
 
 
 

 

Certification: the key to 
transforming Liberia’s 
cocoa sector? 
The heady smell of fermenting cocoa beans is 
thick in the air in the town of Buutuo in rural 
Nimba County. The peace is punctuated by the 
rumble of slow-moving motorbikes laden with 
people and sacks of cocoa. Bikes are the only 
means of transport in this region where roads 
are little more than rutted red-earth tracks 
snaking through the forest and logs slung over 
creeks serve as bridges. 

Elizabeth Seka, 56, is one of thousands of 
farmers producing cocoa in the bush around 
Buutuo. She works with her 16-year old daughter 
on her two-acre farm. Last year they produced 
40 kilos of cocoa, having lost 90 percent of their 
crop to pests. But that’s not the only problem. 
“Everyone suffers from the same problem of no 
fixed price,” she says. “I do not get a good price 
for my cocoa sales, only 90 Liberian dollars per 
kilo.” Elizabeth earned the equivalent of 40 USD 
last season which is not enough to provide for 
her seven children. “As well as cocoa I also farm 
rice to eat as otherwise we do not have food,” 
she explains. 

Elizabeth’s story is typical among cocoa farmers 
in Liberia and poverty levels are extremely high. 
This is due to a market weakened by a lack of 
regulation and prices that do not consider quality 

differentiation. Increasing quality involves 
employing better production practices such as 
under-brushing, which requires additional 
investment to pay workers to keep the area 
around the trees cleared and pests at bay. 
Farmers lack the incentive to make this 
investment if there is no guarantee of a better 
price for a higher quality product at the end. 

     
    
   

  
   

Elizabeth Seka is 
hopeful that 
certification will 
help regulate the 
cocoa price 



 

 

So why is Liberia so far behind neighbouring 
Cote d’Ivoire, the world’s largest cocoa 
producer? The answer partly lies in Liberia’s 
historical focus on rubber concessions as well as 
iron ore mining, to the detriment of other crops. 
This over-reliance on two commodities has left 
the economy highly vulnerable to shocks caused 
by world price fluctuations, 
leading President George 
Weah to declare that “our 
economy is broken [and] our 
government is broke” in his first 
state of the nation address.  

The new government should 
be seeking to promote and 
support growth opportunities in 
other agricultural sectors and Liberia’s 
favourable climatic conditions give it high 
potential to cash in on the growing global 
demand for chocolate. GROW believes that, with 
the necessary regulatory support mechanisms in 
place, the production of certified cocoa presents 
a strong opportunity for economic growth and 
poverty reduction. 

Why is certification a win-win 
option for farmers and buyers? 
Certification can help overcome many of the 
issues that are hampering the profitability of 
Liberia’s cocoa sector. It requires farmers to 
employ farming practices that will increase yields 
and ensure a steady supply of high-quality 
cocoa. Buyers offer a higher price for certified 
cocoa and in turn receive a premium payment 
for sales which is shared with the farmers at the 
end of the season. 

Following certification requirements also 
guarantees social justice in the supply chain 
such as the banning of child labour. It permits 
transparency in pricing and traceability right 
down to individual farmers, thereby directly 
addressing the issues of poverty and inequality 
that Liberian farmers are forced to endure. 

Climate change and deforestation 
are also major concerns which 
certification seeks to control.  

Buying cocoa that meets certification 
requirements opens up possibilities 
for traders to supply the lucrative 
premium chocolate market. And this 
market is growing fast as 
manufacturers and consumers 

become more morally conscious. Major players 
in the chocolate industry have made pledges 
around certification, with Mars, Hershey’s and 
Ferrero committing to using 100% certified 
cocoa by 2021 and all Dutch chocolate 
manufacturers pledging the same by 2025. 

GROW is supporting the roll-out of UTZ 
certification to farmers supplying cocoa to a 
trader and a cooperative in Nimba and Lofa 
counties respectively. As the benefits emerge it 
is anticipated that more buyers will follow suit, 
transforming Liberia into a respected and reliable 
source of quality cocoa for the world market. 

And within just one year of becoming UTZ 
certified, the results are apparent for 3,000 
farmers in Nimba County. August Gomune has 
been farming cocoa for 40 years. He recently 
received training in good agricultural practices 
which is a certification requirement. The quality 
and quantity of cocoa he is now producing are 
markedly higher as a result of improved 
fermentation and under-brushing techniques. “I 
learned a lot from the training,” he says. “My 
yield is much bigger now, 50 percent more!” 

What more needs be done to 
support certification efforts? 
The first movers have demonstrated that 
certification is not only possible but highly 
beneficial to farmers and buyers in Liberia. But 
the roll-out has come with challenges and 
improved regulation of the sector is going to be 
imperative in the effort to transform Liberia into a 
major exporter of quality cocoa.   

“our economy is 
broken [and] 

our government 
is broke” 

Certified cocoa 
fetches higher price  



 

 

There is a need for the government to better 
regulate prices to incentivise farmers to 
consistently produce high quality cocoa. GROW 
is supporting a radio campaign to inform farmers 
about the market price rather than relying on 
figures quoted by unscrupulous traders. This 
needs to be complemented by buyers who are 
more concerned about rewarding farmers for 
quality over volumes purchased. A change of 
mind-set in buying agents and exporters can be 
encouraged by placing quality preservation as a 
key criterion for renewing licences. 

It is also necessary for the government to better 
regulate quality standards to ensure Liberian 
cocoa exports meet international legal 
requirements around food safety, labelling and 
food contaminants. The purchase and export of 
inferior quality cocoa from Cote d’Ivoire needs to 
be deterred to rid Liberia of its reputation for 
exporting poor quality cocoa. 

The regulatory environment for cocoa is about to 
change, as the Liberia Produce and Marketing 
Corporation is converted into a new agency: the 
Liberia Agriculture Commodity Regulatory 
Authority (LACRA). Under LACRA, the 
government will no longer be involved in the 
purchase and marketing of produce, allowing it 
to focus purely on licensing buyers, regulating 
prices and setting and enforcing standards. The 
change is intended to increase investor 
confidence and ensure that Liberian agricultural 
exports meet the standards demanded by 
international consumers. 

This shift will come as good news for farmers 
such as Elizabeth and August, providing LACRA 
receives the necessary support and resources to 
deliver on its mandate. It would be difficult for life 
to get much harder for Liberia’s cocoa farmers, 
and certification offers a strong opportunity to 
transform the market and provide a welcome 
route out of poverty. 

Stronger regulation is needed to 
transform Liberia into a major exporter 
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