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In São Tomé and Príncipe, cocoa plantations
cover around 25,000 ha (50% of arable land)
and cocoa accounts for 60 to 90% of export

earnings depending on the year in question.
Production has declined from its world-leading
at the turn of the century to 4,500-5,000 t today.
The reasons for falling production are historical,
political and agricultural.

Background
The islands of São Tomé and Príncipe (map)
were discovered by the Portuguese in around
1470. The first crop to be grown was sugar cane,
from 1520 to 1644. Coffee was then introduced
(1800), followed by cocoa (firstly on Príncipe in
1822 then on São Tomé in 1855), tobacco
(1857), cotton (1860), quinquina (1869), maize
and pepper (1870). The first estates were built
on slavery; Principe remained a major slave
market until official abolition in 1869. Abolition
barely changed the status of farm workers, who
remained attached to their estates in return for
medical care and food.

Prior to independence in 1975, the active
population was made up of:
• Portuguese (around 2,000), who held the

important posts in the administrations and
estates;

• the local population (Forros), who were
widely represented in trade and the admin-
istrations, but played little part in agricultural
development;

• farm workers from other Portuguese colonies
(Cape Verde, Angola, Mozambique).
With independence, virtually all the Portu-

guese left, along with most of the foreign
agricultural workers. There was a shortage of
qualified staff in the administrations; the estates
lacked managerial staff and labour.

The incoming Marxist regime nationalized the
means of production, including land. Farm
workers were integrated into the state system
and were no longer allowed to grow food crops,
even for family consumption. All agricultural
production (mainly cocoa, coffee and copra)
declined considerably.

For around ten years, the country tried to live
off its own resources. Imports, including food,
were reduced to a strict minimum. The drop in

cocoa production, combined with the decline in
world prices, reduced the inflow of foreign
currency.

In 1983, an initial structural adjustment
programme tried in vain to rebalance public
finances. A second plan was launched in 1987
with the help of the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund, with a view to
monetary stability and economic growth. Whilst
the first target was not achieved, intervention in
the agricultural sector was partly successful.
Some major cocoa estates (Uba Budo, Bela Vista
and Santa Margarida) benefitted from rehab-
ilitation projects funded by donors such as the
World Bank and the Caisse française de
développement.

Prices were freed and wages frozen. An annual
inflation rate of 40 to 50% led to substantial price
increases. Between 1987 and 1992, workers’
spending power was halved. 

A third adjustment plan was set up in 1996 to
revitalize the economy through private initiative,
all sectors combined.

Changes in land structures
Colonization began in the 16th century to
produce sugar cane for export. The archipelago
then remained isolated for almost two centuries
and the population lived on a self-sufficiency
basis from fishing and local agricultural produce.
When cocoa, coffee and coconut were introduced
in the 19th century, the large colonial properties
covered almost all the available land. In the
vicinity of the capital, only a few glebas, a type of
family property recognized by the colonial
administration, escaped colonialization. Some of
the work force was brought in from outside,
mainly from Angola and Cape Verde. Strong
pressure was exerted on the local population to
integrate it into the roças with the status of
hired agricultural labour, whilst small-scale food
production was banned outside the glebas.

On independence, land was nationalized and
15 State-run agricultural enterprises were set up
on a total area of 66,000 ha (around 50,000 cul-
tivated). From 1976 to 1980, the State took
advantage of attractive cocoa prices and geared
its economy towards cash crops to the detriment
of food crops. The worldwide economic crisis,

exacerbated by the drop in commodity prices
(cocoa and copra) hit the young State hard. The
population faced tremendous food shortages.
The work force was then gradually allowed, then
encouraged, to cultivate lavras (small plots
granted by the enterprises to their workers); this
practice was extended from 1983 onwards.

Land distribution began in 1985 with 10,000 ha
(20% of the cultivated area), divided among 
450 beneficiaries. It continued in 1988 with the
“privatization”of 54 State enterprise “depend-
encies” (9,000 ha) enabling the creation of 
130 new farms. However, poor utilization of the
distributed land revealed serious shortfalls:
insufficiently precise land laws, unselected
recipients, lack of accompanying measures to
favour plot development.

Privatization continued in 1993 with the
World Bank project to distribute 22,900 ha. The
project included topographical and land register
studies, and a land allocation system designed to
lead to true individual ownership. Training and
extension operations were also envisaged.

By 1995, there were four major farming
groups:
• 15 State-owned agricultural enterprises

(30,000 ha, each covering 1,000 to 2,500 ha),
mainly growing export crops, four of which
were privately run with outside funding and two
rented out to tenant farmers; all earmarked for
privatization;

• private roças (10,000 ha, from 50 to 300 ha
each), also primarily growing export crops;

• family-run farms (10,000 ha, from 10 to 15 ha),
primarily with food crops;

• micro-farms (a few hundred ha) located
around the capital, geared towards market
gardening.
Up to the first privatizations, there were no

smallholders such as in mainland Africa. The
new farmers had to acquire a “business”
mentality, involving a sense of responsibility and
taking the initiative, hence the need for a
training and extension structure. 

The State enterprises lacked managerial staff
and the funds required for renewing equipment
(processing equipment and transport vehicles),
purchasing essential inputs and, especially,
regenerating the ageing plantations.
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Cocoa cultivation in São Tomé and Príncipe
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The links between São Tomé and Príncipe and cocoa are both historical and economic. History recalls how slavery
led the country to become the world’s leading producer at the turn of the century. Following a dramatic slump,
the conditions now seem right for rehabilitation and revival, but the battle is not over yet and victory will require
national effort and international solidarity. 
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Cocoa in São Tomé

Production structures
The State enterprises, apart from those under
private management, cannot be rehabilitated
due to lack of resources. Yields are often under
200 kg of merchantable cocoa per hectare. In the
roças created by privatization, the results are
about the same. The privately run enterprises,
and those currently being rehabilitated, produce
400 to 500 kg/ha on average, with considerable
differences between them.

These poor results are obtained from old
plantings that are often in bad condition. Various
climatic or agronomic factors also sometimes
limit production (insufficient sunshine, irrational
fertilizer applications over many years).

The estate plantations do not all have the
same post-harvest equipment: wooden or
cement fermentation boxes, sun dryers, old slate
dryers, “tromag” tunnel dryers, modern, oil-fired
forced draught dryers, which mean less
consumption of firewood, a rare commodity in
São Tomé.

The smallholders set up through privatization,
who do not have post-harvest processing equip-
ment, sell their produce to the large enterprises
in fresh cocoa form (cacau em goma). It is a
profitable exercise for the enterprises, which
pay fairly low prices for the fresh cocoa (350
dobras, i.e. FF 1.24 per kg, at the end of 1995).
The volume purchased from smallholders can
therefore account for up to half the cocoa
processed by an enterprise.

Trade
With privatization, the State exporting enter-
prise disappeared and cocoa trading was
liberalized. The enterprises are allowed to sell
their production directly and the earnings are
split evenly between the State and the exporter
(previously, the State took a 70% share of the
sale).

Production trends
There are several landmarks (table 1):
• end of 19th century and beginning of 20th

century: setting up of the first plantations;
• 1920-1930: development of the large colonial

estates; the plantations are mature and in full
production. Forced labour used to develop
largely inaccessible land;

• 1930-1960: substantial drop in production due
to the ageing plantations and withdrawal from
land too difficult to cultivate (end of forced
labour);

• 1960-1974: stabilization at 10,000 t/year;
• 1974: further decline in production: Portuguese

growers begin to pull out of the plantations;
• 1975 (Independence)-1995: continued decline,

then stabilization at 3,500-4,500 t/year.

Causes of declining yields
They were numerous:
• the plantations grew old and were not

regenerated in time. In the 1970s cocoa
rejuvination trials with low-yielding hybrids
gave disappointing results. It was not until
1987, and the projects to rehabilitate certain
State enterprises (Uba Budo and Bela Vista,
then Santa Margarida), that regeneration was
resumed with imported seeds;

• nationalization of the means of production
and the creation of State enterprises resulted
in poor plantation management;

• the lack of funds resulted in the deterioration
of buildings and equipment, plantation upkeep
was abandoned, phytosanitary treatments
were reduced or halted. Cocoa growing lost its
intensive nature to become a gathering crop;

• the shortage of agricultural labour once foreign
workers left after independence. Nationals
were integrated into the state system (low
wages and little incentive).

• insufficient managerial staff.
Be that as it may, São Tomé and Príncipe

cannot allow its cocoa sector to dwindle, since it
plays a major role in the economy. It is the main,
and virtually the sole source of foreign currency
for the country (table 2); it is part of the
national heritage, and the favourable growing
conditions should encourage the authorities to
do all they can to revitalize the sector.

Genetic improvement of cocoa
The cocoa tree was introduced in several stages:

• in 1822 on Príncipe, then on São Tomé in
1855, lower Amazon cocoa trees were
introduced from Brazil. They were the starting
point for African cocoa cultivation and were
called “West African Amelonados”; 

• at the end of the 19th century, red
“Amelonado” type varieties, which were
presumed to be more resistant to black pod,
became the latest addition;

• at the beginning of the 20th century, various
varieties originating from Central America,
South America and the West Indies were
imported from Cameroon.
In 1958, the Portuguese set up the Boa Nova

(Poto) agricultural research station, with a view
to improving agriculture, primarily cocoa cul-
tivation, on São Tomé. In 1965, the authorities
launched an agricultural development pro-
gramme involving the constitution of cocoa tree
collections through the introduction of inter-
nationally acknowledged clones and local “clone”
selections identified by surveys in all the
plantations. The local “clones” were the progenies
of earlier introductions.

In 1966-1970, varieties were introduced from
Trinidad, Puerto Rico and the United Kingdom
(Kew Gardens).

A germplasm garden was set up and hy-
bridization was begun to supply growers with
high-yielding hybrids adapted to the different
microclimates. The number of hybridizations was
considerable and comparative trials were set up
at more than 20 sites.

Once independence was proclaimed, the
research stopped. The first hybrids were unsat-
isfactory (seeds insufficient in number and size,
poor pod filling, self-incompatibility, sharp drop
in productivity, etc.). This led to a general
rejection of hybrids by farmers, which still exists
today. Growers prefer Amelonados, which they
consider to be more appropriate for the condi-
tions in the country.

Cocoa quality in São Tomé and
Principe
Prior to the Second World War, the country’s
cocoa had a good reputation. São Tomé then lost
its position as a major producer and, at the same
time, quality fell to such a point that it was
subjected to a substantial discount on the world
market. The national cocoa rehabilitation plan
launched in 1985 was designed to increase
production but also to return to acceptable
quality.

Cocoa quality is highly dependent on the
techniques implemented between harvesting
and export.

Harvesting 
The estates lack sufficient labour for satisfactory
harvesting, so harvesting rounds are too far apart

Plantations, recherche, développement Mai - Juin 1997

172 CO C O A CU L T I V A T I O N

The Democratic Republic of São Tomé and
Príncipe is an archipelago with two main
islands - São Tomé (860 km2, 110,000 inhab-
itants) and Príncipe (110 km2, 15,000 inhab-
itants) - and numerous islets. It is located on
the equator, in the Gulf of Guinea, 300 km
from the Gabonese coast. The islands are of
volcanic origin with a very broken
mountainous relief (culminating at 2,024 m
on São Tomé), which limits arable land to
50,000 ha. Although the climate is oceanic
equatorial, the relief (see map) causes it to
vary from semi-arid to super-humid (600 to
7,000 mm of rain). The annual sunshine
figure of 1,760 hours in the capital decreases
with altitude. The relative humidity is
constant throughout the year (80-90%). On
the whole, the soils are close to optimum
quality in both physical (depth, drainage) and
chemical terms (organic matter, absorbing
complex, exchangeable bases, nitrogen
content, acidity). Given the climatic diversity
and richness of the soils, many types of crops
can be grown.

■ Physical geography 

Retour au menu



for all the pods to be harvested when they are
just ripe. Likewise, for smallholders, cocoa is
often not the main crop and the trees are not
harvested regularly. 
Both the enterprises and smallholders open pods
in the field. The husks are left in the field
without any particular treatments, which helps
maintain Phytophthora inoculum in the plots.

The fresh cocoa is then deposited at the edge
of the field or roadside, either in bulk or in bags,
until it is transported to the processing centre.
The wait can last for several hours, during which
time the cocoa begins to ferment. Moreover, it
may rain, which “washes” the cocoa. During
transport, the same phenomena occur and the
mucilage of the cocoa arriving at the factory is in
very poor condition. 

Fermentation
For the reasons already mentioned, fermenta-
tion is unsatisfactory. The rise in temperature is
too slow. The fermentation boxes are usually
wooden (around 1.50 x 1.50 m and 1.50 m deep),
less frequently cement. The lack of regular
maintenance can lead to mould growth that is
detrimental to product quality. Depending on
the enterprises, fermentation takes 5 to 7 days,
turning twice. It usually takes 6 days, which is
the usual duration for an Amelonado type cocoa.

Sun-drying
This is bound to give the best result, since it is
slow and gradual. The fermented cocoa is spread
in thin layers (up to 5 cm) on wooden drying
platforms and turned regularly with wooden
rakes to ensure uniformity. A transparent
plastic sheet on a frame is used to protect the
drying platforms from the rain; the cover also
causes a greenhouse effect, which accelerates
drying. The platforms sometimes have wheels
for sliding them under a shelter (“bus” dryer).
The cocoa is sometimes spread on a black
plastic tarpaulin laid on the ground and drawn
over the cocoa if it rains.

Sun-drying gives good results if the climate is
dry enough for rapid drying (which is not the
case on the east coast of São Tomé) and if the
cocoa is not rehumidified if it rains. The cocoa
dries in 4 to 5 days. This system has the drawback
of requiring large areas at peak harvest times. It
is often used for the mid-crop, in addition to
artificial drying, or if specifically requested by a
buyer. 

Artificial drying
In slate dryers, the cocoa is spread in thin layers
on a 20 to 30 m long, 3 to 4 m wide drying
platform made of slates. The platform is built
over a tunnel, with a wood fire burning at one
end and a flue at the other. In order to ensure
good quality cocoa, the heat must not be too

intense and the cocoa has to be turned regularly
to prevent case-hardening, which would keep in
acetic acid. The slates have to be closely joined
to prevent smoke escaping through the platform.
A “smoky” flavour is the most common defect
encountered in cocoa dried in this way. Another
disadvantage of this type of dryer is the large
amount of wood consumed.

“Tromag” convection dryers consist of a tunnel
lined with tubes through which steam from an
oil or wood-fired boiler passes. Rails are laid
along the floor of the tunnel for trolleys piled
with mesh trays carrying a layer of cocoa for
drying. The cocoa dries in less than 24 hours.
The drawbacks of such a dryer are: difficulty in
regulating the temperature, a lack of cocoa
turning which tends to lead to case-hardening,
and the temptation to use the dryers for other
products such as copra. Cocoa is very rich in fat
and takes on off-flavours that downgrade it. 

The new dryer at the Santa Margarida
enterprise was installed in 1990-1991. The
cocoa is spread in a 30 cm layer on a platform
comprising an assembly of stainless steel grids.
The platform is installed over a system of 
pipes delivering hot air (convection drying)
produced by a wood or oil-fired boiler. The
cocoa is automatically turned regularly to
prevent case-hardening. The temperature and
air flow are electronically regulated, thereby
enabling successive heating and rest periods.
The moisture and acetic acid in the beans
migrate to the surface and are removed 
during the following heating phase. Once the
optimum values for the different parameters
are determined, very good quality cocoa is
obtained.

Sorting
Sorting is usually by hand. Some of the
enterprises have mechanical sorters that are
tricky to set. After drying, the beans are brittle
and they are likely to be broken in the
machine. Hand sorting is more precise and all
undesirable beans can be eliminated. The
merchantable cocoa is then bagged and stored.

Around 10% of the country’s cocoa is sold as
escolha, inferior quality. The good quality cocoa
is sold as cacau fino. Cacau extra-fino can also
be found; this is cocoa obtained by sun-drying,
but it is not necessarily better.

Storage
Given the high relative humidity in São Tomé,
it is best to export the cocoa as soon as
possible. At the end of drying the cocoa has a
moisture content of around 8%, which can
reach 12 or 13% after a few weeks’ storage. 

The bags are usually piled on pallets in
ventilated storerooms. Cocoa is also sometimes
stored in bulk and bagged for export.

Export
São Tomé is not regularly linked to Europe,
where most of the cocoa goes. Every 3 to
4 weeks, a ship from Rotterdam or Antwerp
passes through São Tomé via Lisbon. 

Cocoa is exported in containers in which the
bags are piled. Fumigation is carried out prior to
closure. São Tomé does not have a deep water
port and the containers are transferred by
lighter.

This type of transport, which was introduced
just a few years ago, has helped to improve cocoa
quality. Until then, the bags were loaded directly
onto the lighters and transferred into the holds.
The cocoa quite often took up moisture (rain,
spray, sea winds). Fumigation was carried out
directly in the holds. The bags were too tightly
packed for the treatment to be effective.
Complaints about poor quality were numerous
(mouldy beans, unacceptable moisture content,
insect damage). A considerable effort was made
to improve quality, particularly during post-
harvest processing. The installation of new
dryers in different enterprises will mean that the
old dryers, which were often the cause of the
defects detected, will no longer be used. Cocoa
from São Tomé is currently no longer subject to
a discount compared to world prices.

Adaptive research
The “Poto rehabilitation project” funded by the
Caisse française de développement has added
new impetus to cocoa research in São Tomé. The
first phase of the project (FF 5 million over 3
years from 1989 to 1992) has been followed by a
second phase (FF 17.4 million over 5 years)
which is due for completion in 1998. The aims
are to increase yields and improve quality. The
adaptive research covers several aspects: genetic
improvement and selected seed production,
search for rational fertilization (using soil
analysis), study of crop techniques, crop pro-
tection, staff training.

Implementation of the second phase of the
project was made possible by changes to the
status of the Poto station (financial independ-
ence, and financial and scientific management
by CIRAD-CP(1)). Apart from continuing cocoa
research, the station has a mandate to promote
crop diversification.

With the substantial investments made, the
buildings and infrastructurs have been renovated,
the laboratories have been equipped with
scientific instruments and work in the trial plots
has been resumed.

Emphasis has been placed on:
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(1.) Tree Crops Department of the Centre de coopération
internationale en recherche agronomique pour le
développement.
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• crop protection: integrated control of
Bathycoelia thalassina and Selenothrips
rubrocinctus; improving fungicide application
methods against Phytophthora;

• cocoa tree genetic improvement: study of
collection and search for the most suitable
hybrids;

• studies of fertilization and phytotechny (re-
generation and shading);

• coffee research on Robusta and Arabica
(planting material introduction, crop tech-
niques, study of the coffee berry borer).
Crop diversification is being introduced after

integration of the Mesquita centre, which
specializes in food crops, market gardening and
orchard crops at the Poto station.

The newly revitalized agricultural research
centre is now the best asset for the future of
agriculture in São Tomé.

Thought is currently being given to ensuring
the station continues to operate once the project
is over.

Conclusion 
After a golden era, cocoa cultivation declined
and yields fell. Cocoa from São Tomé lost its
former renown. Operations carried out since the
1980s provide hope of improvement in the next
few years. The plantation renovation policy is
beginning to bear fruit and some of the plots at
the Poto research centre yield more than a tonne
of merchantable cocoa per hectare (or even 2 t!).

A return to the production levels of the 60s-70s
(10,000 to 12,000 t per year) is a feasible target.
Whilst São Tomé cannot play the quantity card
on a world scale, it can set its sights on quality to
win lucrative markets. ■
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Résumé
Point d’introduction du cacao en Afrique,
en 1822, São Tomé et Príncipe, colonie por-
tugaise jusqu’en 1975, a occupé la place de
premier producteur au début du XXe siècle,
avant de voir sa production s’effondrer. Les
causes de cette chute sont historiques, poli-
tiques et agronomiques. La production
actuelle, d’environ 5 000 t/an, et l’exporta-
tion procurent au pays plus de 80 % de ses
ressources en devises. Le gouvernement
santoméen a engagé des actions de réhabi-
litation de la cacaoyère avec l’appui des
bailleurs de fonds internationaux. La
recherche agronomique, grâce à un projet
géré par le CIRAD-CP, participe à l’effort de
redressement de la cacaoculture.

Abstract
Cocoa was first introduced into Africa in
1822, in São Tomé and Príncipe, a
Portuguese colony until 1975, which was
the world’s leading producer at the
beginning of the 20th century, prior to the
collapse of its production. The causes of the
slump were historical, political and
agricultural. Current production is around
5,000 t/year, and exports account for 80% of
the country’s foreign currency earnings.
The government has launched cocoa
plantation rehabilitation operations with
backing from international donors. CIRAD-
CP is in charge of an agricultural research
project working to help revitalize cocoa
cultivation.

Resumen
Punto de introducción del cacao en África,
en 1822, São Tomé y Príncipe, colonia
portuguesa hasta 1975, ocupó el puesto de
primer productor al principio del siglo XX,
antes de ver su producción bajar. Las
causas de esta caída son históricas,
políticas y agronómicas. La producción
actual, de unas 5.000 t/año, y la exportación
proporcionan al país más del 80 % de sus
ingresos en divisas. El gobierno de São
Tomé e Príncipe emprendió acciones de
rehabilitación del cacaotal con apoyo de los
socios capitalistas internacionales. La
investigación agronómica, merced a un
proyecto administrado por el CIRAD-CP,
participa en el esfuerzo de reactivación del
cacao cultivo.
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