
BAKOU: The sleepy town of Bohicon in south-
ern-central Benin roars into life during the cot-
ton harvest between January and March.
Enormous trucks piled high with “white gold”
trundle down the roads to the town’s cotton-
processing plant. Yerima Fousseni, head of the
cotton-growers cooperative in Wewe district
farther north, says 2018 has been a bumper har-
vest-more than 46 tons, triple last year’s yield.

“We now have 32 farmers in the village-be-
fore, there were only 10 of us. Everyone has
been able to see that
there’s money to be
made out of this.” That
Benin’s cotton sector is
booming is clear. The
country is the fourth
biggest producer in
Africa, with exports in
2018 set to reach more
than 530,000 tons after
451,000 tons in 2017
and 324,000 tons in 2016. Everyone has bene-
fitted from the boost but some more than oth-
ers-and many are wondering why.

Some say the downstream part of the indus-
try is in the hands of a de facto monopoly, dom-
inated by companies historically linked to
Benin’s president, Patrice Talon. Talon made a
fortune in the cotton industry before coming to
power in 2016 on a campaign promise to revive
it. Once in office, he vowed that he would part
with his own interests in the sector. But the de-
gree to which Talon has kept this promise re-
mains unclear, exposing him to accusations of
conflict of interest.

Sodeco and ICA, two companies in which he

has historically been the major shareholder,
manage or own virtually all of Benin’s cotton
ginners-factories where, in the first crucial step
after harvesting, cotton lint is separated from
seed. Companies historically owned or part-
owned by Talon are also major players in trans-
porting the raw cotton, handling cotton seeds
and in ports where the commodity is exported.
How far Talon has since divested, or distanced
himself, from these companies remains sketchy.
Benin has legislation to punish unfair competi-

tion and monopolies, al-
though the ministry of
trade has no office to
oversee the law. 

Transparency 
The situation has fed

accusations of unfair
practices in a sector
where competition is
tough and resentment

can have deep roots. One such critic is Martin
Rodriguez, a wealthy Benin entrepreneur who
says he lost his entire investment in his home
country. In 1997, he says, he built a ginning
plant in Nikki, in northeast Benin, but it only
operated at less than full capacity. He accuses
the state-at the time, Benin’s president was
Mathieu Kerekou-of starving him of supplies of
raw cotton.

Crippled with debt, the factory was sold at
auction in November last year at a knockdown
price for three billion CFA francs (4.5 million
euros, $5.5 million), and is now being run by
Sodeco, says Rodriguez, who has launched a ju-
dicial appeal in the case.

“Talon has taken politics into business and
business into politics,” said Rodriguez, who now
lives in the United States. Abel Gbetoenonmon
of a not-for-profit monitoring group called So-
cial Watch Benin said concerns about conflicts
of interest mounted after the industry was re-
organized after Talon took office. In April 2016,
Talon handed management of the cotton indus-
try-a monopoly that until then was part-held by
the state-to the Cotton Inter-Profession Asso-
ciation (AIC), gathering cotton producers and
spinners, and appointed a long-time associate,
Mathieu Adjovi, at its head.

“Abuse of a dominant position became a re-
ality. Before, Patrice Talon controlled 80 per-
cent of the sector, now we are close to 100
percent,” Gbetoenonmon charged. Repeated
attempts by AFP to solicit a reply from the
president’s office and the AIC were unsuccess-
ful. Even though the cotton sector in Benin is
flourishing, concerns remain about access to
the market and accountability. “In the past,
when there were problems, small producers or
any link in the chain could turn to the state” for
help, said one veteran figure in the industry.
“Today, who can they speak to?” — AFP 
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BENIN: Boys jump from a transport truck onto a heap of cotton in Bakou in the Wewe
District. — AFP 

Accusations of
unfair practices

Venezuela presidential 
hopeful wants Wall St 
economist on team
CARACAS: Venezuelan presidential candidate Henri Falcon said on
Wednesday he would like a Wall Street economist, who sees dol-
larization as the solution for hyper-inflation in Venezuela, to play a
big role on his team if he wins the upcoming election. Falcon said
Francisco Rodriguez, a Venezuelan who is chief economist at Torino
Capital and advising him informally, would be the ideal leader of his
economic team should he defeat socialist President Nicolas
Maduro. “What is the cancer of Venezuela, apart from the govern-
ment?  The economy. So the economy is for specialists,” he told
Reuters during an interview at his new offices in Caracas. “Francisco
is a man with many qualifications, but he is also a politician recog-
nized internally and abroad ... We need to build a really good team
led by a great economist, that’s Francisco Rodriguez.”

Dysfunctional economy 
Rodriguez, one of the most influential analysts of Venezuela’s

dysfunctional economy, has recently been suggesting the bolivar
currency should be scrapped for the US dollar as an extreme meas-

ure to fix runaway inflation by stopping the government from print-
ing excess money. Rodriguez also believes Venezuela - in the fifth
year of crippling recession that has left millions hungry and created
widespread shortages - would receive major help from international
loan bodies like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund
under a new government.Speaking to Reuters earlier on Wednes-
day on the sidelines of a Caracas forum, Rodriguez confirmed he
was giving informal advice to Falcon. “I’m a friend, I respect him,”
he said. He told the forum Falcon would make an excellent president.
“This country cannot survive six more years of Nicolas Maduro,
this country doesn’t deserve that,” he added. Falcon, a former state
governor who has broken with an opposition boycott to run against
Maduro, said he would prioritize repairing relations with Washing-
ton should he win the vote slated for April 22.

While most analysts give him little chance, some recent polls ac-
tually put him ahead of Maduro in voter preferences. “The United
States would have a potential ally in a new Venezuelan government,”
said Falcon, who defines himself as a center-leftist in favor of both
market-friendly policies and strong welfare protection programs. 

New election date sought
Falcon implied he disagreed with possible US oil sanctions against

OPEC member Venezuela, saying he opposed any measures that “end
up hurting the poor.” US President Donald Trump’s administration
has already slapped some individual sanctions on officials it deems
guilty of rights abuses or eroding democracy in Venezuela, and has
also imposed measures to block new financing for the government.

It is pondering measures against the oil sector if Maduro does not
improve conditions for the election, which critics say has been rigged
to legitimize “dictatorship.”Falcon, a 56-year-old former military man
who supported the ruling socialists until a 2010 split, has drawn the
wrath of Venezuela’s opposition coalition by throwing his hat into the
ring and undercutting their boycott policy.

“Abstention is no use,” he said, pointing to past boycotts that
had given the socialists big uncontested wins and arguing that 80
percent of Venezuelans wanted change. “In world history, at least
for the last two centuries, no government has won an election at a
time of hyper-inflation,” he added, citing the price of a box of eggs
equivalent to nearly two-thirds of the minimum monthly wage.  

Prices in Venezuela rose more than 4,000 percent in the 12
months to the end of January, according to estimates by the coun-
try’s opposition-led National Assembly, broadly in line with inde-
pendent economists’ figures. Falcon is demanding improved
election conditions, including a later vote date, UN observers, an
end to “harassment” of Maduro opponents, and the removal of gov-
ernment handout booths known as “red spots” to curry favor with
voters often set up near polling centers.  

Without guarantees, he may withdraw his candidacy. Falcon said
he would like veteran Venezuelan politician Eduardo Fernandez, a
former presidential candidate for opposition party COPEI, to be his
foreign minister. He would not be drawn on specific economic policy
ideas, beyond saying he wanted to prioritize tackling inflation and
supported a unified currency exchange system instead of the cur-
rent mix of government and black market rates. — Reuters 

Behind Benin’s cotton harvest 
and worries over ‘monopoly’

The industry is in the hands of a de facto monopoly


