
West Africa hard 
pressed to expand 
cocoa market share
ABIDJAN, Ivory Coast: Ghana and Ivory Coast
account for two-thirds of the world’s cocoa supply, but
unlike oil-producing countries, they are unable to
influence prices that are historically too low to meet
the basic needs of small planters. “They could decide
the market prices, above all if they allied themselves
with other major producers like Ecuador, Cameroon
and Nigeria, but there’s a lack of real political will,” an
industry expert said on condition of anonymity.

Abidjan and Accra only began to work together
seriously in 2019, when they obtained a living wage
premium from cocoa and chocolate multinationals such
as Nestle of $400 (341 euros) per ton of cacao beans.
The NGO Fairtrade promoted the “living income refer-
ence price” on the basis of a study of the essential
needs of planter households, plus a provision for
emergencies, according to Fairtrade. It has been
applied to the 2020-21 crop, which started this month.

The result should be an increase of more than 20
percent in the earnings of Ivorian planters, rising to
1,000 CFA francs (1.52 euros / $1.66) per kilo. For the
first time in years, the neighboring west African coun-
tries have matched their cocoa prices to halt a thriving
traffic in cocoa beans between Ivory Coast, with its 40
percent of the world market share, and Ghana, in sec-
ond place with more than 20 percent.

Market disconnect 
“The decisions of Ivory Coast and Ghana count, but

there is slight overproduction of cocoa and the coron-
avirus crisis is reducing demand,” said Jonathan
Parkman of the brokerage company Marex Spectron.
Parkman was not even sure whether the income premi-
um would last beyond the current season. The analyst
noted that cocoa prices are speculative, as with certain
other agricultural products, with prices partially dis-
connected from the real economy.

On the stock exchanges in London and New York,
cocoa contracts for 30 times global production change
hands each year. The price has fluctuated between
$2,000 and $3,000 per ton for the past four years. In
real terms, cocoa prices are just half of what they were
in the 1960s, and just a quarter of the peaks they hit in
the mid-1970s - the apogee of the Ivorian “economic
miracle” - according to the World Bank. The state of
the market is a boon for buyers, but a curse for
planters in tropical countries, who receive only six
percent of the $100 billion generated made by the
global cocoa and chocolate industry each year.

In public, multinational giants like Barry Callebaut
and Mondelez show their support for the living wage
premium, while consumers are pressing demands for a

“more ethical” cocoa trade.
“The coordination of Ivory Coast and Ghana is a

very positive factor,” said Patrick Poirrier, chairman of
French chocolate group Cemoi and president of a pro-
ducers’ syndicate. “It’s in their interest to expand their
power to act on the market.” 

Cocoa has no tap 
Cocoa-producing nations face major obstacles,

however, if they wish to exercise control over the mar-
ket the same way as the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) has done for oil. For
starters, the amount of cocoa produced annually can-
not be managed “like turning a tap on and off”, Poirrier
said. “It’s difficult to ask a cocoa farmer, who makes a
20-year commitment when he plants a tree, to produce
less.” For two decades, the global crop has been in
excess of demand one year in every two, to the benefit
of buyers seeking to push prices down. The lack of
capacity to store cocoa, a fragile and perishable com-
modity, close to the site of the harvest adds difficulties
near the very start of the supply chain.

Late in September, Ivory Coast announced the
building of two storage warehouses with a total
capacity of 300,000 tons at the ports of Abidjan and
San Pedro. To establish an OPEC equivalent for cocoa,
all the producer countries should participate, said
Philippe Fontayne, former chairman of the
International Cocoa Organization.  “But I’m very skep-
tical about their ability to agree on the rules of the
game,” he said. Some industry players have not forgot-
ten the failure of the Alliance of Cocoa Producing
Countries - formed in 1962 by Brazil, Cameroon,
Ghana, Ivory Coast and Nigeria - to make any impact
on the world market. The Cocoa-Coffee Board,
responsible for managing the twin sectors in Ivory
Coast, declined to comment.— AFP.

LONDON: Britain and the European Union held fresh
meetings yesterday to try to unlock their Brexit
impasse after London threatened to walk out and go its
own way next year despite warnings of further damage
to the COVID-hit economy.

The UK government launched an information cam-
paign advising businesses that “time is running out” to
be ready for a complex new trading chapter with a
post-Brexit transition period expiring at the end of this
year, deal or no deal. But industry groups continue to
warn of potential chaos for road hauliers and the possi-
bility of drugs shortages, as vital preparations remain in
the early stages ahead of Britain unwinding nearly five
decades of European integration.

Confederation of British Industry (CBI) deputy chief
Josh Hardie said a “hat-trick of unprecedented chal-
lenges” loomed amid the first wave of coronavirus ear-
lier this year, its resurgence now and “uncertainty over
the UK’s trading relationship with the EU”. Senior min-
ister Michael Gove said Sunday the door remained

“ajar” for an overarching trade deal to remove much of
the uncertainty if the EU shifts position, despite Prime
Minister Boris Johnson declaring last week he was
ready to abandon talks.

Gove met European Commission vice president
Maros Sefcovic in London yesterday morning to dis-
cuss the two sides’ existing divorce treaty, which
Britain has threatened to redraw through a new inter-
nal market bill to regulate post-Brexit trade within the
UK. The contentious law has passed Britain’s House of
Commons and was due later to come up for debate in
the upper chamber, the House of Lords, which
includes Anglican bishops. In a rare joint letter pub-
lished in the Financial Times, the five most senior
bishops including Archbishop of Canterbury Justin
Welby said the bill set a “disastrous precedent” for
violating the rule of law.

‘Focus minds’ 
Yesterday, UK chief negotiator David Frost and EU

counterpart Michel Barnier were to discuss the struc-
ture of their troubled negotiations by videoconference
in light of Johnson’s threat, which scuppered a planned
visit to London this week by Barnier. The two sides dis-
agree on state subsidies, how rules on fair competition
will be policed and how much access EU fishing fleets
will get to UK waters.

Failure to strike a deal would see Britain and Europe
revert to World Trade Organization terms, with tariffs
and quotas for businesses, potentially devastating for
economies already weakened by the pandemic. “Make

no mistake, there are changes coming in just 75 days
and time is running out for businesses to act,” Gove
said in launching the new campaign.

“It is on all of us to put in the work now so that we
can embrace the new opportunities available to an
independent trading nation with control of its own bor-
ders, territorial waters and laws.”

British business groups say they are doing all they
can to prepare but are hampered by a lack of govern-
ment clarity, including about a new IT system for EU-

bound truck drivers that is still in the testing stage. The
Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry
urged the government to agree a sector-specific
agreement with the EU to ensure an uninterrupted flow
of lifesaving drugs, if a comprehensive trade deal can-
not be reached in time.

“Our members are preparing for the end of the tran-
sition period at the same time as coronavirus cases rise
across Europe,” ABPI chief executive Richard Torbett
said. “This should be enough to focus minds.” — AFP
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LONDON: European Commission Vice president Maros Sefcovic (center) wearing a facemask or covering due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, prepares to enter London St Pancras station in London yesterday. — AFP

Damage from Trump’s 
trade wars won’t 
heal quickly: Analysts
PARIS: After four years in office, Donald Trump has
failed to achieve his promise to eliminate the US trade
deficit, and dealt a lasting blow to the multilateral eco-
nomic system that global trade is based upon, analysts
say. But even if Democrat Joe Biden wins the presiden-
tial election as most opinion polls currently show, US
trade policy is likely to maintain a protectionist streak
and the confrontation with China to persist.

One of Trump’s main 2016 campaign themes was
that the United States-the world’s biggest economy-
had been taken advantage of by its trade partners and
he pledged to shake up global trade arrangements and
eliminate the nation’s trade deficit. Trump has indeed
shaken up the global trading system but the US trade
deficit has grown under his presidency, and analysts
say he has little to show for his efforts. “Trump’s trade
policies have delivered few tangible benefits to the US
economy while undercutting the multilateral trading
system, disrupting long-standing alliances with US
trading partners, and fomenting uncertainty,” said
Cornell University professor Eswar Prasad.

While the US trade deficit with China-which was
Trump’s main target-has indeed shrunk, imports from
Canada and Mexico have jumped, deepening the over-
all deficit. The import tariff increases that Washington
has imposed on many products have “protected
American manufacturers”, according to Gianluca
Orefice, an economics professor at the University of
Paris-Dauphine.

But those tariffs also “raised production costs” for
US industry and demonstrated the extent of the
reliance on Chinese suppliers.

‘Breaking not building’  
The global economic infrastructure is now in a deep

state of flux. “Obviously his policy has been deeply
damaging with respect to Europe, to the WTO, which
will be hard to repair,” said Edward Alden, a journalist
and author who specializes on US trade policy and
who is currently a fellow at the Council on Foreign
Relations think tank. Trump’s refusal to appoint new
judges has paralyzed the World Trade Organization’s
dispute resolution system, hobbling the arbitrator of
the world’s multilateral trading system.

“Donald Trump has shown he is capable of break-
ing, but incapable of building,” said Sebastien Jean,
director of CEPII, the main French institute for
research into international economics. “When one
looks at what he got from China one is tempted to say:
All that for that?” he added.

The truce in the US-China trade war reached in
January left unsolved major points of contention such
as intellectual property theft and forced technology
transfers. Meanwhile, “the Trump administration’s
erratic statements and policy decisions have resulted
in the US being perceived as an unreliable and
untrustworthy trading partner,” said Cornell’s Prasad.

This has led certain countries to go around the US
and conclude bilateral or multilateral trade pacts, such
as when Pacific nations went ahead with a deal after
Trump pulled his country out of the Trans-Pacific
Partnership. Trump had vaunted his deal-making
prowess as a businessman before his election, but he
has shown little taste for intricate and intense multilat-
eral trade negotiations.

Instead he prefers to air grievances against German
cars and a French tax on the big tech giants. Trump’s
four years in office have resulted in “the weakening of
the rules-based multilateral trading system, embodied
by the WTO, that the US was instrumental in setting
up,” said Prasad. That could make it more difficult to
achieve much in the way of cooperation to support
and sustain a recovery in the global economy from the
novel coronavirus crisis. —Reuters

Lagarde: ‘Crucial’ 
EU virus recovery 
plan succeeds
PARIS: European Central Bank (ECB) chief
Christine Lagarde said yesterday it was “crucial”
for the EU’s 750-billion-euro coronavirus recovery
plan to succeed as new epidemic-busting meas-
ures weigh heavily on the bloc’s economy. The
money in the $881-billion fund must be disbursed
as soon as possible, she told Le Monde newspaper.

“If (the money) is not targeted, if it disap-
pears into the administrative machinery and does
not reach down into the real economy to drive
our countries toward the digital and green
(economy), then we will have missed a historic
opportunity to change direction,” Lagarde said
in an interview with Le Monde published on the
newspaper’s website. The plan, unprecedented in
its scope and commitments, was agreed by
European Union leaders in July after several
rounds of tough negotiations.

It has since been held up in the European
Parliament by disputes over whether payments
should be conditional on strict implementation of
EU rights policies by member states such as Poland
and Hungary. Asked about concerns that the rescue
funds may arrive too late, Lagarde said: “The
European Commission’s objective is to be able to
disburse the money at the beginning of 2021 and
that absolutely has to be kept to. “It is now up to
the member states, who have to submit their recov-
ery plans-some are already done-and up to the
Commission, which must review them quickly,” said
Lagarde, a former French finance minister and
International Monetary Fund head.

“Political leaders also must move quickly,” she
said. “It is crucial that this exceptional plan, which
broke important taboos (on the EU’s role) in sever-
al countries, should be a success,” Lagarde added.

The key breakthrough in the EU package came
from Germany and its agreement to borrow money
and spend it collectively so as to help states whose
weak finances it had up to then deemed to be an
insuperable obstacle to such joint action and
responsibility. On Friday, French President
Emmanuel Macron called for a “spirit of compro-
mise” to resolve differences over the plan in the
European Parliament. European Parliament
President David Sassoli said last week the negotia-
tions had stalled due to the unwillingness of mem-
ber states to take “small steps”. —AFP

A cocoa farmer harvests cocoa pods in a plantation near
Guiglo, western Ivory Coast. Last week President of Ivory
Coast Alassane Ouattara announced an increase of the
price of cocoa from 825 to 1,000 CFA francs (from $1.48 to
$1.79) a kilo ahead of the country’s October 31, 2020, pres-
idential election. — AFP

Pandemic leaves 
US gig workers 
clamoring for jobs
WASHINGTON: Tyrita Franklin-Corbett knew she
was risking her health delivering groceries during the
coronavirus pandemic, but she didn’t expect to be laid
up by a dog attack. Furloughed from her job as an
auditor at a public accounting firm in May, the single
mother of a 12-year-old son from Upper Marlboro,
Maryland, started to take on more shifts with online
grocery pick-up and delivery service Instacart.

Franklin-Corbett, 45, had been an Instacart “shop-
per” for several years to supplement her salary, but
she never imagined the app-based work, with its wild
swings in earnings and no health insurance or sick pay,

being her sole source of income. “It’s a gig, not a
career,” Franklin-Corbett told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “When I was in the office, I knew what my
paycheck was going to be every day. With this, you do
not know. There’s a lot of unknowns, a lot of uncertain-
ty. “You don’t know if you’re going to have to carry
four cases of water up three flights of steps. You don’t
know how much traffic you have to sit in if you want to
make 40 bucks.”

Aside from carting heavy groceries and risking
exposure to the coronavirus, Franklin-Corbett was
bitten on the foot by a customer’s dog in March. “It
was horrific,” said Franklin-Corbett, who had to stop
work for two weeks, getting $60 compensation from
San Francisco-based Instacart and $1,600 from the
customer’s insurance plan. But with the pandemic
sending unemployment to highs not seen since the
1930s Great Depression, more people are joining the
growing U.S. army of gig workers, competing for jobs
they say pay less and less while trying to avoid con-
tracting COVID-19.—Reuters

Gig workers are independent contractors who perform
on-demand services, including as drivers, delivering gro-
ceries or providing childcare - and are one-third more
likely to be Black or Latino, according to a 2018 Edison
Research poll. — Reuters


