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Executive summary 

1   Considering export varieties of mango, improved varieties of cassava for the prod-
uction of gari (fermented and roasted meal), and grasscutter rearing (Thryonomos 
swinderianius) as examples, this study investigates the poverty orientation of agricul-
tural value chains for domestic and export markets in Ghana. The guiding hypothesis 
is that adding value to export and domestic commodities generates substantial profits 
and employment along the chains, and hence contributes to poverty alleviation. 

2   The ongoing debate on the essence of pro-poor growth forms the frame for this 
study. Researchers and development practitioners around the globe widely accept 
that growth is a necessary but not sufficient precondition for poverty reduction. The 
key question is how growth-oriented programmes such as value chain promotion 
activities, by way of linking producers in developing countries to markets and making 
markets work for the poor, can contribute to the achievement of Millennium Develop-
ment Goals at the best possible rate. 

3   Recent economic and poverty trends in Ghana demonstrate that improvements in 
national indicators may hide distributional patterns of growth. Despite impressive av-
erage annual per capita growth rates, a significant reduction in the percentage of the 
population living below the poverty line, and a stable Gini-Index over the past five 
years, poverty reduction has been distributed unevenly between and within the re-
gions: The proportion of poor (who live on less than US$ 1 per day) has remained 
unchanged – or even increased – in some regions, particularly in the North. There is 
a strong rural-urban poverty bias and there are ‘poverty pockets’ in regions that are 
better off on average. In addition, poverty affects more women than men in Ghana. 

4   The German-Ghanaian study team has qualitatively assessed the following work-
ing hypotheses: a) processing for domestic markets, e.g. mango pulp or gari produc-
tion, generates more employment and value than the export of, say, fresh fruits; b) 
price levels of domestic and export markets (e.g. for fresh mangoes) do not clearly 
favour exports, especially if costs of market entry are taken into account; and c) in-
creasing market orientation and commercialisation improves social and food security 
of small farmers.  

5   Agricultural production in Ghana is dominated by smallholders, who represent 
probably more than 98% of all farmers in the country. To assess distributional effects 
of value chain promotion, the study team made a distinction between commercial, 
semi-commercial, non-poor but risk-prone and “resource-poor” small-scale farmers. 
The latter are characterised by a low resource endowment, seasonal food insecurity, 
and a tendency towards risk aversion. They may provide labour on other farms and 
cannot afford to send all their children to school. 
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6   The regional distribution of the three commodities under review shows that until 
now only cassava/gari production reaches out to remote and poverty-stricken rural 
areas, though not for the extreme North. Exotic (export) varieties of mango, in con-
trast, are mostly grown in the proximity of roads and markets, and grasscutter rearing 
is concentrated in (peri-)urban areas. 

7   There is a growing market with high price elasticity of demand for mangoes both 
in Ghana and abroad (e.g. in the European Union). The competition on the interna-
tional mango market, however, is stiff: Other countries, such as Brazil or Peru, cur-
rently produce at lower cost than Ghana. The production of grasscutter meat, which 
is considered a delicacy throughout West Africa, is also unable to satisfy the de-
mand. Farm meat (from domesticated animals), however, has to compete with bush 
meat, which is offered cheaper on domestic markets and is still preferred by most 
consumers. Gari is in constant demand by large institutional buyers such as schools, 
hospitals and prisons, while individual demand is rather low. Other producers in the 
region, such as Nigeria, are strong competitors in regard to both volumes and prices. 

8   The value chains under review are largely driven by market forces, and not so 
much by other coordination mechanisms such as gift exchange or hierarchies. Ne-
vertheless, the chains are influenced by typical market failures, e.g. cyclic fluctua-
tions in cassava prices. The main reason lies in the widespread mistrust between 
and among value chain operators, accompanied by a lack of contract-based relation-
ships (e.g. in the form of outgrower schemes) and non-compliance with contractual 
agreements. Weak formal market rules and non-supportive informal institutions lead 
to high transaction costs of coordination, market exploration, and business establish-
ment and maintenance. 

9   Information and profits are unequally distributed along the chains and lie mainly 
with traders/exporters, who are usually better organised than other value chain ope-
rators. The case of grasscutter farmers’ associations, however, who perform virtually 
all chain functions from input supply to marketing, provides a good example of verti-
cal integration and its positive effect on producer income. 

10   The competitiveness of all three sectors under review is limited by various in-
efficiencies which particularly affect resource-poor producers. Poor quality of speci-
fic inputs (e.g. outdated and imprecisely labelled agrochemicals for use in mango 
production, chemically treated fodder for grasscutters), inadequate production and 
handling practices resulting in low yields, waste of by-products and considerable 
post-harvest losses, and rudimentary processing equipment (e.g. for gari) call for tar-
geted interventions to capture and enhance value along the chains. 

11   Investment and production costs constitute major entry barriers for resource-
poor producers to the markets under review. Mango seedlings, hired labour for land 
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preparation, improved gari processing equipment, or grasscutter breeding stocks and 
cages are too costly for the poor. They also have difficulties in meeting certain prod-
uct quality requirements (like standards for export mangoes) or in supplying large 
buyers on a regular basis. Existing support mechanisms to lower the investment risks 
of (potential) producers, to build the required institutional and individual capacities, 
and to develop innovative financing schemes are still few and at best on a trial stage. 

12   Consequently, the study team could hardly observe direct positive poverty ef-
fects of existing promotional activities for the mango and grasscutter value chains. 
Very few resource-poor farmers have managed to start these comparatively lucrative 
businesses (with factual results in terms of income and food security still to be seen), 
be it as input suppliers, producers, or processors. Gari production, in contrast, invol-
ves thousands of female micro-processors, who also largely decide on the disposi-
tion of their small but significant revenues. Other poverty effects in terms of em-
ployment for the poor, lower prices of inputs and products used or consumed by the 
poor, or in terms of health and environment are also limited in the mango and grass-
cutter industries. The production of these commodities, for instance, requires seaso-
nal, part-time and/or skilled labour, and the products are not consumed by the poor. 

13   All three commodities under review possess potentials for pro-poor value 
chain promotion. Resource-poor mango farmers could benefit from additional cash 
income during lean seasons but require financial support to bridge the negative cash 
flow during the first 4-5 years of plantation establishment (e.g. through their integra-
tion into pre-financing outgrower schemes). It is also worth looking further into orga-
nic mango production, which may better suit their needs for labour intensive and less 
capital intensive production. The extension of mango production in suitable poor re-
gions in the North also requires local processing and infrastructure improvements 
(especially roads) to create employment and minimise post-harvest losses. 

14   Resource-poor gari processors could increase their efficiency of production by 
improved processing equipment (graters, squeezers, etc.), possibly in connection 
with the establishment of processing plants on community level independent from but 
at the same time in proximity to cassava farms. Storage facilities would help them to 
receive better prices off the high season, and the formation of processors’ asso-
ciations could not only improve their position towards traders but also facilitate their 
linking to institutional buyers. Product development and innovation (e.g. packaged 
gari for niche markets) as well as other forms of cassava processing (e.g. into starch) 
may be worth exploring. 

15   In view of very limited employment opportunities for poor (unskilled) labourers in 
the grasscutter sector, the only avenue for a pro-poor support of this value chain lies 
in stronger attempts to link resource-poor farmers to the grasscutter market. Easy 
access to fodder and no need for land are potentials for their integration into the 
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grasscutter business. Interested poor farmers, however, need to be enabled to take 
informed decisions on labour and cash flow implications of grasscutter rearing. Close 
monitoring of their performance – in combination with learning-by-doing and local 
show-casing of best practices – is also required to prevent failures. In addition, ap-
propriate technologies (e.g. low-cost cages) would help to reduce investment costs. 

16   The study findings suggest that pro-poor potentials of production and processing 
for domestic markets are under-utilised in Ghana. Price levels on export markets do 
not justify a sole focus on export promotion, especially if the cost and possibility of 
market entry of the poor are taken into account. In addition, Ghana (still) has no ap-
preciable site or cost advantage over regional and international competitors. 

17   The recommendations by the study team are based on the assumptions that 
resource-poor producers and (potential) processors in Ghana are involuntarily exclu-
ded from access to existing markets; that secure and reasonably paid jobs for the 
poor in production, processing and distribution of agricultural commodities are in ur-
gent need; that the poor could benefit from increasing market orientation and com-
mercialisation of agriculture; and that value chain promotion measures can be de-
signed and implemented in a poverty-oriented way. 

18   In their selection of value chains and the design of promotional activities, devel-
opment agencies need to consider poverty impact criteria: Which strategic options –  
export promotion, import substitution, domestic market development – and which 
support activities – in the fields of value addition, value capturing, market diversifica-
tion – create the broadest and most immediate benefits for the poor? What are the 
prospects for direct integration of resource-poor producers in the chain? How much 
“decent” employment, i.e. reasonably paid jobs at certain minimum social standards, 
can be generated for the poor? What are possible effects on prices relevant to the 
poor? 

19   For value chain promotion to be pro-poor, it needs to be firmly embedded in di-
rect measures to make resource-poor producers ‘linkable’ to markets. Without devel-
oping necessary physical and institutional infrastructure and human capacities at the 
micro level, value chain support activities at meso and macro levels are likely not 
only to by-pass the poor but to widen the gap between the poor and non-poor. 

20   Poverty alleviation is essentially of public interest. Public funds for agribusiness 
promotion, therefore, need to be channelled foremost to targeted activities that can 
sufficiently prove their poverty impact. Direct support or sponsorships to commercial 
farmers and export enterprises, in contrast, can be provided by the private sector (in-
ternational companies, consultancy firms, national and foreign associations and fede-
rations, etc.). Development agencies should rather facilitate the creation and streng-
thening of linkages between the poor and private service providers and companies. 




