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A. Cocoa Sector (Province Equateur and 
Nord Kivu) 

1. Sector growth potential and pro-poor relevance 

Cocoa Sector at International level 
 

Cocoa Sector at National level 
Figure 1. Map of cocoa producing areas in DRC 
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time
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coco
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a 
com
mon 
pere
nnial 
crop, 
with 
arou
nd 20.000 hectares planted1. At that time cocoa was planted mainly in areas 
along the Congo River (Leopoldville, Coovilhatville and Stanleyville provinces): 

Mayombe, Lac Temba, Lukolela, Budjala and 
Kisingani.  It consisted mainly of large agro-
industrial estates that were managed by Beglian 
companies that benefitted from Concessions 
from the Kingdom of Belgium.  
From the 30’s cocoa pods were taken by cocoa 
agro-industrial workers to their original villages in 
order to establish small plantations, especially in 
Equateur province.  After independence there 
was an increase in area planted reaching a peak 
of 22.000 hectares in 19712 (see figure 3).  
Following this year civil wars coupled with low 

world cocoa prices left the cocoa sector stagnant and area planted is now at 
the same levels of 1971, despite a recent 
planting boom in the Province of North Kivu 

1 Only in today’s Equateur province there exist around 10,771 hectares of ancient cocoa plantations (large 
concessions and smallholder schemes). Source: Equateur Provincial Ministry of Agriculture, December 2013.  
2 Source: FAOSTAT. 

Fig. 2. Coin from Lukolela plantation 
(1930) 
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from 2005, driven by a Swiss-owned company, Schluter S.A. (ESCO KIVU)3.  
Figure 3. Trend of cocoa planted areas in DRC 

The country signed 
in 2011 the 
International Cocoa 
Agreement and has 
since then become a 
full member of the 
International Cocoa 
Organization (ICCO), 
although with a small 
and reduced voting 
power4. ICCO has 
presently limited data 
on the cocoa sector 
in DRC as the 
Government does not 

send accurate data to ICCO5 nor is exchanging information with it6.  

 
The official data on cocoa production in DRC put the present cocoa production at around 5,500 
tons7. However, these statistics (see figure 4) do not take into account cocoa production that is 
smuggled to other countries, such as Cameroon, Ivory Coast (from Equateur and Bandundu 
Provinces) and Uganda (from Oriental and Nord Kivu Provinces). If this trade is taken into account 

cocoa production 
could reach, 
according to ONC 
sources8, around 
16.500 tonnes which 
would place it 
among the first 20 
cocoa producing 
countries9. Coco 
smuggling started 
with the war in the 
90’s and has also 
increased with the 
higher international 
cocoa prices of the 
last years10.  

3 ESCO KIVU started ins operation in DRC in the 70’s in Coffee production however due to the coffee wilt 
disease, a steep decline of international coffee market and the Rwanda genocide coffee production was 
halted and cocoa was introduced in 2000. 
4 DRC voting power is set at 0,03%. Source: INTERNATIONAL COCOA COUNCIL, Eighty-ninth regular 
session, Radisson Blu Hotel, Zurich Airport, Switzerland, 11-14 March 2014. 
5 According to ICCO’s reports the annual DRC cocoa production is 1.100 tons. 
6 In the last ICCO meeting held in Zurich in March 2014 a representative from DRC attended the meeting. 
7 Ministry of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Services. 
8 ONC estimates that around 60% of total cocoa production in Nord Kivu province is informally exported 
to Uganda. As official figures are presently at 5.500 tons the total production would be around 13.750 
tons. In Equateur Province also at least 50% of harvest is informally exported to Cameroon and Ivory 
Coast via Republic of Congo. 
9 DRC would rank, if total cocoa production would be taken into account, in position 17th before India. In 
comparison DRC ranks in position 30th in the list of coffee producing countries. 
10 The low prices paid to cocoa farmers, in Equateur province, make it feasible for western Africa cocoa 
traders to buy cocoa in DRC and obtain a price lower, depending on national cocoa price policy in their 
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In terms of yield it is commonly accepted that, given its geo-climatic conditions, DRC has better 
potentials than West-African countries and is even reaching 1.25 ton/ha in present plantations in 
Nord Kivu11. 

The potentials for growth of the cocoa sector in DRC are big. DRC has 6 times more arable land 
than Ivory Coast, the first cocoa producer in the world and its primary forest lands, the best 
suited for cocoa, are not touched by the demographic pressure that exists in Western Africa, which 
nowadays produces around 70% of all cocoa. The Congolese Government and development 
community (donors and NGOs) are optimistic about the future of cocoa development, particularly 
in the context of rising global cocoa demand12. These expectations are important, but for the most 
part fail to engage the private sector and consequently fall short of addressing the systemic issues 
facing the sector — a poorly structured sector for exports, high transport costs, inefficient and 
badly organized agricultural support administration and elevated and contradictory tax regimes. 

Cocoa Sector in Equateur Province 
In Equateur province the surface planted to cocoa is very old, with trees averaging 70 to 80 years. 
The production is based almost exclusively on harvesting and primary processing (fermentation and 
drying) without any investment in nursery and shadow management. Taking into account that such 
old trees can yield a maximum of 180 kg/ha13 the total estimated potential production from the 
province can reach around 1.930 tons. Almost 50% of this production is smuggled to neighbouring 
countries14 (Cameroon and Ivory Coast) via the Republic of Congo. The production is concentrated 
in three districts (Equateur, Mongala and Sud-Ubangi) which together account almost 99% of the 
production15.  

Table 1. Cocoa and other perennial crops abandoned surfaces in Equateur Province, by district 
and territory16 

  Cocoa 
planted 

area (ha) 

In relation to 
other perennial 

crops in % 

In relation to the 
province in % 

Total abandoned 
perennial crops 

(ha) 
DISTRICT 
Equateur 4 392 31% 41% 14 078 
Mongala 3 555 29% 33% 12 141 
Tshuapa 30 0% 0% 25 307 

Sud-Ubangi 2 649 31% 25% 8 660 
Nord-Ubangi 145 5% 1% 2 730 
Grand-total 10 771 17% 100% 62 916 

 
Cocoa has never been a dominant perennial crop in the province, as evidenced in table 1, as it 
share never exceeded a third of total area planted to perennial crops in any of its territories.  

In Equateur district the production concentrates in the Lukolela territory (80%) and Bikoro territory 
(12%). In the Mongala district production is mainly at Bumba territory (98%) while in Sud-Ubangi 

countries, than that paid to farmers in their country. In Nord Kivu the smuggling is due to the lack of 
security in the region which makes it easier for farmers to take their production across the border. 
11 Source: Philip Betts, CEO ESCO Uganda, during the Business Meets Biodiversity Conference 2012, 
organized by the Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development of Utrecht University on June 27, 2012 
at the Rabobank Headquarters, Utrecht. 
12 ICCO has forecasted that until year 2018 cocoa prices will  be on the rise, due to supply shortages, 
reaching a maximum of 3600 $/ton. Source: ICCO.  
13 According to BTC, the main buyer in Equateur province, some cocoa farmers in the province do regular 
planting which increases yield per hectare. In order to take this into account in this report we have 
increased the yield of traditional abandoned cocoa plantations (max. 150 kg./ha) to 180 kg./ha. 
14 Source: ONC Equateur provincial office. 
15 This data is based on a survey done by the Provincial Ministry of Agriculture of abandoned surfaces 
and does not take into account projects that have been launched in the last years, namely in the region 
of Boende (Tshuapa district). 
16 Source: Ministère Provinciale de l'Equateur de l'Agriculture et Administration du Territoire de Loukoulela 

Page 3 of 29 

                                                                                                                                            



Francisco Incerpi – MSA Cocoa 

district production is focused in Budjala (78%) and Gemena (15%) territories. The quality of cocoa 
from Equateur is considered to be average in terms of seed weight and moist. No information 
could be obtained on fat content but it appears from importers that chocolate companies have 
shown interest for its flavor17. 

Over 10,000 households are employed in the sector and money earned from smallholder cocoa 
sales supplements other sources of income enabling families to diversify purchases and held 
paying school fees, purchasing a tin roof, buying a bicycle or a pirogue18. The Province has 
32.283.478 ha of available land representing thus an enormous potential for cocoa growth. The 
provincial Government has classified cocoa among the crops to promote for foreign investment.  

Cocoa Sector in Nord-Kivu Province 
In Nord-Kivu the cocoa sector is rather recent as it started around the year 2000 when the 
company ESCO-Kivu decided to introduce cocoa with the farmers it had been cooperating in the 
coffee sector. This was mainly due to the fact that coffee had suffered substantial losses as 
during the late 90s the Robusta coffee sector was attacked by the virulent trichomycosis virus. The 
impact of the virus coupled with the economic consequences of Zairianisation, volatile world 
market prices and an overall lack of investment crippled the coffee sector in Nord Kivu and 
delivered a fatal blow to most Robusta producing areas. ESCO-Kivu imported cocoa varieties from 
neighbouring Uganda and from year 2005 to today the cocoa sector has seen a remarkable 
increase in size as it can now boasts around 40,000 hectares of cocoa planted19. According to 
ONC-Nord Kivu estimates almost 60% of all production is being presently smuggled to 
neighbouring Uganda (this would represent around 60% of Ugandan cocoa exports). This cocoa 
boom has also been possible to the combined technical support to farmers between ONC-Nord 
Kivu and ESCO-Kivu technical support unit. Also to mention that, in the north of the province, 
farmers started to use planting material coming from Orientale Province, as the INERA station, 
Yingambani, has an active cocoa reproductive unit. The chocolate company Mars has made the 
genetic map of cocoa trees of the province, which shows a predominance of forastero clones20. 

Most of the cocoa production in the province is concentrated around the Beni area (see figure 621) 
but other areas have developed at the north of the province. Over 55,000 households are 
employed in the sector, and money earned from smallholder cocoa sales typically supplements 
other sources of income and enables families to make larger purchases such as paying school 
fees, purchasing a tin roof or buying a bicycle. Revitalising the cocoa sector in Nord Kivu would 
directly contribute to positive pro-poor outcomes such as increased employment and increased 
incomes22. The Province has 4.617.900 ha of available land representing thus an enormous potential 
for cocoa growth. The provincial Government has classified cocoa among the crops to promote for 
foreign investment.  

  

17 An importer of DRC cocoa, Tropicore, has mentioned that both butter content and flavour have been 
appreciated by some end buyers. 
18 The cocoa surfaces of the main producing districts of the province have been diminished by the 
concessions. In Equateur the Lukolela concession, managed by a Kinshasa-based company, has 2.500 ha.. 
In Sud-Ubangi the number is estimated at 1.000 ha., although the area are larger the actual cocoa 
planted area is taken into account. In Mongala the same amount of concessions as Sud-Ubangi has been 
used, although no data has been received by the mission. The average farm size has been calculated at 
0,75 ha/household. 
19 This figure comprises trees planted by farmers that are not officially recorded and who smuggle most 
of their production to Uganda. The estimated yield considered is 350 kg/ha.  
20 This is done under the agreement between Bioversity International and Mars to produce a genetic 
mapping of cocoa around the world. 
21 From Philip Betts: Cocoa and Biodiversity in DR Congo. 
22 The average farm size has been calculated at 0,75 ha/household, according to data collected during 
the workshop in Butembo.. 

Fig. 5 Cocoa areas around Beni 
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2. Market system mapping 
The cocoa sector in Equateur North Kivu is comprised of two separate but inter-linked market 
systems which commercialise cocoa through two different export channels, Matadi and Mombasa 
ports. Although not confirmed through a focused survey the quality of the cocoa is different with 
Equateur producing higher quality due to bigger bean dimension, better flavor and higher butter 
content. This report focuses on the core market, support systems, enabling environment and rules 
and regulations for the Equateur and Nord Kivu market systems which include production and 
primary processing. It looks at the export of cocoa from these production areas. Figure 6 and 7 
summarise the key actors and functions in the cocoa market system. The following sections 
describe the functioning of individual components in detail. 

 

2.1. The core: sub-sector and value chain analysis 
As shown in Figure 8 and Figure 9, the two market systems have both export (legal and illegal) 
market channels (value chains). The two market systems have similar functions and consist, for the 
most part, of different but in some cases related actors. Despite their similarities in structure, it is 
important to treat them individually because they from distinct regions via separate borders and 
face competition from different groups of illegal smugglers. Further, they each face unique enabling 
environment challenges and benefit from different support programmes. Lastly, the existing 
processing infrastructure is also different and impacts the current trends.  

For the Equateur province the three export channels consist of (1) fully integrated exporters; (2) 
semi-integrated exporters and (3) illegal buyers. Fully integrated exporters produce, process and 
export their own cocoa, mainly consisting of large agro-industrial estates that have their markets 
identified, at least partially. Semi-integrated exporters that support farmers in cocoa processing and 
export cocoa but are not directly involved in production. Illegal buyers smuggle cocoa to non-
integrated exporters based in either Cameroon, Ivory Coast or Republic of Congo. 

For the Nord-Kivu province the four export channels consist of (1) fully integrated exporters; (2) 
semi-integrated exporters, (3) Non-integrated exporters and (4) illegal buyers. Non-integrated 
exporters only export cocoa. Illegal buyers smuggle cocoa to non-integrated exporters based in 
either Uganda, Rwanda or Kenya. 

Figure 10 and 11 show the value chain revenue structure in both provinces, for smallholder 
farmers. As can be evidenced there are big differences in structure between the revenue value 
chain structures. First of all, the price received by growers in Equateur is almost three times and 
half lower than that received by their counterparts in Nord Kivu (0,65 $/kg vs 2,15 $/kg)23. 
Farmers in Nord Kivu then receive around 66% of the world price while in Equateur this figure is 
23%. Even taking into account the smaller FOB price received by the Equateur cocoa (15% 
discount below world prices) 

Table 2. Comparison between the revenue value chain structure of the two provinces ($/kg.) 

 
Equateur  Nord Kivu 

 

$/Kg of 
dry cocoa % 

$/Kg of dry 
cocoa % 

Farm gate price 0,65 23% 2,15 66% 

Local buyer 0,27 10%     

Transport 0,30 11% 0,14 4% 

Provincial taxes 0,04 2% 0,06 2% 

National taxes 0,09 3% 0,07 2% 

Export costs 0,06 2% 0,04 1% 

Exporter 1,36 49% 0,80 25% 

23 For the purpose of the analysis averages are considered for all the actors of the chain. 
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Total 2,76 100% 3,26 100% 
 

 Figure 6: M4P ‘donut’-style map for the Equateur’s cocoa market system 

 
  

Figure 7: M4P ‘donut’-style map for the Nord-Kivu’s cocoa market system 
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Fig.. 8 Equateur Cocoa Market System 

 

Fig.. 9 Nord Kivu Cocoa Market System 
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Fig.. 10 Equateur cocoa value chain revenue structure – (US $ / kg) 

 

Fig.. 11 Nord Kivu cocoa value chain revenue structure – (US $ / kg) 
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in relation to Nord Kivu prices the share of cocoa growers in Equateur is small. In fact the lowest 
world share of producer price, in 2009, was in Ivory Coast and Ghana which accounted around 
45%24. Another interesting issue is that the price paid to cocoa farmers in Equateur province is the 
same in all the province (600 FC/kg) and this seems to indicate a collusion practice among local 
buyers and the total dependency of farmers from buyers. The share of local buyers, in Equateur, 
is around 10% of the revenue for the service of aggregating the production and put it into the 
commercial circuit for exporters. By contrast in Nord Kivu these actors do not exist as almost all 
the production is sold directly to exporters25. In relation to transport costs also worth mentioning 
the fact that Equateur has twice the cost than Nord Kivu. This is explained by the fact that in 
Equateur roads are in bad conditions, with higher costs per km/ton, and the tonnage needs to 
travel by river to Kinshasa port facility and then by road to Matadi port. In Nord Kivu, on the 
other hand, tonnage travels by road directly to the port of Mombasa or Dar-es-Salam. 

Input supply 

As depicted in Figure 6 and Figure 7, there are differences in input supply between the two market 
systems. In Equateur the inputs are only bought by agro-industrial plantations and farmers in the 
province have no access to improve seedlings, nurseries, fertilizers or pesticides. Also agricultural 
materials, boots, machetes, limes, etc., are very hard to find in Mbdandaka or Gemena and their 
price is sometimes 20 to 30 % higher than in Kinshasa. .In Nord Kivu formal input providers are 
limited. The agro-chemical market is extremely thin, and consequently, most farmers meet 
fertilisation needs through composting organic matter which they purchase from itinerant 
pastoralists. As most of the production has been organically certified there is a growing market for 
organic fertilizers but no evidence has been found of organic pesticides or herbicides. Agro-
chemicals are squarely in the domain of the private sector but are out of physical and financial 
reach for most small scale producers. In general, the decline of commercial plantations has 
significantly lowered demand for and availability of agro-chemicals. In North Kivu, there are a 
handful of formal and informal input suppliers (based mainly in urban centres). However, they do 
not specialise in cocoa products, have inconsistent products stocks and are often accused of 
selling adulterated products. Consequently those actors, who do purchase inputs, often buy from 
Rwandan companies. 

With regards to seedlings no evidence of a supply chain was found in Equateur province. There is 
no government institution that supplies improved planting material or plants. The only farmers that 
have nurseries use their own material without using any criteria for selecting the trees to 
reproduce (marking) and they do not sell their plants to any farmer. The seedlings are provided, in 
most of the cases, by semi-integrated buyers (ESCO Kivu) who gives plants at no cost to farmers. 
Some support is also given by ONC Nord Kivu in this respect. 

Production 

In the Equateur province cocoa smallholder production is basically a harvesting culture with no 
investment in agricultural practices such as pruning, shadow management, de-weeding, etc. For 
many years harvesting was not even done as there were no buyers for the cocoa. This has 
changed over the last years with the increase in world cocoa prices and the entrance of a new 
buyer from Kinshasa, with commercial links to a Dutch company26, and the re-appearance of 
buyers from neighboring countries. According to BTC production from small holders in the 
Mbandaka and Lukolela area is forecasted to be around 500 tons and in the Gemena region 
(Budjala district) other 500 tons. The agro-industrial concessions are located in the Lukolela area27, 
which produces around 12 tons and the non-maintained areas are harvested by small holders 

24 Source: ICCO. 
25 This is the official circuit in the province while no information was obtained during the visit to Nord 
Kivu on the commercial circuits of illegal cocoa trade. 
26 BTC export is a Congolese company that sells all its product to Continaf, a mid-sized Dutch commodity 
trader. 
27 2,500 ha given in concession to a Kinshasa based company. Currently only 200 hectares are being 
maintained. The assets of the plantation, fermentation house, dual cocoa dryer and other buildings are in 
a state of abandonment.  

Page 9 of 29 

                                                 



Francisco Incerpi – MSA Cocoa 

without the authorization from the company, and in the Budjala district (Gwaka) where two 
plantations with a total area of 3.000 hectares are growing fast28. The number of households 
involved in production is estimated to be around 10,000. 

In Nord Kivu there are only small holders which produce to sell to large semi-integrated buyers, 
mainly ESCO Kivu, and they receive technical support from both the buyer and the provincial ONC 
office. Between official planters and unrecorded ones, mainly based in the north of the province, 
there are around 55,000 households depending on cocoa farming with a forecasted surface of 
40,000 hectares. Most of the production is currently internationally certified by UTZ and Rainforest 
alliance as organic (bio). Also some producers are associated in cooperatives which also allows 
fair trade certification. 

Processing  

Cocoa typically has two harvests per year. Once the fruit is harvested, the pod is cut open and 
the seeds are removed. To produce the highest quality, beans should be fermented within six 
hours of being removed from their pod. Fermentation is the key to unlocking the beans’ flavour 
and aroma but is a step that is often skipped by small producers, which degrades the quality of 
even the best cocoa varieties. Fermentation involves placing beans in covered boxes or wrapping 
them in banana leaves until they reach 47-49 degrees Celsius, have defined ridges and a 
pink/brown colour. The process typically takes 6-8 days and results in beans with a 60% moisture 
content. Next, the beans are dried either in the sun or by machine until their moisture content is 
reduced to approximately 7.5%. Like fermentation, drying is a critical and delicate step in the 
production of high quality beans. Beans that dry too quickly become overly acidic and brittle, while 
beans that do not dry quickly enough grow mould. Machine drying also enables polishing, which 
protects beans from fungal infections. Once they are adequately dried, beans are packaged and 
shipped to a processor to be roasted and ground into liquor. The liquor is then pressed to extract 
the cocoa butter, which makes up approximately 55% of the weight of a dry bean. The remaining 
cake is milled and sieved to produce cocoa powder. A portion of the cocoa butter is then remixed 
with cocoa powder and other ingredients to produce plain chocolate. Cocoa butter is also used 
frequently in cosmetic or pharmaceutical products. 

In the Equateur province best fermentation and drying practices have been gradually introduced by 
BTC to smallholders in the last three years. However the support given to farmers is limited to 
sporadic visits to the field and the implementation of guidelines is sometimes left to the criteria of 
the farmer. The fermentation is sometimes done by opening a hole in the soil and covering it with 
banana leaves and then introducing the cocoa and after two days mixing it. The problem with this 
is that cocoa beans can easily been attacked by fungus and also mixing of cocoa is not done 
completely as farmers tend to do it only in the surface. This gives a cocoa that is partially 
fermented.  

28 The ex-SIAC plantation (Canthe) has imported pods from Ivory Coast to use as new planting material 
without going through any government quarantine control. 

Fig. 12. Fermentation in Lukolela 
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In some places (Kambala) BTC has introduced community wood fermentation boxes, which increase 
the quality of fermentation, as temperature is uniformly distributed and cocoa can be entirely 
mixed.  The boxes are protected by a palm roof to avoid humidity during fermentation. 

In plantations fermentation is done in so called fermentation house where fresh cocoa is 
introduced in large quantities and place in sequential boxes where it is passed from one box to 
another after two days of fermentation until it reaches six days. This is an outdated technique 
found in the Lukolela platation (see fig. 14).  

 

 

Fig. 12. Village dryer in Lukolela  

Fig. 13 BTC supported fermentation boxes in the village of Kambale 

Fig. 14 Fermentation house in Lukolela Kaua plantation 
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The more modern fermentation technique, however, the boxes are put in cascade, which allows 
humidity to drain more easily.  

In villages in Equateur drying is done in bamboo mats elevated over the floor with wood poles 
(see fig. 15). Cocoa is taken away at night from dryers. The problems with this technique is that it 
is done close to the road accumulating dust during the drying. 

Marketing 

Equateur cocoa passes through different hands (legal and illegal) before reaching the final market 
in. In the Mbandaka/Bikoro/Lukolela system, buyers come directly to the farms to purchase dried 
cocoa for semi-integrated or non-integrated exporters, mainly illegal traders from Cameroon or 
Tchad. In the Gemena/Gwaka system, cocoa is purchased at the Akuila port for semi-integrated or 
non-integrated exporters. In Nord Kivu market system buyers have defined buying points in the 
area where farmers deliver their production, when near, or the company truck collects directly in 
the village. 

In Equateur the exporter has between 2-3 buyers who work through a network of 10-12 sub-buyers 
to purchase dried cocoa. Although the company claims that it pays 850 FC/kg to the farmer in 
fact farmers are receiving only 600 FC/kg, when cocoa is properly fermented and dried. In Nord 
Kivu, on the other hand the exporter buys directly from the farmer. 

In Equateur buyers are paid for by volume and there is rarely a price differential paid for quality.  
The lack of financial incentive for quality is passed along the chain to the producer, who is paid a 
flat rate.  According to BTC the European trader has penalized it for the low quality of the cocoa. 
In Nord Kivu, on the contrary, it appears that ESCO Kivu has implemented a good system of 
quality control along the value chain and farmers receive incentives for quality performance. 

With an estimated 50-60% of coffee production being smuggled to neighboring countries, illegal 
buyers play a significant role in the Equateur and Nord Kivu cocoa market system. The illegal 
buyers have several advantages over their Congolese counterparts including more capital to 
purchase cocoa, as a result of contract advances. Illegal buyers in Equateur, especially from 
Cameroon, bought Equateur cocoa at cheaper prices than the official price paid in Cameroon, in 
2013; 1 kg. of Equateur cocoa put in Douala would cost 1,3 $/kg while the official price, set by 
Cameroon cocoa commission, was at 1,9 $/kg.. As a result, they have large margins to compete 
with Congolese buyers and can easily put them out of the market and significantly reduce their 
potential volume of exports.  In Nord Kivu the price paid to farmers is higher than that in Uganda 
but illegal trade occur mainly because of low security reasons in the Congolese area and farmers 
can only access the Ugandan market.  

Fig. 15 Village dryer in Lukolela 
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There is 1 exporter in Equateur and 9 in Nord Kivu. The exporter in Equateur sells cocoa at 15% 
discount to a trader in The Netherlands while in Nord Kivu predominantly certified cocoa is sold 
to traders in Europe (predominantly in Switzerland). While the exporter in Equateur claims that it is 
not difficult to find a market for its product, the issues of inconsistent quality and unreliable 
contract and lack of quality incentives, have tarnished their reputation and decreased the price 
paid per kilogram. In Nord Kivu, on the contrary the certification process put in place is a 
guarantee of premium price all along the value chain. 

 

In Equateur there only one exporter accounting for 100% of the production of small holder 
farmers while the plantations have direct access to traders/end consumers. In Nord Kivu ESCO 
Kivu accounts for 90% of the official production and the remaining 8 for 10%. One exporter 
directly export to a US market consumer that is producing a Congo origin chocolate bar (see fig. 
16). 

  

Fig. 16 The first example of Congo chocolate 
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2.2. The support environment 

Support programmes 

In both provinces the intervention of donors in the cocoa sector is inexistent at the moment. The 
only donor that has done interventions in the cocoa sector in the country is the European Union, 
which has supported a pilot scheme in the Bandundu province together with a Belgian NGO, Trias. 
Interventions are only from the privat sector and from NGOs. 

Below are brief summaries of the current and/or planned coffee projects in North and South Kivu. 

Market System Project Objective(s) Intervention zone Donor/Implementer Alignment 
with MDC 

Equateur 

To raise cocoa farmers' 
income by introducing 
cocoa best practices 
and increasing area 
planted 

Mooto 
(Mbandaka/Bikoro 
region) 

Caritas Belgium -      

Nord Kivu 

To raise cocoa farmers' 
income by importing 
certified organic and 
fair trade cocoa to the 
US to produce Congo 
origin bars 

Nord Kivu Eastern Congo 
Initiative -      

To support organised 
farmers' associations in 
production and to buy 
their production 

Nord Kivu ESCO Kivu -      

 

Research 

Dedicated research for the Congolese cocoa sector is extremely limited. In Equateur province the 
presence of INERA is inexistent while in Nord Kivu there has been some collaboration in terms of 
providing seedlings for farmers from the INERA station located outside in Oriental province, 
Yamgambani.  

Financial services 

Financial services for the agricultural sector in general are extremely limited and the cocoa sector 
is no exception. Though the large commercial banks such as BIAC, TMB, Rawbank, BIC, BCDC, etc. 
all have a presence in Mbandaka and Goma (and some even have a presence in smaller towns 
like Gemena, Beni and Butembo), financial services are limited  and available only for the most 
established actors.  

The reluctance to lend is a function of many factors including a lack of understanding of the risk 
and opportunities in the sector; preference to finance commerce in manufactured goods (or other 
low risk sectors); a credit and savings mismatch (e.g. short term deposits, long term credit needs); 
inflexible guarantee requirements and a lack of appropriate financial products for the coffee sector. 
As a result of this reluctance and the high costs of the current commercial rates (12-16% interest 
per year), many Congolese coffee companies rely on private capital to finance activities and 
expansion. 

Lack of access to affordable capital is a major constraint. While exporters in Cameroon, Ivory 
Coast, Rwanda and Uganda are able to secure working capital from local commercial banks for 
their buying campaigns by using their purchase agreements from traders as collateral for short 
term loans, Equateur and Kivu exporters are forced to rely primarily on private capital. The lack of 

Page 14 of 29 



Francisco Incerpi – MSA Cocoa 

liquidity in the Equateur and Kivu cocoa sector, significantly constrains Congolese exporters from 
buying sufficient quantities of dry cocoa and slows the overall pace of investment. 

Business development services 

The role of the Office National du Café has diminished significantly since the liberalisation of the 
sector in the 90s. The ONC is responsible for providing services to the sector including: agricultural 
extension, processing facility inspection, quality analysis, price dissemination, export documentation 
and marketing. The ONC levies a fee based on the FOB value of the cocoa of 3.%. In Nord Kivu, 
in order to promote certified cocoa, ONC levies 1,5% on certified cocoa. In addition, ONC officially 
charges 50USD and 100 USD for local buyers and exporters, respectively. In addition, for exporters 
it charges 1,000 USD/year to export agricultural products. The ONC has offices in both provinces,. 
In Equateur the main office is located in Mbandaka and there is an office in Gemena. In Nord 
Kivu, they are located in Goma and Beni. In Nord Kivu only the Beni office appeared to be in 
regular contact with their agronomist. However, due to a lack of funds, the 48 Beni agronomists 
had limited engagement with the famers. The presence of NGOs and some private sector actors in 
agricultural extension reflects the massive deterioration of the ONC’s public extension network. 

The role of cocoa quality contrôle lies with OCC, which is charged of doing the laboratory 
anallysis of, certifies national agricultural production, manages warehouses and produces export 
crop statistics, among others. OCC charges both at the provincial and national level. At the 
provincial level it charges 9 USD/ton for quality control at the provincial warehouse and at the 
national level 180 USD per exported lot for quality analysis of the lots to be exported, 50 USD for 
the quantitative report (unofficially) and 1% of FOB for the certificate of verification to export. 

Transport services 

In Equateur transport, as already mentioned is an expensive factor, compared to North Kivu. Cocoa 
has to travel from the field, sometimes up to 300 kms inland at high costs and then from the 
Congo River to Kinshasa, around 100 USD/ton and then from Kinshasa to Matadi port.  

In Nord Kivu there are two main firms, SDV Agetrav and TMK-interfrieght, which are comparable in 
price and provide transport services to ports in Mombasa. Prices range from 210USD to 
240USD/MT or 4,320USD to 4,608USD/container. Transportation costs are 2-3 times higher (but 
only 1/3 additional distance) in the Kivus compared to neighbouring countries. The high transport 
costs are directly related to delays by the State services (such as the ONC, OCC and OGEFREM) 
in issuing the proper export documentation and the poor road conditions. 

 

2.3. Formal and Informal Rules 
Export Tax Regime.  

The Agriculture Code, signed into law on December 24, 2011, is an overarching document which 
treats a wide range of issues facing the agriculture sector, including taxes. The new law introduces 
a single export tax of 0.25%, which reduces export taxes from 3% in Equateur and 4% in North 
Kivu29. Despite the introduction of this new law which also attempts to suppress all illegal taxation, 
export officials including the ONC, OCC, OFIDA, AUFS and OGEFREM continue to levy taxes 
equivalent to 3% (not including the informal tax levies which account for another 2%). State 
officials claim that they have not been trained in the new tax code and consequently continue to 
levy taxes according to the old tax regime. 

The types of taxes paid in both provinces also differ both in quantity and type (see table 3, 
below). According to exporters, the main competition for cocoa comes from illegal buyers from 
Cameroon and Ivory Coast, who are able to pay higher farm gate prices because they have higher 
minimum price for farm gate cocoa30. 

Higher capacity to increase price, coupled with more access to commercial finance, make these 
illegal buyers extremely difficult to compete against. Consequently, an estimated 50-60% of annual 

29 DRC Agriculture Code 2011 
30 In Equateur province margins can be up to 66% depending on the distance travelled to destination. 
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production is smuggled illegally to these neighbouring countries and marketed as Cameroonian, 
Ivorian or Ugandan cocoa. Smuggling is devastating the private sector, which relies on large 
volumes for revenues and profits, and it also significantly reduces government tax revenues.  

Table 3. Comparative tax structure for Congolese cocoa between Equateur and Nord Kivu 

provinces 

 

Grades and quality standards. 

The grade of cocoa is determined by the ONC while the quality is determined by both OCC and 
ONC and in this respect a certain confusion reigns among buyers and exporters of cocoa.. Prior to 
exporting, a sample of the product must be submitted to the ONC for analysis, for a fee of 3% of 
FOB price and 180 USD per exported lot to OCC. 

In Mbandaka only OCC has an operational laboratory while in Nord Kivu ONC operates two (Goma 
and Beni) laboratories. The analysis determines the grade of the cocoa coffee and ensures that it 
complies with certain quality standards. Following the analysis, the ONC will issue a certificate 
citing the grade of the sample. There are five different grades of cocoa which are exported from 
Congo:  

I. Good quality (BC), Current quality (QC), Average quality 1 (QM1), Average quality 2 
(QM2), Average quality 3 (QM3). 

 

According to data supplied by Nord Kivu ONC in 2013 the cocoa exported was classified as 
mainly Average quality (98%). This data shows that presently cocoa from Nord Kivu is not of high 
standards and there is room to introduce improved cocoa varieties that can greatly increase 
cocoa prices31. 

Table 4. Classification of Nord Kivu cocoa following ONC grading in 2013 

QC (kg) QM1 
(kg) 

QM2 
(kg) 

QM3 
(kg) TOTAL 

2% 39% 38% 21% 100% 

 

31 The average price for fine cocoa sometimes doubles the international price as the gourmet market is 
price inelastic and can buy as much cocoa as possible. 
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In most cases, exporters are required to pay bribes, upwards of 50 to 100 USD, to receive their 
certificate. In some cases the trader will conduct a second quality analysis to verify the product. If 
the product does not conform to the certificate results the trader will withhold payment. According 
to one trader, this is a frequent occurrence and consequently has impacted the overall perception 
of Equateur exports and results in a higher negative differential. For Nord Kivu it appears that, 
given the good collaboration between ESCO Kivu and ONC, the quality control system is rather 
efficient and discounts from traders is limited. 

Rule of origin. The International Cocoa Organization is the main intergovernmental organization for 
coffee.  The ICCO is a forum for both exporting and importing coffee government to address the 
challenges facing the cocoa sector and its main objective is to strengthen the global cocoa sector 
and promote its sustainable expansion in a market-based environment for the betterment of all 
participants in the sector. The ICCO membership represents 87% of the world’s cocoa production 
and 70% of the world’s consumption32. In 2011, the DRC signed a membership agreement with the 
ICCO. 

Certification/private labels. 

In Equateur presently there is no cocoa certification scheme. A Belgian project in Mooto (Bikoro 
region) is trying to introduce an ECOCERT scheme. In Nord Kivu the three most common 
certification schemes are Organic, Fair Trade and UTZ, mainly done on growers that work with 
ESCO Kivu.  

Commercial governance 

In theory, the exporters set the local purchase prices and therefore have the greatest leverage on 
the in-country value chain. However, since the local price is a reflection of the world market price 
their influence on price is somewhat mitigated. In addition, their influence is further reduced by the 
significant presence of illegal buyers who are able to offer marginally higher prices. There is a risk 
that reducing smuggling would increase the influence of local exporters on price, though industry 
experts commented that competition amongst Congolese exporters, particularly when coupled with 
access to working capital, would minimise this effect. 

Policy and strategy.  

No cocoa policy or development cocoa strategy exists in the country. The few interventions by 
donors have been limited to pilot schemes. 

Informal rules.  

In Equateur smuggling is done by transporters with the complicity of local authorities. In Nord Kivu 
border traders, cocoa growers, buyers, etc, are implicated at some level in the smuggling. For a 
fee, these groups facilitate the illegal smuggling of an estimated 12,000MT of cocoa valued at over 
36USD million each year. 

3. Poverty analysis 
In the Equateur and Nord Kivu cocoa sector the poor are employed in cocoa production, small 
scale trading, primary processing and factory work. Thanks to a growing demand for cocoa in the 
past three years, the cocoa sector is an important source of livelihoods for over 65,000 
households who are engaged in cocoa production. As a labour intensive commodity with growing 
global demand, the cocoa sector can be a driver of pro-poor growth, supported by the growing 
prices for cocoa in the next 5 years will have a great impact onsmallholder earnings in the DRC.  

An average smallholder farmer has between 0,75 of a hectare, and average yields per hectare are 
180 Kg/ha in Equateur and 350 kg/ha in Nord Kivu. As a result, cocoa contributes approximately 
87 USD in revenues per household in Equateur and 551 USD in Nord Kivu , with profit estimated 
at around 85-95% of revenues. 

Table 5. Cocoa revenues per household in Equateur and Nord Kivu 

32 THE WORLD COCOA ECONOMY: PRESENT AND FUTURE, ICCO meeting, Radisson Blu Hotel, Zurich 
Airport, Switzerland, 11-13 March 2014  
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  Yield 
per 
hectare 
(kg/ha) 

Price/ kg 
Revenues 
per 
household 

Equateur 180 0,65 $87,75 

Nord 
Kivu 350 2,1 $551,25 

 

Through the use of Good Agricultural Practices and an aggressive promotion programme, industry 
experts suggest that existing farms have the potential to realise up to a 50% increase in 
productivity in maximum two years by increasing area density, especially in Equateur.  

In addition to income generation, the sector can also yield significant job creation. Cocoa is a 
labour intensive product. As exports and local demand increases, the number of full time and part 
time jobs will also increase. There is a direct correlation between industry growth and job creation. 
Each 5,000MT increase in exports is associated with an increase of 500 new full time jobs and 
2,500 new part time jobs. 

4. Cross-cutting analysis 
Cocoa was a common export crop during colonial times but successive years of civil wars and low 
prices have diminished its importance among agro-industries in the DRC, although a recent high 
growth in Nord Kivu has attracted the attention of Government to the development of this crop.   

The analysis thus far, however, contributes usefully to our understanding of what questions can be 
posed and answered on how to improve planned interventions both having their intended impacts 
and doing no harm. The questions include seeking to understand better: 

» which politicians, state officials and their close relatives at national, provincial and local level 
have private interests in the development of the sector, and what these interests might be; 

» what are the business interests in the DRC’s cocoa sector of politicians, or the politically 
connected, and from neighbouring countries; 

» the other business interests of potential project partners, and whether there might be any link 
between these and conflict financing;  

» who facilitates smuggling to neighbouring countries, particularly in the DRC and neighbouring 
countries’ tax authorities;  

Continuous improvement in our understanding of the network of relationships that underpin the 
cocoa sector will go a long way towards mitigating the risks of doing harm in the sector. So too 
will specific attention to issues such as public sector rent seeking and smuggling.  

4.1. GESI analysis 
The majority of revenues are controlled by men, who own productive assets; customary laws do 
not allow women to inherit and own land. The intensive nature of harvesting, with women, assisted 
by men, employed for up to 12 hours per day, means that labour resources are constrained 
during that period. 

Men working in the few existing large cocoa farms as labourers receive 1 USD/day, which 
compares favourably to per capita household incomes calculated for other productive activities in 
this series of MSAs. If firms were persuaded to certify their production under any of the major 
labels they would be subject to minimum labour requirements, including working conditions and 
wages. Evidence suggests that labouring under these conditions can offer superior returns to own 
production; importantly, income stability leads to investment in household assets and new and 
diversified enterprises. One potential intervention, therefore, would be to work with firms to perform 
a cost benefit analysis of investment in improved labour conditions, with or without certification. A 
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caveat is that there is often a trade-off between working conditions and employment levels – as 
costs rise, firms move toward fewer employees and increased mechanisation.  

Volatility in world cocoa prices causes producers to leave the cocoa sector and deincentivises new 
entrants. Given the DRC’s global market status and inability to compete with cocoa bulk 
production, the strategy must be to invest in niche markets (gourmet, organic) which offer better 
long-term prospects and inelastic demand. 

Although commercially viable scaled production implies large plots of land, which represents a 
barrier to the poorest, those employed in production could make relatively good incomes. 
Expansion of the sector would create more of this kind of employment, potentially providing stable 
off-farm incomes for the landless and offering those with smaller plot sizes the opportunity to 
plant subsistence food crops. 

5. GESI risks and constraints 
The gender and social inclusion risks and constraints related to cocoa production are as follows: 

Risk Mitigating measure Level of 
risk (low 1-
5 high) 

Men may suffer less than optimal 
working conditions and rights 

This needs further systematic investigation 
because it is not a given and although 1-
2USD daily wages are low, they compare 
favourably from the kinds of per capita 
incomes recorded 

3 

Access to land of sufficient scale to 
make a reasonable income is a barrier 
to successful participation in the cocoa 
sub-sector. 

Investigate the merits, or otherwise, of 
coordinated production and the potential 
for engagement with other functions (for 
example secondary processing or 
labouring) in the value chain for the 
poorest, who do not possess the assets 
for commercially viable production. 

4/5 

 

5.1. Environmental analysis 
The environmental impact of how coca is grown has been a subject of much research and public 
attention, and is an issue for consumers in the main high-end chocolate markets (and, therefore, 
for the retailers and packagers who supply them). Cocoa farming in Africa developed as an 
understory crop beneath diverse shade trees – these provide habitat for a wide range of fauna, 
and this mode of production has been shown to be highly beneficial to biodiversity conservation in 
tropical forest ecosystems. Traditional cocoa is also often integral to agro-forestry systems in 
which tree species are cultivated together with cocoa and other agricultural commodities. Such 
traditional production can thus provide an alternative to deforestation, constituting an important 
check against greenhouse gas emissions. Bolivian forest cocoa and ‘monkey-friendly’ brands, of 
various origins, for example, are marketed for their environmental credentials and attract price 
premia33.  

Although it is widely held in producer communities that high cocoa yields may only be achieved 
through aggressive application of pesticides, this is often the result of disrupted ecosystems, where 
a positive feedback loop is created—in the absence of a balanced natural faunal community, 
farmers are dragged into a cycle of requiring ever increasing volumes of pesticide application in 
order to maintain the same yields. Quite apart from the biodiversity effects, this is expensive and 
seriously constrains incomes. We will facilitate the dissemination of expertise in integrated pest 
management techniques that maintain natural fauna. In addition, certified fully organic coffee 
attracts price premia that often exceed those of Fairtrade products. 

33 Source: ACDIVOCA, Cocoa marketing in Alto Beni region, October 2002.  
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Cocoa is not so susceptible to temperature change but more to rainfall and humidity; temperature 
analysis shows that rainfall and humidity significantly affected cocoa output while temperature did 
not.34 A factor that is not well understood is the response of cocoa to increased carbon dioxide 
concentrations that are also part of climate change. Many plants respond favourably to increased 
CO2 concentrations, especially contributing to increased water use efficiency.   

34 Overview of the Trend of Climate Change and Its Effects on Cocoa Production in Nigeria, K.A. Oluyole, 
L.A. Emaku, E.O. Aigbekaen, O.O Oduwole, Cocoa Research Institute of Nigeria, Ibadan, Nigeria. 
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6. Constraints & systemic issues 
Table 6 Constraints and underlying systemic issues in the sector. 

Symptom Constraints Systemic issues 

Low yields in 
Equateur; 100% 
below potential 
and in a state of 
stagnation and 
unknown yields of 
Nord Kivu trees 

Poor agricultural practices » Lack of public or private extension system to ensure the dissemination of agricultural 
knowledge and practices 

Limited access to improved quality 
seedlings (less than 10% of need is 
covered) 

» Lack of efficiently functioning public and private seed development and multiplication systems 
for distribution and reproduction at a commercially viable scale.  

Low planting density » Limited access to agricultural inputs and equipment 

Poor quality 
cocoa resulting 
from poor post-
harvest handling  

Poor post-harvest handling practices  » Training and extension is given on sporadic basis  

Imported planting material is not 
controlled under a quality policy but 
only to increase production 

» Lack of strategy on the type of material to plant 

Limited access (financial and 
physical) to adequate post-harvest 
handling equipment like fermentation 
baskets, covered solar dryers, etc. 

» Lack of incentives for private sector backward investment in supply chain and producer 
investment in increased output and quality 

Limited quality signals from buyers » Low outputs raise unit production and processing costs and limit quality through hyper-
competition from illega) buyer for whatever is produced causing price-quality disconnect 

Uncompetitive 
production costs  Underutilisation limits efficiency » Lack of political will and financial capacity to enforce new lower export tax regime 
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Effective taxation rate increases 
production costs for legal buyers 
and incentivises smuggling 

» Lack of affordable commercial finance 

Product aggregation is inefficient 
and leads to more costly raw 
materials 
Processing factories at large 
plantations are old and need to be 
replaced require constant 
maintenance 

Low prices for 
exporters (and 
producers) 

Unreliable supply of cocoa – affects 
contract fulfilment 

Inconsistent quality » Low outputs raise unit production and processing costs and limit quality through hyper-
competition from illegal buyers for whatever is produced causing price-quality disconnect 

Niche and domestic markets not 
fully exploited 

» Commercial finance unavailable for working capital 

» Lack of incentives for private sector backward investment in supply chain and producer 
investment in increased output and quality 

» Underdeveloped domestic and niche markets through lack of Congolese chocolate culture; low 
volumes, and poor quality and branding do not attract speciality buyers 

Limited foreign 
investors in the 
cocoa sector 

Lack of investment window for the 
sector » Inexistent coordination among stakeholders to create a strategy 

Limited knowledge of the potentials 
of the sector » Limited communication of policies to attract investors 
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Lack of sector strategic vision and 
development » Poor capacity building of government institutions devoted to export crops 
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7. Potential entry points: sample interventions & potential partners 
 

Table 7: High-level summary of systemic issues, potential interventions and partners for the sector 

 

# Systemic Issues Intervention types Potential 
partners 

1 Lack of public or private extension system to ensure the dissemination of 
agricultural knowledge and practices 

Develop private sector led 
extension model which is self-
financed through sales (e.g. 
extension provided by input 
dealers- agrochemicals and or 
seeds- which as a result of 
the training are able to sell 
more products, extension 
provided by exporters which 
benefit from increased 
quantity and quality of cocoa) 

Exporters, ONC, 
Input dealers, 
Banks, IFAD 

2 
Lack of efficiently functioning public and private seed development and 
multiplication systems for distribution and reproduction at a commercially viable 
scale 

3 Lack of incentives for private sector backward investment in supply chain and 
producer investment in increased output and quality 

4 Lack of affordable commercial finance 

Increase access to 
commercial finance by: 

Exporters, Banks 
(TMB, BIAC, 
Rawbank, Root 
capital, Hakima), 
ONC 

» Educating banking 
industry on risks and 
opportunities associated with 
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financing the cocoa sector 

» Develop mechanisms to 
reduce risks 

» Develop financial 
products tailored to cocoa 
sector needs (e.g. working 
capital for buying campaigns 
for cooperatives and the 
private sector, long-term 
equipment financing) 

» Develop alternative forms 
of loan guarantees (e.g. 
purchase contracts) 

5 
» Low outputs raise unit production and processing costs and limit quality 

through hyper-competition from buyer for whatever is produced causing price-
quality disconnect 

Create quality incentives by: 

Exporters, FEC, 
ONC, OCC, 
Provincial 
Ministries of 
Agriculture 

» Reducing competition 
from illegal buyers (see 
below) 

» Training buyers in quality 
standards 

» Provide adapted tools to 
buyers to assess quality  
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» Develop financial 
incentive scheme based on 
quality 

Reduce competition (including 
from illegal buyers) by: 

Exporters, FEC, 
ONC, Provincial 
Ministries of 
Agriculture, 
Banks 

» Increasing production so 
that it is possible for buyers 
to be more discerning about 
the quality they buy while still 
reaching quotas 

Exporters (ESCO 
Kivu, BTC, 
COFFEE  LAC  
K.MUVUNGA, 
SCAK, 
PHINSOCOEXPLA, 
etc.) 

» training state agents to 
implement effective tax rate 
(increasing exporters’ 
purchasing power) 

  

» developing cocoa 
exporter advocacy group to 
lobby government for tax 
relief and or other benefits 
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» facilitating access to 
commercial finance for buying 
campaigns 

  

» lower costs for exporters 
by developing viable domestic 
market alternatives 

  

6 » Lack of political will and financial capacity to enforce new lower export tax 
regime 

» Train state agents to 
implement effective tax rate 
(increasing exporters’ 
purchasing power) 

Exporters, FEC, 
Provincial 
Ministries  of 
Agriculture, State 
agencies (ONC, 
OCC, OFIDA, 
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» Develop coffee exporter 
advocacy group to lobby 
government for tax relief and 
or other benefits 

AUFS and 
OGEFREM),  

»   

7 
» Underdeveloped domestic and niche markets through lack of Congolese 

chocolate and cocoa culture; low volumes, and poor quality and branding do not 
attract speciality buyers 

» Perform detailed domestic 
market analysis, identifying 
the main actors, trends and 
opportunities to enable a 
cost-benefit analysis of 
development of this segment ONC, FEC, 

Exporters  

» See above for 
investments in improved 
productivity and quality 
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» Performed detailed 
market scan for 
import/roasting/retail end of 
value chain, e.g. in EU, North 
American and Japanese 
markets 

8 » Poor capacity building of government insititutions devoted to export crops 
» Technical Assistance to 
government on Capacity 
Building 

ONC, OCC, DNIA 

9 » Limited communication of government policies to attract investors 

» Facilitation of cocoa sector 
presentations between cocoa 
stakeholders and investors 
abroad 

MinAgri, DNIA, 
ONC 

10 » Lack of sector strategic vision and development 
» Promotion of Province and 
National meetings to reach a 
national cocoa strategy 

Cocoa 
stakeholders, 
MinAgri, Donors 
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