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1. The Ebola Epidemic in Sierra Leone’s Cocoa Belt 

The Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) has been raging in West 
Africa since the beginning of this year. Among the affected 
countries Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea have been hit 
hardest. The current outbreak is unprecedented in scale 
and has claimed more lives and displayed a greater spread 
than any other episode in history. To make matters worse, 
it has spilled from rural areas into urban centers, a factor 
which distinguishes it from previous outbreaks. 

In Sierra Leone the virus has spread across all of the 
country's 15 districts, infecting 5.906 people and claiming 

1.522 lives according to official figures from the Ministry of 
Health and Sanitation (as of 30.11.2014). The eastern part 
of the country - which is also referred to as Sierra Leone's 
Cocoa Belt - has been particularly affected by the 
epidemic: In mid-August (15.08.2014) the three eastern 
districts of Kailahun, Kenema and Kono drew in a share of 
88% of the total number of confirmed Ebola cases within 
the country. Seeing the emergence of new Ebola hotspots 
further west (namely the districts of Port Loko, Bombali and 
Western Area which now feature the highest cumulative 
count of cases and the most new infections) this share has 
dropped to 19% (as of 30.11.2014) during the past three 
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In Brief: Cocoa Production 

Sierra Leone's cocoa sector is healthy. Yield increases 
and quality improvements benefit farmers and traders. 

 45% of peasant households in the districts of 
Kailahun, Kenema and Kono grow cocoa. 

 The EVD erupted at the peak of the cocoa 
harvesting season: However, the most labor-
intense husbandry activities had been completed 
before the outbreak of the epidemic. Although 
farming has been constricted, cocoa harvests were 
good. Trees carried more pods than in past years 
and flowered twice. 

 A small share of cocoa farmers fell victim to the 
EVD. This had no remarkable impacts on 
production volumes. The negative consequences 
of the quarantine measures were marginal. 

 New cocoa seedlings were planted out late. Effects 
will show next year. It is important that farmers 
continue to raise seedlings for gap filling and the 
rejuvenation of plantations. 

In Brief: Cocoa Trading 

Cocoa is Sierra Leone's most important cash crop. 
Exports totaled nine million USD in 2013. 

 By-laws forced cocoa traders to reform their 
structures: New local agents replaced existing 
middlemen. Traders have been unable to recover 
pre-financing from farmers. 

 Many foreign-led trading companies ceased 
operations and left Sierra Leone. This triggered a 
consolidation process which resulted in less 
competition among traders and a better cocoa 
quality. New by-laws further contributed to quality 
improvements. 

 World market prices are at the highest level in 10 
years. Prices paid to producers have increased. 

 Road blocks do not stall cocoa exports, but pose 
extra bureaucratic hurdles which strain trade. 

 Cocoa exports have dropped by 30% to last year. 
As the borders with Guinea and Liberia are closed, 
cross-border trade has faltered and the inflow of 
cocoa slumped. 
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months. However, the disease has left its marks in the 
area, impacting the cocoa sector and constraining the 
economy at large. (For more information please see 
Welthungerhilfe's briefing paper on “The Non-Medical 
Impacts of the Ebola Crisis in Sierra Leone” published on 
07.10.2014.) 

With funding from the European Commission 
Welthungerhilfe has been implementing the Cocoa 
Development Project in the districts of Kenema, Kailahun 
and Kono in eastern Sierra Leone since July 2013. The 
project follows the objectives of improving the cocoa value 
chain by increasing the production of quality beans, 
promoting improved processing techniques and 
strengthening farmers‘ access to markets. Based on 
Welthungerhilfe's long-standing involvement in Sierra 
Leone's cocoa sector and its extensive knowledge of the 
industry and its players, this briefing paper pursues to give 
a first account of the current state of the cocoa sector in 
the context of the country's devastating Ebola epidemic. 
 
2. The Effects of Ebola on the Cocoa Sector 

Agriculture forms the backbone of Sierra Leone’s 
economy. In 2013 the sector accounted for 50% of GDP. 
Cocoa in particular, plays a substantial role as the 
country's most important cash crop and second most 
important export commodity constituting a vital source of 
revenue for the country. The value of cocoa exports totaled 
close to nine million USD (i.e. 8.964.700 USD) in 2013 
placing the crop second behind minerals and wide ahead 
of other commodities such as coffee and fish. (Bank of 
Sierra Leone. December 2013) Most cocoa is grown in the 
eastern districts of Kailahun, Kenema and Kono which are 
the most productive areas in the country. Crop farming in 
these districts constitutes the main activity of the rural 
population. Together with coffee, rice, cassava and palm 
oil, cocoa is among the five most grown crops. A survey 
conducted by Welthungerhilfe and partners in September 
2014 found that 45% of peasant households in the 
respective areas produce cocoa. (WHH. 23.09.2014) 
 
Cocoa Production 
The EVD erupted at a critical time of the year disrupting 
farming activities at the peak of the cocoa season. The 
cocoa harvest in Sierra Leone usually commences in July 
and runs until late January. 

Due to the restrictions imposed by government in a bid to 
contain the Ebola outbreak this year farmers were barred 
from attending to their fields and performing husbandry 
activities. In addition, many faced difficulties in finding 
laborers for their farms. The survey conducted by 
Welthungerhilfe and partners found that the shortage of 
labor was a problem to 71% of peasant households. Youth 
gangs who commonly perform farm work and cocoa 
husbandry were barred from work by new community by-
laws which had been established to minimize the social 
interaction among community members and control the 
spread of the Ebola virus. Likewise, the popular custom of 
sharing labor had collapsed as the solidarity and the 
mutual support among peasant households slowly 
dwindled. (WHH. 23.09.2014) However, while most 
farmers considered the shortage of labor to be a problem, 
its impact on the cocoa production should not be 
overestimated: When the first confirmed Ebola cases were 
reported from the districts of Kailahun and Kenema the 

most labor-intensive production time had passed.1 Cocoa 
fields have to be rehabilitated during the months of 
February, March and April. Within this period farmers have 
to underbrush their plantations, prune their trees and 
manage the shade on their fields. All 10.000 farmers 
registered with the Cocoa Development Project fulfilled the 
pre-set project target of underbrushing 5.000 ha of 
overgrown cocoa fields. For the harvesting and subsequent 
processing of cocoa pods farmers do normally not rely on 
the support of external labor. This rendered most 
producers able to gather their harvest even at the height of 
the Ebola crisis. 

While the cocoa harvest was hence only marginally 
affected by the outbreak of the EVD, smallholders were 
deterred from rejuvenating their fields and bedding out new 
cocoa trees. Only in mid-August, when the epidemic had 
slowly ebbed away, farmers started to out-plant their 
seedlings. However, as the weather conditions in August 
are harsh, the survival rates of the newly planted cocoa 
trees will be lower than in previous years. Many seedlings 
were washed away by heavy rain or decomposed when the 
planting-holes filled up with water. Fortunately, this 
problem did not affect this year's cocoa harvest. 

According to reports from the Directorate of Food and 
Nutrition (31.10.2014) under the Ministry of Health and 
Sanitation 212 households had been placed under 
quarantine in Kailahun, Kenema and Kono between early 
August and late October 2014. The effects of these 
measures on the cocoa harvest, however, have been 
marginal: Either the affected households waited for the end 
of the quarantine and then harvested or asked relatives to 
help them with the work during their isolation. 

In Kailahun District six farmers who were registered with 
the Cocoa Development Project died from the EVD. They 
had lived in the villages of Jokibu, Massao, Sokoma, 
Buedu and Foidu. Despite the tragic of their deaths, the six 
victims represent only a neglectable share of the total 
number of cocoa farmers in Kailahun District. In the current 
absence of robust data, EVD-related death cases among 
farmers are expected to have only minor impacts on cocoa 
production in the medium term. 

Although official harvesting figures are yet outstanding, this 
year's cocoa harvest has been better than in previous 
seasons according to information collected from cocoa 
traders and implementing partners of the Cocoa 
Development Project. As a consequence of the 
rehabilitation measures promoted by Welthungerhilfe many 
trees seem to carry considerably more pods than in 
previous years. In addition, farmers report that their trees 
have already flowered twice, rather than just once as in the 
past. 
 
Cocoa Trading and Marketing 
The Ebola epidemic in Sierra Leone has - without doubts - 
effects on the operations of the private sector and the 
economy at large. (For more information about the likely 
macroeconomic effects please see: World Bank. 
17.09.2014) Although the cocoa sector has not been as 
badly affected as other branches of the economy, it has not 
been entirely able to defy the odds: 

The people’s fear of infection, the closure of markets and 
the imposition of internal travel restrictions have disrupted 

                                                        
1 The Ministry of Health and Sanitation reported the first 10 cases 
from Kailahun on 29 May 2014, from Kenema on 7 June 2014 and 
from Kono on 7 September 2014. 
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the marketing of agricultural produce and barred 
smallholders from selling their harvest. For fear of Ebola 
many buying agents who - in normal years - would have 
provided support to farmers and functioned as 
intermediaries between traders and their affiliated 
producers refused to enter certain hotspot areas. In 
addition, new community regulations ban non-community 
members from sleeping in villages who they do not reside 
in. As a consequence, many buying agents have not been 
allowed to stay and trade in certain communities. This has 
seriously impeded the operations of agents and forced 
traders to adjust their trading structures: In order to be able 
to buy-up cocoa in those villages, they now have to work 
through local community agents (such as village chiefs) 
who buy cocoa directly from the producers and transport it 
from their villages to the traders' buying stations. 

Due to these operational changes many traders have not 
been able to recover the loans they had given to farmers: 
As the trader’s ordinary buying agents are the only people 
who know how much pre-finance has been given to certain 
smallholders and neither the new agent (i.e. the village 
chief), nor the trader himself know what money has been 
paid to whom, the traders had to be prepared to buy the 
cocoa at normal market rates from the producers. As most 
traders do not operate a 'Producer Management System' 
they have lost large sums of money. 

Since the beginning of the Ebola crisis, the cocoa sector 
has gone through a rapid consolidation: Some of the big 
buyers, including many foreign-led trading companies (i.e. 
Tropical Farms Limited, Bio United) have ceased 
operations and indeed, left the country. Others have scaled 
down their activities (Dayoub Trading, F T Saad). As a 
result, the number of buyers in the three districts has 
remarkably dropped. Of Welthungerhilfe's 32 implementing 
partners 15 are active in trade. Of these, only five have 
continued operations at full capacity. Three others have 
downsized their workforce and reduced working hours 
while the remaining seven have completely ceased 
activities. As this development has eased competition 
between the different traders, it has not remarkably 
reduced the volume of traded produce. The active traders 
are simply filling the gap and buying more. 

However, the low competition has contributed to enhancing 
the quality of the traded cocoa: There is less pressure on 
the farmers to sell unprocessed beans. While, in the past, 
traders looking for well processed beans had to fear that 
competitors focusing on quantity rather than quality would 
scoop the market, they can now wait until beans have been 
properly fermented and dried, before buying. This 
development has been aided by the imposition of new 
regulations in Kailahun District which are part of the by-
laws established in the wake of the epidemic. A fine of 
500.000 SLL (approximately 83 EUR) has been imposed 
on anyone buying wet cocoa beans in Kissi Tongi 
Chiefdom. Similarly, in Luawa Chiefdom perpetrators have 
to fear a fine of 300.000 SLL (approximately 50 EUR) for 
buying cocoa beans at night. 

In villages in the vicinity of urban centers it has been 
observed that the income of cocoa farmers has increased 
in recent weeks. While this is partly due to the low 
competition in the sector which results in better quality 
produce, it is amplified by a high international market price. 
In its annual report Barry Callebaut, one of the world's 
leading chocolate manufacturers, “joined other major 
industry players in bemoaning a 25% hike in cocoa prices 
this year - caused partly by the Ebola crisis.” As prices 

have risen to the highest level in 10 years, with a metric 
tonne selling for more than 3.220 USD in September 2014 
“this year's price hike was one of the sharpest since a 
commodity trader nicknamed 'Chocfinger' bought up 7% of 
the world's cocoa beans  - valued at £658m - in 2010.” 
(The Guardian. 21.11.2014) 

 

However, in remote areas of the three eastern districts of 
Kailahun, Kenema and Kono the income of cocoa farmers 
has dropped. Because of the restrictions imposed by 
government, producers have only limited access to 
accurate price information which makes them easy prey for 
traders who are looking for paying the lowest possible 
market rates. Making matters worse, the launch of the 
government's long-awaited market information system has 
been postponed indefinitely. 

In recent months Sierra Leonean policy makers have often 
been criticized for the strict enforcement of transport 
regulations and the establishment of numerous police 
checkpoints along the main traffic arterias. As passing road 
blocks is only permitted with the necessary authorization, 
the evacuation of fresh produce and cash crops such as 
cocoa and coffee from the field had been expected to 
considerably jeopardize trade. However, the past weeks 
have proven this fear unfounded as cocoa - like coffee and 
most other agricultural produce - has been declared an 
“essential commodity” which can - as such - be shipped 
without too great a hassle. Merely the vehicle transporting 
the commodity needs a 'Carnet de Passage' which has to 
be applied for in one of the country's larger urban centers. 
So far, cocoa traders seem to have well taken this 
bureaucratic hurdle. 

Nevertheless, newest figures from the state-run Produce 
Marketing Board (PMB) suggest that the volume of 
exported cocoa has dropped by 30% in October if 
compared to the same time of last year. While 975 metric 
tonnes were shipped out of Sierra Leone in 2014, cocoa 
exports had still reached 1.376 tonnes in 2013. This trend 
is equally reflected by the figures of the third quarter which 
are also down by 30%. However, besides other reasons, 
this might well be because the borders with Liberia and 
Guinea have been closed since shortly after the outbreak 
of the epidemic in Sierra Leone. This has rendered many 
Liberian and Guinean farmers unable to take their produce 
to Kailahun, Kenema or Kono and sell it there as genuine 
Sierra Leonean cocoa as it had been common practice in 
the past. 
 
3. Policy Recommendations 

By the end of November 2014 Sierra Leone's cocoa sector 
is healthy. Cocoa production has proven to be resilient to 
external crises such as the Ebola epidemic. Farmers have 
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profited from the rehabilitation measures promoted by the 
Cocoa Development Project. Yield increases, quality 
improvements and high world market prices benefit 
producers and national traders. Rehabilitation efforts 
should be raised in order to further increase sector 
productivity. Government can support local farmers by 
strengthening its extension work and launch a market 
information system which gives producers access to vital 
price information as well as marketing opportunities. 

The consolidation of the cocoa sector in the wake of the 
Ebola outbreak has had very positive effects on cocoa 
production: Together with new by-laws regulating the sale 
of cocoa, the reduced competition among traders led to 
higher quality levels and hence to better prices for farmers. 
Even after the containment of the Ebola epidemic and the 
revocation of the national state of emergency, the 
respective by-laws should remain in place in order to 
safeguard farmers’ interests. 

The Ebola epidemic has shown that crises can suddenly 
require adjustments of existing trading structures. As 
maintaining producer-buyer relations is the key to building 
resilient supply chains, traders are encouraged to invest in 
the set-up of 'Tracing and Mapping Systems' which help 
them to manage producer relations, monitor production 
and optimize trade. 

As the worldwide demand for cocoa is rising rapidly, taking 
heed of these recommendations will ensure that Sierra 
Leonean producers and traders remain competitive and put 
the country's cocoa sector in a prime position for the future. 
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