendance for children in agricultural 
households in cocoa growing areas increased from 89 percent to 96 percent.86 In Côte d’Ivoire, there 
was also a significant increase, from 58 percent in 2008/09 to 80 percent in 2018/19.87 However, many 

children continue to engage in hazardous labor after school or during school vacations, including work 

that is detrimental to their health.

Despite this impressive increase in school attendance, significant barriers to children attending school 
remain. Although governments are responsible for running public schools, schools can be expensive for 
families, with parents often required to pay fees and buy uniforms for their children. While primary 
schools are often located in villages where cocoa farmers live or in a nearby village, there are fewer 

CHILDREN AND CHILD
LABOR IN COCOA-
GROWING COMMUNITIIES
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secondary schools. Secondary schools are even more expensive, often requiring children to travel to 
another town or nearby city, where they must live during the week. As a result, secondary school 
attendance remains low for children from agricultural households.88 In one village in Ghana, parents 
admitted that – although their children attend primary school – the majority drop out after and either 
begin to work on cocoa farms or move to the cities to look for jobs.

WHAT ARE THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR?89

Child labor is “work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential and their 

dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development.” Such work includes 
work that “is mentally, physically, socially or morally dangerous and harmful to children; and/or 
interferes with their schooling by: depriving them of the opportunity to attend school; 
obliging them to leave school prematurely; or requiring them to attempt to combine school 
attendance with excessively long and heavy work.”90

Hazardous child labor is defined as “work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which 
it is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children.”91 According to both 

Ivorian and Ghanaian law, such work includes using a machete or other sharp object, carrying 

heavy loads, spraying or being exposed to pesticides, night work, and working for long hours.92

Forced child labor includes “all forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the 
sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage and serfdom and forced or compulsory labour, 
including forced or compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict.”93
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Hired workers in the West African cocoa sector are some of the most essential and the least visible 
stakeholders in the industry. Cocoa farming is labor-intensive work, requiring weeding, spraying, cutting 
cocoa pods from trees, collecting the pods, opening them with a machete, removing the beans, and 
drying and fermenting them. Yet there is little available information on hired workers, despite the key 
role they play in this labor-intensive industry. In addition to hired workers – paid by day, week, season, or 
year – tenant farmers, or caretakers, are common in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. 

Although they are essential stakeholders, hired workers in Côte d’Ivoire earn very little. Farmers 
reported that a hired worker generally earns between 200,000 and 300,000 CFA per year, or

$298-$448 per year94 – either just under or just over $1 per day. Even at the higher end, such pay 
remains under the World Bank’s extreme poverty threshold of $2.15 per day.95 Yet despite this low pay, 

many farmers still cannot afford to hire workers. In Keitadougou, the largest village we visited in Côte 

d’Ivoire, farmers reported that hiring workers is simply too expensive, so they “only work with their 
families.”

HIRED WORKERS ON
COCOA FARMS

The pay for hired workers is higher in Ghana, and many 
more farmers reported hiring workers. The average 
pay reported to CAL was about 50 cedi ($4.78) per 
day, although it varied by village. In some cases, 
farmers explained that they pay workers different 
rates for different work:96 50 cedis ($4.78) during 
harvest season but only 35-40 cedis ($3.35-$3.83) 
per day prior to the harvest.97 Members of another 
village explained that on average they pay workers 30 
cedis ($2.87) per day to weed, 40 cedis ($3.83) per 
day to gather pods, and 50 cedis ($4.78) per day to 
harvest. The significant difference in hired worker pay 
reported by farmers in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 
requires further research, but may be due to larger 
farms, higher productivity, more regular payment, or 
other factors.

A caretaker or tenant system is common 
in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana (also 
called abunu and abusa in Ghana).98 
Under tenant arrangements, the farm 
owner is often responsible for providing 
all inputs and then takes two-thirds of 
the harvested cocoa beans, while the 
tenant receives one-third. If the farm 
owner is not responsible for providing 
inputs, then the harvest may be split in 
half.99
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Across villages, it varied whether farmers and their families viewed hired workers as members of the

community. In Serigbangan, a village in Soubré region of Côte d’Ivoire, the “youth” often hired out their

time. In Sohenso, a village in the Sefwi Wiawso region of Ghana, farmers hired both villagers and migrant

workers from Togo. In other villages across Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, there were long standing

community members who were hired to work on farms.

Hired workers, whether they are paid daily, weekly, or yearly are an essential part of the cocoa supply

chain. Yet without more data on the number of workers, their pay, and their backgrounds, they will

continue to be invisible actors. These workers are often overlooked in conversations about the price of

cocoa or about who suffers because of the low price companies pay. More information on who these

workers are and how much they earn is essential to calculating a fair price for cocoa, advocating on

behalf of hired workers, and fighting for a fair cocoa industry for all workers.
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THREATS TO THE
SURVIVAL OF COCOA
FARMS: TREE DISEASE
AND GOLD MINING

Tree disease has long been part and parcel of cocoa farming, a threat that farmers have learned to live 
with. Numerous diseases and pests, such as black pod and witches broom, can attack and destroy 
cocoa trees.100 Yet there is one disease that farmers mentioned to CAL staff over and over again: the 

Cacao Swollen Shoot Virus Disease (CSSVD), or swollen shoot disease, a devastating disease that 
blackens cocoa pods and destroys cocoa trees. 

Swollen shoot spreads from cocoa tree to cocoa tree, carried by miniscule mealybugs101 that “feed on 

the sap of cocoa plants” and spread the disease by “crawling across interlocking branches.”102 The 

mealybugs puncture the tree with their stylet, and the virus enters the tree through that lesion.103 
Mealybugs do not move quickly, which likely accounts for why swollen shoot spreads slowly from the 

infected origin tree outwards.104 Occasionally, mealybugs will be blown by the wind to trees some 

distance away – up to 340 feet – potentially causing a new infection far from the origin tree.105 Once a 

cocoa tree is infected, it can take as long as two years for the tree to show signs of the disease,106 
which can make it difficult for farmers to keep up with the spread. Yet when it does show signs of 
disease, swollen shoot can be devastating, causing a steep decrease in cocoa production, although the 
rate and amount varies by strain. At least one study observed yields decreasing by 25 percent in the 
first year of infestation, 50 percent in the second year, and 100 percent – resulting in no yield – during 
the three to five years after infestation begins.107

In Ghana, symptoms of swollen shoot were observed at least as early as 1922,108 and by the 1930s, 
swollen shoot disease was a major problem in parts of the country.109 There is still no cure  for the 

TREE DISEASE: 
SWOLLEN SHOOT
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Again and again, cocoa farmers in Côte

d’Ivoire spoke about losing hectares of land

to the disease. In one instance, a farmer in

Koda Tchad explained that he had lost his

entire farm to the disease and, as a result,

had switched to farming rubber. Another

farmer said he had lost eight out of

fourteen hectares of his cocoa farm. In

Serigbangan, several farmers pointed to a

large, cleared field nearby, explaining that

the whole area had been infected and cut

down in an attempt to contain the disease.

Several farmers in Serigbangan also

reported having lost a third of their

farmland over the last decade, and in Koda

Tchad, farmers reported that their yields

had decreased by 50 percent in the past

ten years. These stories were repeated in

other Ivorian villages, and across Ghana as

well – where one village reported that the

disease had affected about 60 percent of

their farmland. 

disease,110 nor can it be contained by pesticides and chemicals, despite aggressive government 
intervention.111 

In Côte d’Ivoire, swollen shoot disease was not identified until 1943.112 In the 1950s, the country 
successfully managed to contain outbreaks of the disease by cutting down over 150,000 cocoa trees 
and managed to keep it largely under wraps until 2003, when there was an outbreak in Bouaflé and 
Sinfra.113 The number of affected farms increased substantially between 2008 and 2016.114

Black cocoa pods on a cocoa tree infected by swollen
shoot disease (September 2022)
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These levels of loss can be devastating, as it cuts farmers’ yields significantly and makes an already low 

income even lower. Several farmers described the situation as an existential threat. In Keitadougou, we 

were told that “in five years, there will be no more cocoa farms.” 

Farmers’ fear that swollen shoot disease will decimate their cocoa farms is not unfounded. Even though 

this disease has been known to cocoa farmers for a century, there are no adequate solutions. The best 

– and only – way to control it is to cut down all infected trees.115 Yet this often means cutting down 

uninfected trees or trees that are not currently showing infection, something cocoa farmers are 

understandably loath to do. Block clearing requires that the entire block of land where some cocoa trees 

are infected with swollen shoot disease be completely cut down.116 The cleared areas can then be 

replanted with tree varieties that are more resistant to the disease.117 A ten meter cordon between 

older trees that survived the clearing – but, given the two-year incubation period, may be infected – and 

newer trees is recommended, but farmers are frequently unwilling to leave a large portion of their land 

unplanted, as this impairs their ability to harvest, sell, and make a living off cocoa.118

Swollen shoot disease has caused a significant decrease in yields at a time when cocoa farmers need 
all the income they can possibly earn. However, swollen shoot disease is not what looms largest in the 
minds of cocoa farmers. As one community in Côte d’Ivoire told us: swollen shoot disease is the biggest 
threat to cocoa farmers… other than the low price companies pay for cocoa.
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A village in Ghana

 IN KEITADOUGOU,

WE WERE TOLD

THAT “IN FIVE

YEARS, THERE

WILL BE NO

MORE COCOA

FARMS.” 

Cocoa farmers in a village in Ghana (September 2022)



Gold mining is also threatening cocoa-growing regions, especially in Ghana.119 As the largest gold 
producer in Africa,120 Ghana has legal large-scale mines – including two owned by AngloGold Ashanti121 – 

as well as small-scale artisanal mining, often illegal, that has been increasing and threatening cocoa 

farms. A small-scale mining “gold rush” began when gold prices skyrocketed in 2008 and small-scale 

mining rose from only two percent of gold production in Ghana in 1989 to about 40 percent in 2023.122 

Small-scale gold mining now accounts for over sixty percent of the mining labor force and provides 

direct and indirect employment to more than five million people.123 Yet it is estimated that only 15 

percent of small-scale miners act legally – meaning with permits.124 The other 85 percent, who work 

illegally, are called galamsey, meaning “gather them and sell.”125

Gold mining is a threat to the cocoa industry, in large part because 90 percent of cocoa production 
takes place in the Ashanti and Eastern and Western regions of Ghana, which is also where mining is 
most prevalent.126 Both COCOBOD and the General Agricultural Workers’ Union (GAWU) have stated 
that galamsey is “the single biggest threat to cocoa farming in the country.”127 According to satellite 
images taken in 2013, 27,839 hectares of cocoa farms had been “taken over completely” by gold 
mining.[128] A survey conducted by COCOBOD found that in 2019 and 2020, about 19,000 additional 
hectares of cocoa farms – about 2 percent of the country’s cocoa farms – had been “taken over or 
damaged by illegal gold mining.”129 COCOBOD also estimates that about 23 percent of “the cultivated 

area is affected by mining-related pollution”130 – meaning that, even where cocoa farms remain, there is 

some chance the land, and the harvest, is negatively affected. Another study, focused on an area where 

mining is prevalent, found that 80 percent of the cocoa farms destroyed between 2019 and 2020 were 

due to galamsey.131 Another study reported that in one region, 64 percent of cocoa farmers in mining 

areas lost some farmlands due to gold mining, while 83 percent of the farmers in the mining areas were 

affected by land disputes, relocation of farm/residence, high cost of labor, small-scale mining, and dust 

settlement on crops resulting from gold mining.132

Additionally, the pollution and environmental disturbances mining causes makes growing cocoa on the 
remaining land much harder.133 Mining has caused extensive hydrologic changes:134 rivers and streams 

have had to be rerouted135 and water pollution from toxic products like mercury wash downstream and 

make the water available to farmers “muddy and toxic.”136 Such changes make it more difficult for 

communities to access the water they need. Water disturbances also impact human health, even 

leading to mosquitoes breeding in stagnant water and increased incidences of malaria around mining 

sites.137

GOLD MINING (GALAMSEY)

33



Despite the government’s push for stronger laws, cocoa farmers remain worried about the impact of

gold mining. In Sefwi Wiawso, one man said that there were no longer any cocoa farms nearby due to

gold mining. This is an overstatement – CAL staff visited many farms nearby – but his statement is

emblematic of the level of fear felt by farmers and their communities, who imagine gold mines replacing

their cocoa farms and who already see their children turning away from tradition by opting for jobs

outside the cocoa sector, including with gold mines. 

In Anglo, farmers were particularly concerned about the encroaching threat of galamsey. While gold

mining had not yet impacted the village, there appeared already to be divisions between those farmers

who – if approached by gold miners – would consider selling their cocoa farmland and those who would

not. The farmers in favor of selling blamed the low price of cocoa: after decades of cocoa farming, and

still no savings, why would they not take the opportunity to turn their land into cash? Those opposed to

selling cited the land destruction wrought by gold mining, in particular by the spread of toxic chemicals;

but mostly, they talked of cocoa farming as a “generational trade,” one they would like to pass on to

their children – if their children wanted it. An older farmer in Anglo explained to CAL staff that he was

frustrated by and angry with galamsey’s impact on the youth in his village – who were increasingly

reluctant to become cocoa farmers and were “happy to sell to mining companies.”

Gold mining threatens cocoa farmers because it is so profitable, at least in the short run. Farmers who

are barely scraping by view galamsey as both a threat and an opportunity. Allowing their cocoa farms to

be stripped for gold is a way to quickly access cash, something that cocoa farming cannot achieve. Yet

in the long term, such mining has the potential to destroy much of the cocoa sector – and the long-term

sustainability of cocoa-growing communities along with it.

In Ghana, the Parliament passed the Small-Scale Gold Mining Act of 1989 to 
regulate small-scale gold mining, known as galamsey, defined in the statute 
as “groups of nine or less artisanal miners working by hand to dig, pan, and 
wash gold.”138 An updated 2006 law mandated that licenses were only 
available to Ghanaian citizens and that gold mining required permits from 
both the Environmental Protection Agency and the Forestry Commission.139 

Despite these regulations, a large percentage of small-scale mining 
continues to be done illegally.

Since 2017, the Ghanaian government has been actively fighting illegal 
miners, including by implementing a temporary ban on all small-scale mining –

even legal small-scale mining – in 2017.140 Around the same time, the 
government launched military operations against illegal small-scale miners 
and arrested individuals involved in the industry, including Chinese 

nationals.141 In 2019, the government amended the mining law so that 

anyone engaged in illegal mining would receive a minimum prison sentence of 

fifteen years.142
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For far too long, cocoa farmers and cocoa-growing villages have suffered while multinational companies

have made their fortunes. The cocoa industry is facing numerous challenges, from the low price paid to

cocoa farmers, to farmers’ inability to pay hired workers a fair wage, to hazardous and forced child labor,

swollen shoot disease, and the threat that gold mining will overrun cocoa-growing regions. The global

chocolate industry – which relies heavily on cocoa production in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana – must find a

way to treat cocoa farmers with dignity and respect, allow them to support their families, send their

children to school, repair their homes, pay their workers a fair – and living – wage, and also save money

for the future. Cocoa farming communities have made no mystery of what it is they need: a higher price

for cocoa. Chocolate, and the cocoa beans it comes from, is a multi-billion-dollar industry – and growing.

The least that companies like Nestlé, Mars, Ferrero, and Cargill can do is to pay a fair price for the cocoa

they buy, ensuring that cocoa farmers earn what they deserve: a living income.

West Africa’s cocoa sector, and the farmers and communities that rely on it, face a litany of threats –

from tree diseases and illegal gold mining to the community impacts of restrictive gender and labor

norms. The unsustainably low prices companies pay for cocoa – prices companies choose to pay –

create a culture of pervasive insecurity, where the slightest vulnerability becomes catastrophic. Just

as poverty prices create and perpetuate the conditions for forced labor, hazardous child labor, and

trafficking, they also make it so farmers cannot withstand shocks – big or small – to the system.

Poverty has no margin; low prices for cocoa is the underlying reason for the abuse, harm, and insecurity

that characterizes the Ivorian and Ghanaian cocoa sectors.

The blame lies with the cocoa and chocolate companies that set the prices they pay for cocoa –

and the buck should stop with them too. Unless and until this happens, cocoa and chocolate

companies will continue teaching a masterclass in how to extract a sector to death. 

CONCLUSION
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