
 
 
 

 

Grow more or better? 
Why quality differentiated pricing 
is important for Liberia’s 
smallholder cocoa farmers. 
 

 

Liberia’s cocoa market in numbers 

• An estimated 30,000 smallholder farmers grow cocoa in Liberia 

• Approximately 12,000 tonnes of cocoa are exported from Liberia annually 

• Cocoa comprised 4.5% of total exports in 2015 

• There is a 15% international penalty attached to the price of cocoa exported from Liberia 

• The average annual income of a Liberian cocoa farmer is USD 570 

• Yields per hectare stand at 30% of those obtained in neighbouring countries. There is 
potential for farmers to double their yield and revenue if they employ good agricultural 
practices and proper drying and fermentation techniques. 

 

Despite organic, fair trade and 

general provenance 

becoming more common in 

developed country 

supermarkets, you’d be 

surprised by how much global 

food is traded with no regard 

for quality and traceability. 

Too much of the food 

produced in Africa is sold simply by weight, 

regardless of whether it is good or bad quality.  

This ‘one price fits all’ model hurts smallholder 

farmers, stops investment in agribusinesses and 

prevents agricultural economies from 

really benefitting from their resources. 

GROW is working with 

agribusinesses in Liberia’s cocoa 

sector that reward good farmers for 

good produce; meaning that land-

constrained farmers are not 

constrained in their revenues. 

When the market only pays one price, 

regardless of whether it’s good or bad quality, 

farmers don’t differentiate between buyers. 

They’re all offering the same thing regardless.  

This means on the one hand 

We work with 

buyers that pay 

higher prices for 

better quality 

cocoa. 



 

that a farmer isn’t incentivised to improve quality 

and, on the other hand, that he can sell to 

anybody. This in turn means that buyers are 

reluctant to invest in helping farmers. 

Understandably so! Why would I invest in 

helping a farmer grow more, if he’s likely to sell it 

to any number of other buyers?  

When buyers compete for low quality produce all 

they can compete on is price; they have to pay 

more to get the produce or else the factory next 

door will.  This competition might sound like a 

good thing, but it’s a short-term fix, which doesn’t 

help farmers, buyers or the entire agriculture 

sector in the long run. 

Even the aid industry is to blame for the modus 

operandi of growing low quality produce.  Aid 

programmes persuading farmers to grow high 

volumes of low quality produce in fact causes a 

glut in the market. When supply goes up, price 

goes down. And when price goes down what’s 

the only thing a farmer can do? Grow even 

more. But only the rich farmers have enough 

land to grow more. The rest can try, by planting 

the same fields again and again, depleting the 

soil, and removing organic matter. But the result, 

in the long run, is even lower yields. 

Let’s look at Liberia’s cocoa sector. Lots of 

buyers are competing with each other to buy 

cocoa, all at one price, regardless of quality. 

Buyers edge the price up bit by bit to 

outcompete the others and end up processing 

low quality cocoa which is actually expensive for 

what it is. So the Liberian cocoa market 

becomes a source of low quality, expensive 

cocoa. At the same time, all the buyers in the 

market prevent any one buyer from helping 

farmers, working with them to grow better quality 

over the long term. On that basis, Liberia will 

never outcompete its West African neighbours.  

GROW is changing this situation 

in Liberia.  

We work with buyers that pay higher prices for 

better quality cocoa. A poor farmer, on a small 

plot of land, can get more money if he or she 

grows better quality. And, on top of that, if a 

buyer is paying more to a farmer then the farmer 

will invariably sell to the buyer again and again. 

In such a relationship, the buyer can use its 

resources to help the farmer, for example, by 

buying fertiliser, by training in good agricultural 

practices or by getting organic certification.  All 

of a sudden, buyers aren’t buying expensive, low 

quality cocoa, and farmers aren’t constrained on 

their revenues. Buyers are getting good value, 

high quality cocoa and the poorest farmers can 

earn more.  

 

GROW is working with buyers to introduce 

business models that feature quality 

differentiated pricing, incentivising improved 

trade relationships and better farming methods 

that – while requiring additional effort on the part 

of the buyers, cooperatives, and farmers – 

produce high quality cocoa that meet the 

demands of the international market and fetch a 

better price. We are working with cooperatives to 

ensure that good agricultural and business 

practices are utilised in cocoa farming, leading to 

greater yields of higher quality cocoa that 

ultimately increase incomes for farmers. At the 

same time, we are working at the higher level to 

encourage buyers to change their business 

practices when it comes to purchasing cocoa 

and to explore markets that place emphasis on 

the quality of the cocoa being sold.

A single market price erodes farmer-buyer 

relationships and leads to a market of expensive, low 

quality produce.    

Farmers should be rewarded for producing 

better quality cocoa.     


