
Impact Story

Key messages
• Ghana’s cocoa yields are at risk 

from both forest loss and from the 
impacts of climate change. 

• Private cocoa companies, the 
smallholder farmers from whom 
companies purchase cocoa 
beans, and the Government of 
Ghana all have an interest in 
protecting and enhancing yields 
of the lucrative cocoa crop. 

• The ESPA ECOLIMITS project 
has identified eco-friendly 
practices and key management 
variables that have the potential 
to boost cocoa yields.

• Improved cocoa yields help 
address some – but not all – 
aspects of rural poverty.

• Farming methods alone will not 
address the security of cocoa 
farmers and the ecological 
health of Ghana’s cocoa forests. 
Policy changes at national level 
are needed for Ghanaian cocoa 
farming to reach its potential 
for economic, social and 
environmental sustainability.

Background
Cocoa is Ghana’s principal cash crop and Ghana is the second 
largest cocoa producer in the world. Cocoa is produced primarily by 
smallholder farmers. These farmers sell their beans to wholesalers, 
who sell them on to firms that process the beans into cocoa mass and 
chocolate products.

Ghana’s forest is being depleted: it is disappearing at a rate of 3.2% 
per year in the cocoa-forest landscape in Ghana’s High Forest Zone.1 
This loss is driven by conversion of forests to agricultural land, 
especially clearance for cocoa farms, along with a recent surge in 
illegal logging and mining.

The Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation’s (ESPA) ECOLIMITS 
project investigated how cocoa production and other land and forest 
uses interact in a ‘cocoa forest’ landscape near the Kakum National 
Park. The project explored how cocoa farms’ proximity to healthy 
protected forests, together with management practices, affected 
cocoa yields. Then, it studied the degree to which cocoa yields 
impact farmers’ wellbeing and poverty reduction.

Eco-friendly cocoa farming will 
help boost livelihoods and secure 
supply chains 

Cocoa production is a pillar of Ghana’s economy and of rural livelihoods, but it is 
at risk from forest degradation and climate change. An Ecosystem Services for 
Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) project has identified eco-friendly farming methods that 
could play a role in securing the crop’s future.
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Mr and Mrs Saara, cocoa farmers in Homaho community, Assin district, Ghana.
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The research
The ECOLIMITS project set up 36 research plots at 
varying distances from the forest edge. The project 
recorded the highest cocoa yields in plots that are 
closest to the healthy, protected forest. This may be 
a result of the microclimate created by the forest: 
e.g. more dew. Other practices that increased cocoa 
yields were: if the tree was close to rotting vegetation 
that provided habitat for insect pollinators; relatively 
wet soil that was not too alkaline; use of fertilisers; 
higher density of cocoa trees; and if the cocoa trees 
were not too old.2 These measures can also increase 
cocoa trees’ resilience to extremes of climate and 
weather. For instance, the more mulches that are 
used to retain moisture in soils around the cocoa 
trees, the more resilient they are to dry spells. Mulch 
also creates habitat for the main pollinators.

Canopy cover in cocoa farms also plays a role 
in climate resilience. ECOLIMITS – and the 
government – recommend that shade trees 
providing at least 40% canopy cover should be used 
in cocoa forest landscapes. This is important not 
only for individual farms but at a landscape scale.3  

Before the full potential of sustainable cocoa can be 
achieved, some aspects of Ghana’s national forest 
policy will need to be realigned. At present, if farmers 
nurture new trees on their land to provide shade 
(as well as food, fibre and other products) then the 
government may grant rights to timber concessionaires 
to cut those trees. This provides a disincentive for 
farmers to maintain shade trees on their cocoa farms. 

Impacts and next steps
ECOLIMITS researchers at the Ghanaian non-
governmental organisation the Nature Conservation 
Research Centre (NCRC) are engaged in an 
ongoing dialogue with government decision-
makers and private companies on the implications 
of these research findings for policy and practice. 
The measures trialed in the ECOLIMITS project to 
increase cocoa yields have caught the attention of 
major cocoa companies operating in the country, 
such as Touton. 

Farmer laying down banana stalk disks to retain moisture around 
the base of the cocoa tree and attract midges as pollinators.
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Box 1: The ECOLIMITS project
ECOLIMITS is a research consortium combining 
the academic skills and practical knowledge 
of the University of Oxford, the University of 
Reading, Zoological Society of London (ZSL), the 
Nature Conservation Research Centre (NCRC) 
in Ghana, the Forest Research Institute of Ghana 
(FORIG), the Ghana Forestry Commission and 
the Environment and Coffee Forest Forum (ECFF) 
in Ethiopia. The project explores the ecosystem 
limits to poverty alleviation through agricultural 
development in forest-agriculture ecosystems in 
Ghana and Ethiopia. It uses this new knowledge 
to enable local rural communities and other 
stakeholder groups to understand and respond 
to ecosystem limits and varying levels of social 
vulnerability in their decision-making processes.

www.ecolimits.org

Box 2: What do cocoa yields mean 
for poverty alleviation?
ECOLIMITS found that higher cocoa yields boost 
farmers’ incomes and improve certain aspects 
of their families’ lives: education, assets, food 
security and life satisfaction. However, other 
aspects of poverty persist in farming communities 
unless explicit steps are taken to develop them. 
Persistent aspects of poverty may be those that 
require communal infrastructure, such as health 
centres and water supplies.

http://www.ecolimits.org


‘The proximity of farm to forest, and the shade 
trees, and their impact on yield is of great 
interest to Touton – we want to look at how the 
forests really do influence the yield of cocoa … 
we will take it forward with NCRC and the Ghana 
Cocoa Board.

‘The second benefit we see from this research 
is the knowledge about how we can enhance 
midge populations on farms to support 
pollination – it’s of much interest to us.

‘The climate-smart approach is important for 
Touton, because we believe that to be able to 
secure the supply chain over a long period, we 
need to address all the issues from a climate 
change perspective.’

Ernest Dwamena, corporate social responsibility 
lead, Touton Ghana

Touton and other major cocoa producers, including 
Cadbury, Hershey, Nestle, Sainsburys and Wrigley, 
have signed up to a Joint Framework for Action, 
which commits to halting deforestation in Ghana 
and Côte d’Ivoire and protecting cocoa producers’ 
livelihoods.4 The expansion of the scientific evidence 
base and progress on public-private partnerships 
for sustainability involve hundreds of actors, and will 
ultimately affect thousands of Ghanaian producers. 
The ESPA ECOLIMITS project has played an important 
role in broadening that evidence base and pointing in 
critical directions for new research and practice in the 
years ahead. 

Watch the ECOLIMITS video to learn more about 
the project’s research results, and pathways to 
sustainability in Ghana’s cocoa forests:  
www.youtube.com/user/espa

The set of public-
private actions represent 
unprecedented commitments 
on forest protection and 
restoration, and sustainable 
cocoa production and farmer 
livelihoods. 

These combined actions, which 
are aligned with the Paris 
Climate Agreement, will play 
a crucial role in sequestering 
carbon stocks and thereby 
addressing global and local 
climate change.

Joint Framework for Action5

ESPA-funded researchers and Ghanaian wildlife guard take measurements at meteorological station in Ghana cocoa-forest area.
Photo credit: Mairi Dupar for ESPA

http://www.youtube.com/user/espa


www.espa.ac.uk

Credit
This briefing was written by the ESPA 
Directorate based on information provided 
by the ECOLIMITS project team  
(www.ecolimits.org).

About the ESPA Programme
ESPA is a global development research 
programme established in 2009 with funding 
from the Department for International 
Development (DFID), the Natural 
Environment Research Council (NERC) 
and the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC). ESPA is one of the most 
comprehensive research programmes 
exploring the linkages between ecosystem 
services and human wellbeing. ESPA aims 
to provide new worldclass research evidence 
demonstrating how ecosystem services can 
reduce poverty and enhance wellbeing for 
the world’s poor.

Programme enquiries:  
support@espa.ac.uk
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