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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Forests are being lost at an alarming rate driven by the expansion of internationally traded commodities. 

A number of companies have responded by pledging to remove deforestation from their supply chains. 

This catalyzed the creation of the Tropical Forest Alliance 2020ña global public-private partnership 

aimed at reducing deforestation associated with commodities. Governments have also made 

commitments to reduce commodity-driven deforestation. In Ghana, cocoa produced by smallholders has 

been the leading agricultural product driving deforestation. In response, Ghanaõs Intended Nationally 

Determined Contribution to the Paris Agreement on Climate Change specifically includes a 45 percent 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions from the cocoa landscape.  

Implementation of these supply chain commitments is lagging, as many companies and governments find 

that reducing deforestation is harder than expected. Production of deforestation-free commodities is 

hampered by lack of land use planning, tenure insecurity, weak policy implementation, lax law 

enforcement, and insufficient monitoring and accountability systems. Meanwhile, governments face an 

enormous challenge in balancing demands for higher cocoa production with plans to minimize 

deforestation, environmental degradation, and biodiversity loss. For example, the Government of Ghana 

wants to more than double cocoa output to 1.6 million tons by 2026 to increase farmer incomes and 
export earnings while simultaneously reducing deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions. 

This report examines the interrelationships between land and tree tenure, cocoa productivity, and 

deforestation to identify interventions that can help Ghana meet its productivity and REDD+ goals. 

There are a number of important challenges. A large expanse of cocoa land is experiencing productivity 

decline. Small growers who once migrated to old growth forests to carve out new cocoa stands now 

suffer due to diminished remaining forests. Replacing old and unproductive cocoa trees offers potential 

to increase cocoa productivity while reducing deforestation, but tenure insecurity discourages landlords 

from allowing tenants to replant trees, while high costs of cocoa rehabilitation are prohibitive to 

resource-poor small farmers. Promoting shaded cocoa cultivations with timber and non-timber species 

helps promote sustainable cocoa cultivation and biomass, and on the margin could enable REDD+ 

payments through fair benefit sharing, but insecure tree rights discourage tree planting. While the 

Forestry Commission now allows farmers rights to shade trees, this is not widely known or clearly 

operationalized. Land and tree administration systems are disjointed, and co-sharing of benefits between 
tenant and landlord untested.  

While the Lands Commission is interested in promoting commercial leases for industrial agriculture, the 

prevalence of a customary land regime promotes smallholder cocoa production. This has prevented 

large-scale capital investments that could overcome the high replanting costs. Customary tenure 

arrangements have also historically created incentives to carve out newly planted cocoa farms from 

secondary and old growth forests, thereby encouraging producers to expand their area rather than 

intensify production. Due to technical and financial constraints of customary institutions, landscape-scale 
governance and land use planning within rural cocoa areas rarely happens.  

The assessment report concludes with concrete activities to strengthen land and tree tenure, and assist 

farmers with cocoa rehabilitation to increase productivity, rebuild forests with shaded cocoa, and 

reduce land use pressures at the forest fringe. Lessons learned would help inform sustainable cocoa 

production and Ghanaõs Cocoa Forest REDD+ Program implementation as well as programs 
emphasizing other cocoa agroforestry systems (CocoaAction). 
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Presently, smallholder farms are stuck in an inefficient deadlock of contestations around ambiguous land 

and tree tenure terms that encourage farmers to keep unproductive cocoa farms in use. Unblocking this 

deadlock would help create a conducive atmosphere for farmers, landowners, and customary and 

statutory authorities to mediate and negotiate standard terms for existing land contracts to both 

improve productivity over the long term as well as reduce deforestation. Tenure reform is urgently 

needed that improves coordination between customary and statutory structures, reduces conflict 

between landlord and tenant, clarifies and documents rights in different contractual arrangements to 

strengthen tenure security, transfers rights over timber trees to landowning groups, channels payments 

from revenue-sharing schemes to cocoa farmers, and assists smallholders with cocoa rehabilitation to 

increase land use value.  

Based on the land and natural resource governance and tenure assessment, an interlinked set of 

interventions are identified that encourage replanting old cocoa farms while reducing land use pressures 
on the forest fringe:  

A. Strengthen  Land Governance.  Establish mechanisms to resolve tenure disputes; enforce 

land, tree, and farm rehabilitation agreements; and establish tenure-responsive land use planning 

to help address both problems of accountability and transparency and promote farm 
rehabilitation.  

B. Clarify Rights to Land and Trees . Educate farmers and landlords on benefits of clarifying 

rights. Document land and tree tenure to help address problems of tenure security in land and 

trees that undermine incentives to invest in present cocoa lands and maintain shade trees on 
cocoa farms. 

C. Invest in Cocoa Farm Rehabilitation . Engage cocoa buyers, Ghanaõs Cocoa Board, and the 

chocolate industry to create financing plans for tree removal, inputs, and extension services to 

help overcome the high costs of cocoa farm rehabilitation facing resource-poor farmers. Some 

small farmers do not want to replant, and others will continue to move to frontier areas 

because that is what they have always done. But, for many other farmers in the cocoa sector, 

combining the commitment and wherewithal of cocoa companies, government support agencies, 

and even the timber industry in a public-private partnership with donor funding would help 

promote entrepreneurship (particularly among youth), increase cocoa productivity, establish 
valuable tree species, and improve environmental sustainability. 

Some of these components could be implemented as a pilot via a public-private partnership between 

bilateral donors and the private sector in collaboration with the communities involved. This report puts 

forward a series of pilot interventions that mirror many aspects of the Government of Ghanaõs Cocoa 
Forest REDD+ Program as well as the World Cocoa Foundationõs CocoaAction program.  

The report was commissioned by the United States Agency for International Development through the 

Tenure and Global Climate Change task order under the Strengthening Tenure and Resource Rights 

Indefinite Delivery/Indefinite Quantity contract. It was prepared with input and support from Hersheyõs 

and AgroEcom Ghana Ltd.ña subsidiary of Ecom Agroindustrial Corpñwho supplies Hersheyõs with 

cocoa from Ghana.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Forests  

While there is uncertainty regarding the total number, it is estimated that approximately 1.3 billion 

people throughout the world depend primarily on forest resources for their livelihoods (Chao, 2012). 

Forests harbor significant terrestrial biodiversity, produce multiple environmental benefits (Lambrechts, 
Wilkie, Rucevska, & Sen, 2009), and play an important role in peopleõs livelihoods.  

However, forests are being lost at an alarming rate. Emissions from land use and forests accounted for 

approximately one-third of anthropogenic carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from 1750 to 2011, and 12 

percent of emissions from 2000 to 2009 (Smith et al., 2014). Over the last decade, it has become clear 

that loss of forests in the tropics has been driven by the expansion of internationally traded 

commodities (Climate Focus, 2016). Globally, this trend is dominated by large-scale commercial 

production of soy, palm oil, cattle, and timber products, with other commodities and smallholder 
production more important in certain countries (Wolosin, 2013).  

In Ghana, cocoa produced by smallholders is the leading agricultural product driving deforestation. The 

forest emission reference level for Ghanaõs Cocoa Forest REDD+ Program (GCFRP) shows that over a 

reference period of 2000-2015, an average of 138,000 hectares (ha) of forest was lost each year from 

the high forest zone. Conversion of forests to agricultural land was identified as the primary driver of 

deforestation during the reference period. An average of 10,000 ha of forests per year (1.65 million ha in 

total) was converted to agriculture. Over a quarter (27 percent) of agriculture conversion resulted from 

cocoa expansion, making it the single most important commodity driver of deforestation in the REDD+ 
program area (Government of Ghana, 2016). 

1.2 Response to Deforestation  

In response, the Consumer Goods Forumña network of over 400 companies with annual sales above 

EUR 2.5 trillionñalong with a number of other companies, has made commitments to create 

deforestation-free supply chains.1 This triggered the creation of the Tropical Forest Alliance (TFA) 2020, 

a global public-private partnership aimed at reducing deforestation associated with commodities. TFA 

2020õs initial focus is on key commodities associated with land use linked to deforestation globally: soy, 

beef, palm oil, and paper and pulp. Governments have also made commitments to reduce commodity-

driven deforestation. Ghanaõs Intended Nationally Determined Contribution to the Paris Agreement on 

Climate Change specifically includes a 45 percent reduction of emissions from the cocoa landscape 
(Government of Ghana, 2015).2 

However, implementation of these supply chain commitments is lagging (Carbon Disclosure Project, 

2016), as many companies find that reducing deforestation is harder than expected (Rautner, Lawrence, 

Bregman, & Leggett, 2015). Production of deforestation-free commodities is hampered by lack of land 

use planning, weak law enforcement, and insufficient monitoring and accountability systems (Streck & 

Lee, 2016). Land and resource tenure security has also been identified as an influential factor to forest 

                                                
1  For example, in November 2010 the Consumer Goods Forum made a resolution to have zero net deforestation from commodities by 

2020 (Consumer Goods Forum, 2015). More recently, the September 2014 New York Declaration on Forests, endorsed by a number of 
companies, government, indigenous groups, and civil society, included òthe private-sector goal of eliminating deforestation from the 
production of agricultural commodities such as palm oil, soy, paper, and beef products by no later than 2020, recognizing that many 

companies have even more ambitious targetsó (Goal 2). For an assessment of how this goal is being met, see Climate Focus (2016). 

2  This is a provisional target from reduced deforestation, the scope of which will be updated before 2020. 
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conservation success, with weak tenure linked to reduced productivity, thereby encouraging agricultural 

expansion into forests rather than intensification (Owubah, Le Master, Bowker, & Lee, 2001; United 

States Agency for International Development, 2015) and increased community-level tenure security 
linked to improved forest protection (Wolosin, 2013). 

The Hershey Company (hereafter Hersheyõs) is a member of the Consumer Goods Forum and has 

pledged to sustainable sourcing of commodities, including removing deforestation from supply chains 

with a focus on sustainable palm oil (Hershey Company, n.d.). Hersheyõs sources the majority of its 

cocoa from Ghana and Côte dõIvoire, and is committed to improving the lives of cocoa farmers. In 

Ghana, Hersheyõs sources its cocoa from Ecom Agroindustrial Corp (ECOM) and its local Ghana 

subsidiary AgroEcom Ghana Ltd (AGL). In response to observations that land tenure is a constraint on 

increased productivity, Hersheyõs is interested in helping its farmers improve their land tenure security. 

By working with ECOM to help farmers clarify, document, and defend their land and resource rights, 

Hersheyõs believes they will improve productivity of existing farms rather than expand into new farming 

areas at the expense of natural forests (personal communications, Hersheyõs Chocolate). 

This report was developed by a Tenure and Global Climate Change Program (TGCC) task order funded 

by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) under the Strengthening Tenure 

and Resource Rights (STARR) Indefinite Delivery/Indefinite Quantity contract (IDIQ). TGCCõs mission is 

to support research on tenure, property rights, and climate change mitigation and adaptation; clarify 

legal and regulatory rights to benefits from environmental services; strengthen rights of women and 

vulnerable groups to benefits; and invest in pilots that strengthen land and resource rights for promoting 

climate smart land use practices. This assessment aims to facilitate a private-public partnership between 

Hersheyõs, ECOM, AGL, and USAID for improving sustainable cocoa cultivation in Ghana, but has much 

broader implications for programs such as CocoaAction, which was initiated and led by the World 
Cocoa Foundation.3 

1.3 Cocoa Supply Chain  

Identifying and tailoring interventions to reduce deforestation in the cocoa production landscape in 

Ghana requires understanding how smallholder cocoa farmers, cocoa-buying companies, the 

Government of Ghana (GOG), and chocolate companies, such as Hersheyõs operate. Figure 1.1 provides 

a schematic view of the institutions and stakeholders involved in Ghanaõs cocoa supply chain. The chain 

begins with many smallholder farmers producing cocoa at small, suboptimal levels, who are typically 

poor and marginalized. A unique feature of Ghanaõs cocoa supply chain is the absence of large 

commercial farms, concession agriculture, or state-run farms. These small cocoa farmers are supported 

with inputs and extension services, and in some instances are organized into farmer associations that 

assist with procurement and marketing. 

At the heart of the supply chain is the Cocoa Board (Cocobod), a governmental institution that markets 

cocoa internationally. It has a dominant role in the cocoa sector through its various arms and agents. 

Toward the top are licensed buying companies (LBCs) authorized by Cocobod to purchase and bag 

cocoa from farmers on its behalf. In the 2013/2014 season, 41 LBCs were licensed to purchase cocoa, 

but only 32 did so. AGLña subsidiary of ECOM, which helped facilitate this studyñis a LBC; during the 

2013/2014 crop season, it procured approximately 10 percent (98,029 tons) of total cocoa purchases in 

Ghana, making it the nationõs third largest cocoa purchaser (Ghana Cocoa Board, 2014). This share 

expanded during 2015/2016 when AGL purchased approximately 13 percent (104,074 tons) of total 

                                                
3  Cocoa Action was launched in 2014 and is a voluntary industry-wide strategy that aligns the Governments of C¹te dõIvoire and Ghana, the 

worldõs leading cocoa and chocolate companies, and key stakeholders on priority issues in cocoa sustainability. They coordinate a joint 
response to enabling scale through common interventions, agreeing on a framework for measuring results, employing a holistic focus on 
the farmer and community, sharing best practices and failures through learning, and working closely with government and key stakeholders 

(World Cocoa Foundation, 2015). 
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cocoa in Ghana, making it the nationõs second largest purchaser of cocoa behind PBC ð the state owned 
subsidiary of Cocobod. 

Figure 1.1 : Cocoa Supply Chain in Ghana  

 

At the farm gate, LBCs employ purchasing clerks (PCs) or individual buyers who are pre-financed and 

provided logistical support to purchase cocoa from about 3,000 cocoa-buying companies or centers 

(villages, hamlets, cottages) (Asante-Poku & Angelucci, 2013). PCs are usually located within the farming 

communities and most often are cocoa farmers themselves. They bag the cocoa at an acceptable weight 

and prepare it for grading and sealing. Higher-quality beans are typically exported while lower-grade 

cocoa beans are sold to local processors and confectionary manufacturers. LBCs compete among 

themselves across communities through the services they provide. The behavior of PCs is critical and 

affects the volume of cocoa purchased. Their knowledge and credibility in the farming community largely 

determines the loyalty and preference of farmers to one LBC relative to competitor companies. 

Hersheyõs, as a foreign trader, buys exclusively from ECOM, which in turn buys from Cocobod through 

the Cocoa Marketing Company (CMC).4 Within this context, Hersheyõs connection to farmers is 

through various programs it funds via AGL and its extension agents that work directly with farmers.  

Cocobod controls the farm gate price that farmers receive for cocoa. LBCs must purchase at the fixed 

price announced by Cocobod and are paid by Cocobod for their operations in the form of commissions 

on volumes. LBCs cannot compete on prices offered to farmers, only through the services they can 

provide to these farmers, limiting their ability to use price incentives to attract farmers.5 The fixed 

                                                
4  AGL (ECOM sub and LBC) buys cocoa from farmers and sells to Cocobod. ECOM then buys from CMC (also Cocobod) which then sells 

to Hersheyõs. ECOM, through its various subsidiaries, thus both sells to Cocobod domestically through AGL, and buys from Cocobod for 

the international market. 

5  Because LBCs compete by the extension services they offer to farmers, a public-private partnership would help lower LBC costs and 

expand services to more farmers by partnering with a public sector entity or donor able to provide these public goods and services. While 
such partnership might provide a competitive advantage to the LBC, it could also encourage other LBCs to join the race by seeking out 
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market price and challenges with contract enforcement also limit options to provide financial or input 

support to farmers to replant unproductive farms because of farmer freedom to cross-sell to other 

LBCs. Cocobodõs control of the supply chain is immense. It uses its price-fixing power to extract rents 

from farmers; currently farmers get paid 75 percent of the world market price for their product.6 The 

rents extracted from farmers help fund Cocobodõs technical support including pest and disease 

management, provision of training and extension services, and agricultural research. Its Quality Control 
Department inspects, checks, grades, and seals each consignment of cocoa to ensure quality standards. 

1.4  Cocoa Sustainability Challenge   

Cocoa is a critically important commodity to the GOG at national, regional and local government levels 

because it provides significant economic benefits that include jobs, improved livelihoods and social 

welfare, expanded tax base, higher family and corporate income, and foreign exchange earnings growth. 

Identifying how to develop a new pathway for continued cocoa production that does not rely on 

continued deforestation requires a careful understanding of its role in the national political economy of 
development as well as poverty alleviation. 

In 2010, cocoa accounted for 8 percent of Ghanaõs gross domestic product (GDP), 30 percent of total 

export earnings, and around 25 percent of the countryõs foreign exchange. Ghana is the worldõs third 

largest cocoa producer and second largest exporter. Due to the strong customary tenure regime, cocoa 

farming is dominated by smallholders, without large-scale concessions. Of the 900,000 tons produced in 

2010 (Figure 1.2), 90 percent was grown by smallholders (Tawaih, 2015), making it a strategic sector for 

addressing rural poverty and low incomes. Cocoa has seen several boom and bust cycles (see Section 2) 

and by 2005, crop yields and production had already begun to stagnate (Figure 1.2). Between 2000 and 

2005, while yield increased modestly, the area under cultivation increased dramatically, evidence that 

these moderate gains in yield came at the expense of expanding areas under cultivation rather than 

through intensification of already cultivated areas. Since 2010, cocoaõs performance has worsened, in 

part due to the downside of short-term gains of sun-grown cocoa catching up with cocoa farmers.7 

Cocoa production for the 2014/2015 and 2015/2016 cocoa seasons reached only 730,000 and 690,000 
tons respectively.  

In 2016, Cocobod announced 

plans to more than double cocoa 

output to 1.6 million tons by 2026 

through the dissemination of new 

hybrid seedlings more resistant to 

pests and diseases and through 

improved infrastructure (The 

Finder, 2016). Achieving this goal 

will be a challenge, for it will take 

several years of concerted effort 

before any yield increase 

materializes, given the time it will 

take to disseminate seedlings to 

smallholder farmers, replant old 

                                                
partnerships with other donors. In the longer run, the public sector interventions provided by donors along with enabling policy reform 
would have to be subsumed by state or private sector entities if the interventions are to be sustainable. 

6  Prior to economic reforms, farmers were paid substantially less (below 20 percent) (Kolavalli & Vigneri, 2011). 

7  Removing shade trees on cocoa farms that result in sun-grown cocoa produces short-term yield gains at the expense of productivity over 

the long term. See Section 2 for further discussion.  

Figure 1. 2: Ghana Cocoa Production, Area and Yield Time Series  

 
Source: Asante-Poku and Angelucci (2013) 
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fields, and implement the proposed infrastructure projects, as well as the lag between tree planting and 
initial yields (five years). 

Ghana is presently wrestling with two competing objectives. The first is to increase cocoa production to 

increase output and export earnings, which historically have been at the cost of deforestation. The 

second objective is to maintain Ghanaõs last vestiges of forest, avoiding biodiversity loss and 

environmental degradation, reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and participating in international 

efforts to reduce deforestation and degradation. Underlying this is a complex and largely undocumented 

customary tenure regime that has historically incentivized clearing native forest for cocoa production, 

and currently acts as a barrier to reinvesting in unproductive farms. Meeting both objectives will require 

a new cocoa production paradigm that addresses tenure and other constraints to better manage the 

agricultural resource base and promote new investment in trees and agroforestry systems for 
sustainability. 

1.5 Objective s 

The purpose of this report is to examine the interrelationships between land and natural resource 

governance and tenure, cocoa productivity, and deforestation to propose a pilot project for reducing 

deforestation through tenure-related interventions. This report sets out: 

1. How lack of tenure security in land and trees has resulted in the expansion of unsustainable 
cocoa farming through the conversion of natural forests and removal of shade trees; 

2. The linkages between tenure security, cocoa productivity, and deforestation to help establish 
cause-and-effect relationships; 

3. A proposed strategy to increase sustainable cocoa production by addressing tenure and 

investment constraints, which in turn will help reduce deforestation, environmental degradation, 

and biodiversity loss; and 

4. How to facilitate a public-private partnership to pilot and test interventions that achieve 
reductions in deforestation by improving productivity on existing smallholder cocoa farms. 

1.6 Approa ch 

The report was prepared through a 

combination of desk research, interviews, and 

a short field visit to a cocoa-growing region 

near Dunkwa-On-Offin (Western Ghana) that 

was close to gazetted forests and under 

pressure from gold mining (Figure 1.3). 

Meetings were held in Accra and Kumasi 

during a two-week period from October 23 

to November 4, 2016 and included interviews 

with the government, civil society, and private 

sector, as well as a community meeting with 

cocoa farmers. See Annex 1 for a list of 
interviewees. 

The team also used a database of information 

collected by AGL to evaluate the relationship 

between cocoa productivity and 

deforestation. This data provided a valuable 

Figure 1. 3: Geographic Coverage of Hershey õs Operations  
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understanding of the age of trees on farms selling cocoa to Hersheyõs (a key determinant of cocoa 

productivity), as well as visualizing the land use dynamics between cocoa cultivation on old farms and at 

the forest frontier.  

The amount of data and information based on cocoa productivity-deforestation in Ghana is very large. 

As of 2014, Tropenbos International (2014) compiled a list of 36 cocoa projects and initiatives that link 

with sustainable production, landscapes, and biodiversity alone. Many of the agencies visited in Annex 1 

have produced field-level research on various aspects of the tenure-productivity-deforestation nexus. 

The Reference section in this report is a fair representation of a much larger set of documentation, but 

it is not exhaustive. Rather, the goal of this study is to tighten the linkage between tenure, productivity, 

and deforestation that often resides in different philosophical and academic camps, and to apply this 

body of thinking to Climate Smart Cocoa development pathways led by REDD+ programming (Annex 2) 
and promoted by the World Cocoa Foundation. 

1.7 Report S tructure  

Section 2 of this report examines the challenges that confront Ghanaõs cocoa sector, in particular, the 

vast areas planted with old cocoa trees, a number of which have had shade trees removed and are past 

their prime. High costs of tree removal combined with incentives to carve out newly planted cocoa 

farms from secondary and old growth forests encourage producers to expand their area rather than 

intensify production, but at the cost of biodiversity loss and deforestation. Some of the challenges facing 

the cocoa sector are connected to the complex tenure regime in Ghana. Section 3 examines how 

tenure insecurity in land and trees drives removal of shade trees, constrains cocoa land rehabilitation, 

and creates perverse incentives to deforest. The challenges outlined in Sections 2 and 3 are not 

insurmountable and can be addressed through a mix of policy, governance, institutional, and incentive 

structures.  

The concluding Section 4 outlines a road map of possible interventions that can quickly pilot many 

aspects of the GOGõs Cocoa Forest REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation) Program at a small scale. However, aside from certain interventions related to tree rights 

and forest protection, the land tenure reforms proposed are equally relevant to rehabilitating sun cocoa 

plantations where tenure relations between landlords and tenants discourage removal of old and 

unproductive cocoa trees. These interventions aim to secure property rights in land and trees and to 

develop modes of financing that enable and encourage small farmers to clear old trees and replant with 

higher-yielding varieties. Over time, tenure security and higher cocoa productivity in both sun- and 

shade-cocoa systems can reduce pressure on secondary and old growth forests, thereby decreasing 

deforestation.  




