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This doctoral dissertation contributes to the academic literature on the politics of agrarian
change by exploring effects of agro-industrialization processes on rural livelihoods and
food security. In the African context, debates about the local impacts of different modes of
agricultural production are wrought with controversy. Powerful stakeholders in support of
large-scale farming favour economies of scale and private investments as pathways to rural
development. Those who are critical of this development orthodoxy emphasize the socioeconomic and environmental limits of capital-intensive monoculture plantations. To
address these conflicting arguments, this research presents an in-depth study of the
Republic of Cameroon. It focuses on the country’s palm oil sector – one of the major drivers
of agribusiness investments and agro-industrialization in tropical Africa. The study details
the historical evolution and contemporary politics that envelop efforts to govern the sector.
It assesses the impacts of different modes of agricultural production through an empirical
study, conducted in the oil palm basin of Cameroon’s Sanaga-Maritime Division. The multidimensional research design combines the complementary strengths of semi-structured
key-informant interviews, focus group discussions, and a comprehensive survey of four
hundred households. The comparison and analysis of the livelihoods and food security
situation of rural smallholders and salaried workers generate novel insights into local
realities within the palm-oil-producing sector. Findings indicate that the average
smallholder enjoys a higher standard of living than the average worker in a commercial
plantation. Salaried workers are faced with food access challenges, and the majority of
plantation employees engages in food cultivation as a coping mechanism to ensure their
food security. In light of the research results, this study questions the dominant growthdriven paradigm of agrarian change and discusses governance implications for the
sustainable development of the palm oil sector in sub-Saharan Africa.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Africa is facing promising development forecasts for the twenty-first century.
‘Emergence’ has become a popular buzzword in country strategy papers across the
continent, as governments are setting themselves deadlines to achieve their lofty ambitions
for national economic development. Sub-Saharan Africa’s astonishing diversity is often
obscured by sweeping statements that characterize it as a homogenous land mass, trapped
in the prison of relentless poverty. Yet, the region has been a player in the global economy
since the early days of colonial explorations, and today, it is defined by mindboggling
contrasts. An abundance of natural resources is contrasted by the widening gap between
the wealthy and the poor. Numerous initiatives for regional integration and enhanced
cooperation are marred by political turmoil in the continent’s remaining dictatorships.
African countries feature remarkable annual growth rates on the one hand, and recurrent
humanitarian emergencies caused by a lack of resilience on the other. Africa features both
bustling metropoles filled with smartphones and traffic jams, and remote rural areas,
where locals continue to engage in subsistence agriculture and nomadic pastoralism.
Patterns of inequality are virtually universal, affecting both rapidly growing urban
centers and small village communities around the world. Tremendous challenges are
caused by urbanization, but the problems of poverty and underdevelopment remain a
predominantly rural phenomenon (Scoones 2015). Rural development is a multifaceted
subject that occupies the minds of countless scholars, development practitioners,
politicians, entrepreneurs, and civil society actors. Many of them disagree with each other
on how the abstract ideal of development can be achieved (and whether this is a desirable
goal in the first place). Is development contingent upon economic measures such as gross
domestic product and poverty lines? Should it be attained through export-led growth or
grassroots initiatives? Should markets or governments be left in charge?
This dissertation seeks to shed light on fundamental questions of rural development
processes. It draws on the literature on modes of agricultural production, agrarian change
processes, and foreign direct investment, and it examines their differential impacts on rural
1

development, livelihoods, and food security. The central set of questions guiding this
research is: ‘Who is poor, who is better off, and why?’. The answers provided in this
document are set to fill important gaps in the international development literature.
The investigation relies on empirical evidence derived from a case study, but seeks to
avoid excessive particularism in its wider analysis. It examines artisanal and industrial
modes of agricultural production, and assesses their impacts on the ground. The field
research was conducted in the palm oil sector of the Central African country of Cameroon
over a period of six months in 2014/2015. Palm oil cultivation is one of the major drivers of
agro-investments and agro-industrialization processes in Africa south of the Sahara.
Cameroon was chosen because it is representative of numerous African countries whose
agricultural plots attract the growing interest of foreign investors. It also allows for unique
insights, owing to the long and sustained history of the country’s agro-industrial sector,
which was established originally by the German colonial regime more than a century ago.
In adopting elements of the sustainable livelihoods approach and employing a
multidimensional research design, this study combines the complementary strengths of
macro- and micro-perspectives, as well as qualitative and quantitative methodologies. It is
firmly grounded in the assumption that the politics and economics of development are
fundamentally inseparable.
To generate novel insights and develop an understanding of the complex politics of
agricultural production and rural development, this research project contrasts the
livelihood situation of artisanal smallholders with that of salaried workers in industrial and
élite-owned oil palm plantations. A food security lens is applied as an additional indicator
to gauge aspects of socio-economic and human wellbeing. The empirical core of the
investigation is embedded in a comprehensive analysis of wider structural and relational
dynamics that shape development opportunities and constraints.
Research results show that industrial plantation agriculture is the dominant model of
palm oil production in Cameroon, bolstered by powerful government agents and corporate
actors. However, the expansion of large-scale monoculture plantations does not generate
the alleged benefits. Empirical findings indicate that the average artisanal palm oil
producer enjoys objectively higher livelihood standards than the average worker employed
in a commercial palm oil operation. Faced with the risk of food insecurity, most salaried
2

workers engage in food cultivation in order to ensure their sustenance, and many of them
experience precarious work conditions. In light of these findings, this study questions
dominating development orthodoxies that advocate rural development through
investment-driven economic growth.
This thesis starts out with a review of the relevant development literature in chapter 2.
It takes into account competing theories about rural development and agrarian change
processes. The central research puzzle is extracted by presenting contrasting narratives
about large-scale agricultural commodity production, which is favoured by some and
rejected by others. The multi-dimensional study design, chosen to address the existing
ambiguity, is then introduced. It combines a broad political analysis with a narrower and
locally embedded focus on livelihoods and food security. The chapter concludes with a
review of the rise of the palm oil commodity, and the contentious debate that ensued.
Chapter 3 introduces the country case of Cameroon by tracing its history and discussing
its political and socio-economic situation today. Following this, chapter 4 examines the
evolution of Cameroon’s palm oil sector. It identifies the relevant stakeholders, and
analyzes their interactions, as well as the broad governance framework. The chapter
focuses on a political analysis of the ideas, institutions, and power dynamics that
characterize the sector.
Chapter 5 presents the findings of the field research project at the core of this study. The
field work combined key informant interviews and focus group discussions with the
implementation of a large-scale survey, conducted among four hundred households in
Cameroon’s Coastal Region during the oil palm harvest season. The empirical research
question guiding this process was: ‘What are the impacts of different modes of production
in the Cameroonian oil palm sector on local food security and livelihoods?’
The overarching findings about development impacts of different modes of palm oil
production are summarized in chapter 6. This chapter also spells out the study’s chief
contributions to the literature and derives policy recommendations. Chapter 7 concludes
the analysis by offering closing remarks and discussing possible future research
trajectories.
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CHAPTER 2
PERSPECTIVES ON AGRARIAN TRANSFORMATION AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT
This dissertation is situated within the literature on agro-industrialization processes
and their impacts on rural development, livelihoods, and food security in sub-Saharan
Africa. Investments in capital-intensive, large-scale modes of agricultural production are
not a new phenomenon, but they have attracted increasing attention over the past decade,
as the world has experienced a modern-day land-rush (Cotula 2013, Kugelman 2013). The
global economic upswing in the early 2000s led to a rapid expansion in the scope and scale
of transnational purchases and leases of agrarian land (Cotula, Vermeulen, et al. 2009, de
Schutter 2009). Both a driver and an effect of globalization processes, the land rush was
catalyzed by rising commodity prices, a boom in alternative energy resources and financial
sector investments (Kugelman 2013). It was generated primarily by transnational and
corporate investors, governments, and local elites taking control over large quantities of
land to produce agricultural and industrial commodities for distribution on international
and domestic markets (Deininger and Byerlee 2011, Akram-Lodhi 2012, Margulis, McKeon
and Borras 2013).
The precise magnitude of the global land rush is both difficult to quantify and hotly
contested (Schoneveld 2011, Verhoeven and Woertz 2012, Kaag and Zoomers 2014).
According to the most recent update of the Land Matrix (2017), which monitors
transnational land deals, the total area of land transferred since 2000 amounts to more
than forty-eight million hectares. Additionally, 17.5 million hectares of land are under
negotiation. Sub-Saharan Africa has been identified as the prime target for these types of
foreign direct investment (FDI) (Anseeuw, Wily, et al. 2012, Nolte, Chamberlain and Giger
2016). Yet, this region is also home to the greatest proportion of people who suffer from
chronic food insecurity and depend on land resources for subsistence farming to ensure
their livelihoods (FAO 2015). This combination of facts makes the impacts of investments
and the expansion of agro-industrial modes of production in sub-Saharan Africa a topic of
critical importance.
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Private investments in the region’s agribusiness sector have increasingly targeted the
expansion of agro-industrial production sites. Although agribusiness in Africa has long
been considered a risky business venture, the increasing market demands, the growing
commodity returns, and attractive investment-promoting policies in host countries have
drawn more and more private sector investors to the region in recent years (Collier and
Pattillo 2000, Amendolagine, et al. 2013). New investments are leading to an expansion of
agro-industrial modes of production in harvesting and processing commodities (FAO 2010,
UNDP 2012).
Agro-industrialization is defined here as the application of industrial techniques of
standardization and simplification in agro-ecosystems to realize economies of scale in
farming. It is characterized by the use of machinery, monoculture specialization and the
intensification of production (notably through the application of chemical fertilizers and
pesticides). These industrialization processes lead not only to changing production and
commercialization patterns in the agricultural sector, but also impact rural livelihoods and
local food security. Although the shift in production structures in sub-Saharan Africa does
not seem to be accompanied by the same rapid and far-reaching rural transformations that
have affected East and Southeast Asia (Grabowski 2016), African countries have registered
solid growth rates in per-capita gross domestic product (GDP) over the past decade. The
agro-industrial sector has been identified as a potential engine to accelerate rural
development (Maertens, Minten and Swinnen 2012).
Palm oil is one of the drivers of these processes in the region, as crude palm oil
production is experiencing a boom in sub-Saharan Africa. In recent years, palm oil has
grown to become one of the world’s cheapest and most widely sought-after vegetable oils
(Hoyle and Levang 2012). It is an essential ingredient in much of the traditional West
African cuisine, and used to produce a variety of consumer goods sold in supermarkets
around the world – ranging from Nutella and Doritos to lipsticks and shampoo. The oil
palm tree is native to Africa, but Indonesia and Malaysia have emerged as the leading
producers of crude palm oil in the second half of the twentieth century. However, given the
increasing scarcity of available land in Southeast Asia, many companies with existing
plantations and other investors hoping to profit from a still-growing demand in the
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commodity are targeting equatorial Africa as the new frontier for large-scale oil palm
cultivation.
An assessment of the development impacts of agro-industrialization processes in the
palm oil sector lies at the center of this research, which focuses specifically on the Central
African country of Cameroon. Prior to diving into an empirical investigation of the effects of
different modes of palm oil production in Cameroon on rural development, this literature
review provides an overview of the pertinent perspectives that animate the broader
scholarly debates on the topic. The first sub-section of this chapter examines two
fundamental questions: what are the principal ontological conceptions of development, and
which conflicting theories of change exist in the academic literature that address
contemporary processes of agro-industrialization? Drawing on this discussion, the second
part presents the central research puzzle of the study. It outlines how debates about local
impacts of agribusiness investments and agro-industrialization processes are wrought with
controversy and details the epistemological approach for this research. The study adopts
elements of the sustainable livelihoods approach, applies an empirical food security lens,
and pays special attention to the historical development and the politics – the ideas,
institutions, and power dynamics – that determine the governance of agrarian resources.
The final section of the chapter sets the stage for the grounded investigation of impacts in
the Cameroonian palm oil sector by delving into the discussion on the global expansion of
the oil palm industry.
2.1 Rural Development and Theories of Change
The following imparts an overview of the major steps in the evolution of development
thinking over time. This brief overview presents a snapshot and does not purport to be
exhaustive. The first section contrasts dominant ‘ideal types’ of development theories, the
second section goes on to discuss the conflicting theories of change that derive from these
philosophies in the context of rural development.
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2.1.1 Ontologies of Development
The ‘development’ term is a contested one. In linguistics, it refers to a process that
implies ‘progress’ or ‘advancement’. The philosophical concept of the progressive
improvement of the human race was described in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century by renowned Enlightenment intellectuals like Immanuel Kant (2005) and Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1986). In Hegel’s dialectic, it is described as an abstract spiritual
process of change, a “progression to something better, (…) an impulse of perfectibility”
(Hegel 1986, 74, translated). In layman’s terms, when it is discussed in the context of socioeconomic progress, development can be understood as “making a better life for everyone”
(Peet and Hartwick 2015). This idea of universal progress emerged as a widely accepted
ideal in Western Europe during the Industrial Revolution.
The Industrial Revolution took place amid a fundamental shift in the social and
productive order – that of capitalism (Desai 2017). Production was now organized in
private units whose owners had the means – labour, land and capital – at their disposal to
produce goods to be sold for a profit. Adam Smith (1776) famously described how the
market evolved as the central mechanism that matched the supply of inputs with the
demands of producers and the supply of products with the demand of consumers as if
guided by an invisible hand. His classical economic analysis of the division of labour and
capital accumulation was rooted in individualistic rational choice theory and the
assumption of a self-interested ‘homo economicus’. Workers now made their living by
selling their labour power, and increasing amounts of inputs were derived from growing
colonial empires. Mass production and technological progress transformed industrial
societies, bringing about improved living standards in the metropoles. The ideals of
progress and ‘development’ became entrenched in the concept of economic growth.
Within a century after Adam Smith’s ground-breaking publication, two German thinkers,
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presented their influential critique of classical capitalist
economics. Their philosophy was laid out in the three volumes of their magnus opum
‘Capital: A Critique of Political Economy’. And although they did not talk about
‘development’ in the ways that the term is employed today, their work would become a
crucial theoretical basis for numerous critical development scholars in the future. In brief,
they viewed world history as a serial progression of modes of production. Marx’s
7

theoretical analysis asserted that historical changes occur as a result of dialectical
contradictions within society, the most important of which is a fundamental struggle
between different societal classes. For Marx, the most essential social relations deal with
control over the productive forces and resources available to a society (Peet and Hartwick
2015, 169). In the capitalist mode of production, the means of production are owned by an
entrepreneurial elite – the ‘bourgeoisie’ – whereas the actual work that goes into
production and capital accumulation is carried out by a class of wage-earners – the
‘proletariat’. Capitalism, then, can only reproduce itself by extracting ever-more surplus
value from the working class (Johnson 2009, 53). In Marx’s own words:
Wherever a part of society possesses the monopoly of the means of production, the worker,
free or unfree, must add to the labour time necessary for his own maintenance an extra
quantity of labour-time in order to produce the means of subsistence for the owner of the
means of production. (Marx 1992, 344).

As a consequence, Marx argued, the social relations between bourgeoisie and proletariat
turn exploitative, constituting the fundamental dialectical contradiction that will eventually
lead to economic crisis, social upheaval, and revolutionary change (Johnson 2009, 53, Peet
and Hartwick 2015, 172)
The modern development term, as it is still commonly used today, is often traced back to
Harry Truman’s second inaugural address in 1949. In his impassioned speech, he portrayed
development as a central part of his political agenda, which was based on the principles of
industrial progress and growth:
We must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances
and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas.
More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching misery. Their
food is inadequate. They are victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stagnant.
Their poverty is a handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas. For the
first time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and the skill to relieve the suffering
of these people. The United States is pre-eminent among nations in the development of
industrial and scientific techniques. The material resources which we can afford to use for the
assistance of other peoples are limited. But our imponderable resources in technical
knowledge are constantly growing and are inexhaustible. (Truman 1949)
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According to Truman’s understanding of the term, development is a condition: a nation
either is or it is not ‘developed’. The juxtaposition of the ‘developed’ and the
‘underdeveloped’ carried over into the formulation of comprehensive theories of
development. The first, development economics, emerged in the 1950s. It built on the
ontological conception of development being rooted in economic growth, but it had a
concrete policy orientation and added the state as an important player. It was Keynesian, in
that it legitimized national economic management through the macroeconomic fiscal and
monetary tools that had been recommended by British economist John Maynard Keynes
(Leys 1996). Theorists like Paul Rosenstein-Rodan (1961) postulated that market failures –
instances where the free market results in suboptimal economic outcomes, such as
unemployment and stagnation – required corrections to ensure the smooth functioning of
the system. Rosenstein-Rodan is also credited with the “big-push” thesis, the idea that
underdeveloped regions require a coordinated initial effort of state intervention to put
their economies onto a path of self-sustaining industrial growth.
This idea was advanced further by thinkers of the modernization school, which emerged
in the late-1950s. Using the growth experience of Western European countries as a model,
scholars like Walt Rostow conceived of development as the ‘modernization’ of ‘traditional
societies’. In his seminal work ‘Stages of Economic Growth’ (Rostow 1960), he laid out the
processes of transformation through which underdeveloped or ‘traditional’ societies must
pass in order to become modern ‘high mass consumption societies’. Rostow and other
American modernizationists such as Neil Smelser assumed that development requires an
emulation of the approaches and accomplishments of the so-called First World. Their ideas
were influential in shaping US foreign politics throughout the Cold War and remain the
dominant paradigm governing the understanding of development in the United States to
this day (Desai 2017, 54).
The dependency school emerged in the 1960s as a response and substantial challenge to
the mainstream orthodoxy of modernization. Whereas modernization theory had been
developed in the halls of Ivy League institutions and was grounded in contrasting the
‘developed’ and the ‘underdeveloped’ world, dependency theory was situated in a broad
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neo-Marxist paradigm and conceived of by thinkers with diverse backgrounds, many of
whom had their origins in Latin America. In its essence, dependency theory was built on
the premise that development in the agricultural economies of Africa, Asia and South
America was structurally constrained by historical and unequal relations between the
former colonies and the advanced economies of North America and Western Europe
(Johnson 2009, 55). Dependentistas imagined the world economy as divided between an
industrial ‘center’ and a largely agricultural ‘periphery’. They opposed the idea that
peripheral countries suffered from a natural condition of underdevelopment. Instead, they
asserted that European and North American development was predicated on the active
underdevelopment and exploitation of the non-European world (Peet and Hartwick 2015,
188). As a consequence, some dependency thinkers, like André Gunder Frank (1969),
argued that no real development was possible without peripheral countries embracing
socialism and de-linking from the structures of world capitalism.
The world-systems approach, a derivative of dependency theory, in turn stressed the
unified character of the global capitalist system, connected by an all-encompassing market
of essential goods. One of the most prominent advocates of the theory, Immanuel
Wallerstein, postulated three main zones that make up the world system: the economically
powerful core, the economically powerless periphery, and the semiperiphery in-between.
The semiperiphery essentially acts a buffer zone, a middle stratum that is simultaneously
exploited and exploiter (Wallerstein 1979, 23). These three structural-spatial parts evolve
through stages of expansion and contraction; but, although the position of individual
countries might change over time, the overarching structure remains fixed. Within such a
framework, development dynamics can be analyzed both for the whole system and for its
regional parts. For example, scholars may examine “the differential of the core of the
European world-economy versus its peripheral areas, within the European core between
states, within states, between regions and strata, within regions between city and country,
and ultimately within more local units” (Wallerstein 1974, 86).
From the 1960s through the early 1980s, Marxist and neo-Marxist philosophies like the
dependency approach and the world-systems approach enjoyed widespread support
among critical scholars and radical development practitioners (Peet and Hartwick 2015).
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Like their predecessors, these theories were highly systematic, attempting to subsume
complex issues, relationships and events within generalized, overarching structures.
Starting in the 1980s, they gave rise to a philosophical counter-movement, which defined
itself in direct opposition to the structural development theories.
Inspired by post-structuralists like Michel Foucault, post-development thinkers rejected
the ontology, essentialism, and interest-based functionalism of the classical political
economy paradigm (Johnson 2009, 99). Authors like Arturo Escobar (1985), Gustavo
Esteva (1992) and Wolfgang Sachs (1992) unsettled the very notion that ‘less developed
societies’ should strive to become ‘developed’ (Ziai 2017). They portrayed development as
a ‘discourse’ – a certain way of representing the world, grounded in an expression of
dominant interests and power relations – that was ideologically constructed and globally
perpetuated by the hegemonic institutions of the western world. Earlier post-colonial
works by writers like Frantz Fanon (1963) and Edward Said (1978) intersected with these
approaches in their critique of colonial domination and the imposition of western images
on colonies. These approaches challenged the assumption that development represents a
universally desirable socio-economic evolution. Instead, post-colonialism and postdevelopment highlighted the damaging effects brought about by development
interventions over the course of decades, including corruption, degradation, and
domination. These thinkers fundamentally changed the image of development: what had
previously been perceived as progressive, beneficial, and humane was now considered
powerful, controlling, and detrimental (Peet and Hartwick 2015, 244). Post-development
theory offered a powerful critique of structural approaches to development. Alas, it failed
to effectively shape mainstream development thinking, which instead took a reactionary
and highly structural neo-classical turn in the final decades of the twentieth century.
Neoliberalism has its origins in classical economic liberalism and rational choice theory.
Rooted in a belief in market efficiency and utility maximization, it promoted laissez-faire
and eschewed government intervention (Lal 1980, Bauer 1981, Bates 1981). The prevailing
anti-state and pro-market dogma put an end to the post-war conceptions of development
theory, which had seen the nation-state as the chief agent of development (Desai 2017, 58).
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Levels of development, in the eyes of neoliberals, were best assessed by measuring Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) and economic growth rates. The Chicago school of economics,
represented by scholars like Milton Friedman (1962), and its prevailing ideas concerning
monetary policy, deregulation, privatization, and taxation had a profound impact on
national and international policy choices in the 1980s and 1990s. The tenets of the
‘Washington Consensus’ were adopted by elites across the developing world. In much of
sub-Saharan Africa, a whole generation of decision-makers and bureaucrats was brought
up in a stout belief in neoliberal market principles, as their states were subjected to
mandated structural adjustment programs to align with the prevailing ontology of
development.
The neoliberal orthodoxy has been widely discredited among contemporary
development scholars for two main reasons: first, it operates outside a historical, political,
and social context (Wade 1990), and secondly, because neoliberal policies have undeniably
resulted in exacerbating global inequalities (Stiglitz 2003, Rapley 2007). The ‘PostWashington Consensus’ of the new institutional economics (NIE) put institutions back in the
picture. Like neo-classical economists, NIE scholars like Douglass North (1995), Anne
Osborn Krueger (2000) and Joseph Stiglitz (2003) assume stable preference and utilitymaximization, but they moved away from the unequivocal rejection of state interference.
Because, as they argued, rational individuals have a limited capacity for information
processing, they called for institutional solutions and market regulation – with the ultimate
intent to reduce transaction costs and improve market efficiency, which they considered
the crucial factor in determining development outcomes.
The developmental state school contradicted the cynicism about politics exhibited by
neoliberals even more strongly than NIE scholars. It is an interdisciplinary anti-neoclassical
approach with influences from political economy, anthropology, sociology, political science,
economic history, and development studies. This school is represented by thinkers like
Susan Strange (1988), Alice Amsden (1989), Robert Wade (1990), Peter Evans (1995), and
Ha-Joon Chang (2002). The essential arguments brought forth by these writers recognized
the role of the state in shaping, directing, and promoting the process of economic
development. Like Karl Polanyi before them, they rejected the idea of a self-adjusting
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market (Polanyi 1944). This neo-statist theory emerged from studying the so-called ‘East
Asian Miracle’ – a period of rapid economic transformation that changed the four ‘Asian
Tigers’ from poor agrarian countries into industrialized manufacturing powerhouses.
Observers who subscribed to the neoliberal globalization ideology interpreted the events
as a result of a governmental commitment to macro-economic stability and market
liberalization (World Bank 1993). Instead, as Amsden (1989) and Wade (1990) pointed
out, national governments in East Asia had very deliberately manipulated and sheltered
their domestic markets through an intricate policy system consisting of subsidies, tariffs,
and quotas. Development, for them, is a ‘national’ process (Phillips 2014, 351). Yet, despite
their change in emphasis on state agency, developmental state theorists fundamentally
align with neoliberals in that they understand development primarily as economic growth.
The most influential shift in recent development thinking was brought about by Nobel
Prize-winning economist Amartya Kumar Sen and his capabilities approach. Sen looked
beyond the classical economic assumption of rational decision-making and more recent
ideas about institutional agency to define development. He criticized utilitarian theories of
societal welfare maximization and their excessive focus on individual preference-ranking
for having little bearing on actual welfare outcomes in society. He argued that any effort to
evaluate social welfare “must come to grips with questions of power, inequality, and
distribution” (Johnson 2009, 112). In his book ‘Development as Freedom’ Sen
demonstrates that in order to address questions of underdevelopment, analysts must take
into consideration the substantive freedoms – or ‘capabilities’ – that a person has at his or
her disposal to establish and pursue personal preferences in the first place. Development,
then, should not be seen simply in terms of measures of production, abundance, and rising
income levels, but rather as an increase in individuals’ substantive freedoms. According to
Sen (2000, 36),
[t]he substantive freedoms include elementary capabilities like being able to avoid such
deprivations as starvation, undernourishment, escapable morbidity and premature mortality,
as well as the freedoms that are associated with being literate and numerate, enjoying
political participation and uncensored speech (…).
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The deprivation of freedoms – caused, for example, by a lack of material resources, the
absence of health, welfare or education services, discrimination or limited political, civic
and economic rights – restricts people’s ability to improve their lives. Sen’s concept of
‘functionings’ reflects the various things a person may value doing or being (such as being
adequately nourished or taking part in community life), and a person’s ‘capability’ refers to
the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible for him or her to achieve (75).
He illustrates these concepts with a compelling example. An affluent person who fasts and a
destitute person who is forced to starve may both be inadequately nourished, but they do
not share the same capability set. The first can choose to eat well and be well-nourished,
whereas the second is deprived of this capability. Building on Sen’s work, Martha
Nussbaum (1995), one of his followers, has produced an account of the most central human
capabilities, demonstrating the multidimensional nature of this development approach.
The capabilities approach has been instrumental in advancing conceptions of development
and establishing multidimensional development measures that go beyond the ubiquitous
GDP per capita (Schafer, Haslam and Beaudet 2017, 13).
In light of the numerous conceptions of development outlined above, this dissertation
adopts a broad definition of development that embraces its multiple dimensions. In
following Adam Sneyd’s (2016, 13) conception, development is understood here as a
qualitative process of social, political, and economic change.
2.1.2 Conflicting Theories of Change and Contemporary Approaches to Rural Development
How then, can rural development be achieved? What are the approaches to agrarian
change that derive from the different ontologies of development? One issue that unites
scholars and practitioners across the ideological spectrum is the concept of sustainability.
The term ‘sustainable development’ was popularized by the Brundtland Report, the 1987
publication of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), which
was chaired by former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. It famously
defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present
generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs.” (WCED 1987, 43). But even thirty years after the idea was introduced as a guiding
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principle, the debate over how best to combine the goals of economic development and
environmental protection rages on.
In line with the prevailing neoliberal ideology of the time, the Brundtland Commission
did not foresee any necessary limits to economic growth. In fact, it argued that poverty
harmed the environment as much as industrialization; and that the best way to move
forward was to promote economic growth – albeit not the kind of growth seen in the 1960s
and 1970s, but environmentally sustainable economic growth (Clapp and Dauvergne 2005,
61). Today, the question whether economic growth is the problem or the solution, polarizes
development experts. Jennifer Clapp and Peter Dauvergne (2005) surveyed the spectrum of
contemporary environmentalists and identified four types of perspectives on global
environmental change and its relationship to the global political economy: market liberals,
institutionalists, bioenvironmentalists, and social greens. All of these ideal types are
committed to their version of sustainability and environmental protection. But whereas
market liberals and institutionalists favour supporting economic growth (either through
market forces or through institutions and policies), bioenvironmentalists and social greens
are largely critical of the idea (stressing either the earth’s limited carrying capacity or the
exploitation of marginalized populations) (4-15). Some of the perspectives animating the
environmental debate also have a bearing on the debate on rural development. Below, four
worldviews on rural development and agrarian change are contrasted: market liberalism,
neo-modernization, post-development, and neo-Marxism. This typology is intended to set the
stage for the subsequent presentation of the central research puzzle.
The dominant contemporary development model is based on neoclassical economics
and closely resembles what Clapp and Dauvergne called the market liberals. This approach,
grounded in a fundamental belief in economic growth and rising income levels, is
perpetuated by international financial organizations notably the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF). These are the same institutions that promoted the
Washington Consensus and structural adjustment programs in the 1980s and 1990s, which
have been discredited as deeply destructive to development (Johnson 2009), but which
continue to exert an influence on high-level development thinking to this day. Market
liberals argue that economic growth, through investments in productivity and consumption
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increases, creates higher incomes and greater material welfare, thus generating
‘development’. Rural development, then, can be achieved through improving the efficiency
of agricultural production and introducing economies of scale – i.e. replacing small-scale
farming with large-scale production. In the context of sub-Saharan Africa, Phil Riddell
(2013) argues that the small-scale subsistence farmer is irrelevant to development.
Instead, he writes, “sub-Saharan Africa represents a vast, untapped agricultural production
potential” (160), which can be mobilized through investments in profitable agribusiness.
Gary Blumenthal echoes these sentiments and argues that smallholder agriculture
squanders human talent on small, repetitive tasks (Blumenthal 2013, 103). He too, points
to vast potential for productivity increases that can be generated through high-tech, largescale farming. In addition, he asserts, “well executed investments in rural areas generate
benefits that extend far beyond profits for the investor. These include jobs, local
community investment, access to markets and goods, and tax revenues” (100).
Consequently, market liberals call for macroeconomic policy reforms that promote globally
integrated markets – the liberalization of trade and investment, and the reduction of
government interventions that distort markets and waste resources. The role of
governments, in their view, is to ensure the smooth functioning of the market and reduce
transaction costs. Supply-side economic theories specifically emphasize that substantial
reductions in corporate tax rates will result in greater production, higher employment and
increased incomes1 (Lee and Gordon 2005). Some macroeconomists admit that rapid
growth through industrialization and the adoption of new technologies may temporarily
exacerbate inequalities, in accordance with a theory first proposed by Simon Kuznets
(1955). But followers of Kuznets’ hypothesis insist that economic development will
eventually spread and reduce inequalities over time (Barro 2000).
Neo-modernization scholars adopt a related approach to rural development and
agricultural transformation, which differs from that of market liberals in a crucial aspect:
rather than relying on market forces, they see an important role in institutions – including

Critics refer to this process as ‘trickle-down economics’ – a term that is shunned by libertarian scholars like
Thomas Sowell (Sowell 2012).
1
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states, aid agencies and international organization – to manage economic development. As
the post-war modernization school, these scholars believe in a development process that
emulates the western model. In the introduction to his 2005 bestseller ‘The End of
Poverty’, Jeffrey Sachs lays out a vision for development that echoes both the sentiments of
Truman’s inauguration speech and Rostow’s ‘Stages of Development’:
In the following pages, (…) [y]ou will see that all parts of the world have the chance to join an
age of unprecedented prosperity building on global science, technology, and markets. But you
will also see that certain parts of the world are caught in a downward spiral of
impoverishment, hunger, and disease. It is no good to lecture the dying that they should have
done better with their lot in life. Rather, it is our task to help them onto the ladder of
development, at least to gain a foothold on the bottom rung, from which they can then
proceed to climb on their own. (J. Sachs 2005, 2)

Sachs argues that good development economics is comparable to good clinical medicine,
in that it should prescribe a course of treatment for the developing world that is based on a
multidimensional assessment of underdevelopment symptoms (74-81). The solution to
underdevelopment, according to neo-modernizationists, is a ‘big push’ of targeted
investments backed by donor aid to break the so-called ‘poverty trap’ (250). The neomodernization vision of development involves escaping the vicious cycle of poverty and
replacing it with the virtuous cycle of sustainable economic growth through efficient
resource use and good governance. Poor rural areas could be transformed into highly
productive economic zones by means of a scale-up of aid flows and technology transfers. In
its 2014 Africa Progress Report, the African Progress Panel2, for example, calls for a more
effective mobilization of the continent’s natural resources and a ‘uniquely African green
revolution’ to transform its agricultural regions. Large-scale intensive agriculture has a key
role to play in this scenario, because a vibrant agribusiness industry can support the
development of smallholder farming (APP 2014). The growth models of the market liberals
and neo-modernization thinkers have proven to be very influential in decision-making in
sub-Sahara Africa. Many host governments adopted a particularly favourable view of
private investment flows into large-scale agricultural production and argue that they have
The African Progress Panel is a Swiss-based foundation, chaired by former Secretary General of the United
Nations Kofi Annan, that advocates for sustainable development for Africa. It aims to contribute to bringing
about policy change through its annual publication, the Africa Progress Report.
2
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the potential to positively contribute to a range of (macro-)economic goals (Schoneveld
2016). From their perspective, private capital formation within agricultural sectors can
help achieve import-substitution objectives (Mann and Smaller 2010), industrialization can
contribute to the improvement of farmland productivity and competitiveness, and
investors can ultimately alleviate the public spending burden (Poulton, et al. 2008). As a
result, most African countries have started lifting capital controls, offering investors fiscal
incentives, and reducing administrative bottlenecks by establishing investment promotion
agencies that aid investors in applying for the necessary permits and incentives, and often
in acquiring land (Dufey, Grieg-Gran and Ward 2008, Schoneveld 2016).
The post-development approach presents a harsh critique of the growth-oriented
perspectives described above, for analyzing development issues out of context.
Anthropologist James Ferguson, inspired by Foucault’s post-structuralism, challenges the
dominant approaches to African development, that are based in western liberal ‘common
sense’. In his work ‘The Anti-Politics Machine’, he makes the argument that conventional
development practices are excessively technocratic and ignore the political dimensions of
development. Governments, he argues, have been perceived by development agencies as
neutral instruments for development solutions rather than as part of the problem
(Ferguson 1994). Tania Murray Li would later echo his critical perspective on development
agencies and added: “Capitalist enterprise and the search for profit appeared in their
narratives only as a solution to poverty, not a cause” (Li 2007, 267). These scholars invert
the arguments of market liberalism and neo-modernization. Rather than calling for
geopolitical global visions and macro-level solutions, the post-development approach seeks
to make development a grassroots affair. The Colombian-American anthropologist Arturo
Escobar (2005) condemns the unidimensional and almost exclusively economic basis of the
western development paradigm, and the dominance of ‘established’ scientific knowledge.
Serge Latouche (1993) takes on the powerful discourse on formalization, which is often
portrayed as the singular route to progress and development. The informal sector, he
points out, is usually presented in a negative light, as a deviation from the ‘normal’. This
results in a dismissal of the sector, which, in fact, is a vital breeding ground for local
creativity and job creation, and should be seen as far more than merely an economic entity
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(Latouche 1993, 155-156). For post-development thinkers, the problem of ‘rural
underdevelopment’ simply does not exist, because it is seldom part of the shared
experience of rural people. Instead of market-based or institutional ‘solutions’ to rural
underdevelopment, post-development thinkers embrace indigenous knowledge, the
promotion of bottom-up pluralistic grassroots movements, and local autonomy. Their
deconstructive influences are also reflected in other contemporary approaches that are
critical of the dominant development orthodoxies.
Neo-Marxist approaches analyze rural development and agrarian change with a focus on
class dynamics and the fundamental social relation between capital and labour (Bernstein
2010). They reject the expansion of modern capitalist agriculture, as promoted by market
liberals and neo-modernization thinkers to promote economic development. Neo-Marxist
approaches are varied and, at times, at odds with each other. In the realm of development,
neo-Marxist thinking is connected to ideas about global exploitation and unequal coreperiphery relationships, derived from dependency theory and the world-systems approach.
One theoretical stream within this tradition is concerned with the development and impact
of the global ‘food regime’. Initiated by Harriet Friedman and Philip McMichael, food regime
analysis is concerned with the politics of food relations and how the food chain binds and
transforms the world economy via commodification (Friedmann and McMichael 1989,
McMichael 2013). Its effects on agrarian transformation and rural development are at the
core of food regime analysis. In short, the research traces the evolution of the relations
between world orders and agro-food trade – from a ‘British-centered imperial food regime’
during the first era of globalization, to a post-war ‘US-centered food regime’, and eventually
to the current ‘corporate food regime’, which emerged as a result of neoliberal
globalization (Clapp and Fuchs 2009, Akram-Lodhi 2013). It is characterized by a rise of
transnational corporations as the dominant agents of global food production, processing,
trade, and distribution (Clapp 2016, 7). According to the neo-Marxist assessment, the
monopolization of the agri-food system has had devastating effects on the global peasantry
by way of depeasantization and proletarianization. Families involved in subsistence
farming are disappearing due to active processes of dispossession and displacement,
resulting in an erosion of peasant practices, the substitution of market rationality in
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agriculture, and the formation of labour classes in rural areas (Bryceson, Kay and Mooij
2000, McMichael 2012). In the words of Philip McMichael (2013, 57):
The perverse consequence of global market integration is the export of deprivation, as “free”
markets exclude and/or starve populations dispossessed through their implementation,
consigning people of the colonized hinterlands to an unseen, racialized, under-consumption
that has been a condition for metropolitan development and over-consumption.

The ‘agrarian question’, which was originally posed to analyze the allegiances of the
European peasantry with the rise of capitalism, has to be re-formulated in light of the
ongoing agrarian transformation. For McMichael (65), the new agrarian question is: “Who
shall farm the land and to what socio-ecological end?” The contradictions embedded in the
contemporary food system sparked the food sovereignty counter-movement – embodied in
the peasant organization La Vía Campesina – which provides an answer to the question and
seeks to reverse the processes of peasant displacement, dispossession and agricultural
intensification (Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010, Akram-Lodhi 2013).
The conceptual differences of the four worldviews introduced here are clearly apparent.
Market liberals and neo-modernizationists believe in the positive impacts of economic
growth on rural development, with slightly different emphases on the role of markets and
states in managing this process. They support agribusiness and economies of scale in the
agricultural sector and dominate contemporary development policy. These approaches are
challenged by the post-development and neo-Marxist schools. Post-development simply
rejects conventional western conceptions of development and underdevelopment. NeoMarxist approaches to rural development focus on processes of depeasantization and class
formation.
The implications of these differences for today’s development issues are explored in the
subsequent presentation of a research puzzle with a focus on the antagonistic perspectives
on large-scale agricultural commodity production.
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2.2 The Research Puzzle: Modes of Production, Livelihoods and Food Security
A review of the literature on the impacts of agribusiness investments and agroindustrialization in the rural sector reveals an ambiguous picture. This section addresses
conflicting arguments about land deals, different modes of agricultural production, and
their impacts in developing country contexts.
The tension that exists between different perspectives is reflected in the terminology
chosen to label one of the central phenomena under contention. The use of the term ‘land
acquisitions’ is the most common – preceded by the special designation ‘large-scale’ in
cases that exceed 1,000 hectares (Cotula, Vermeulen, et al. 2009, 3). However, some
authors use the term ‘land grabs’ instead, especially when it involves the commercial
activities of transnational corporations (TNCs). In dealing with the subject, it is important
to be aware of the discursive roles played by these semantic choices because competing
definitions reveal and obscure different aspects of the phenomenon and may serve certain
ends. The term ‘land grab’ typically suggests an unfair appropriation of territory,
comparable to the idea of a ‘power grab’. It politicizes and historicizes contemporary land
deals by evoking the legacy of imperialism. ‘Land acquisitions’ is often chosen instead as a
more descriptive label. Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that this is not a neutral
term either. The word ‘acquire’ makes reference only to those officially buying and those
officially giving up land – a technical term that has been criticized for depoliticizing the
issue and obscuring the existence of affected land users that may not be the party officially
giving up land (Margulis, McKeon and Borras 2013). This study seeks to avoid the semantic
trap and focuses specifically on the locally based intersection of land deals, investment
flows, agro-industrialization processes, and the lives of the people on the ground.
2.2.1 Impacts of Agro-Industrialization on Livelihoods and Food Security
Proponents of the market-liberal and the neo-modernization perspective generally have
favourable views on agribusiness investments and the large-scale production of
agricultural commodities (although the intra-disciplinary debates are multifaceted – for
example, not all neo-modernization scholars emphasize economies of scale; see Staley and
Morse (1965)). On the other hand, writers from the post-modern or neo-Marxist school
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typically adopt decidedly critical attitudes. The following section presents concrete
arguments on both sides of the debate. It focuses on the impacts that agricultural change
processes have on local livelihoods in rural communities. Since issues related to
agricultural production inherently raise questions about food and food production, special
attention is also given to existing arguments about food security impacts.
Impacts on Rural Livelihoods. Agro-industrialization processes impact fundamental
aspects of the lives of local populations. With regard to people’s livelihoods and
employment, there is no consensus in the literature about the predominant effects of land
deals and agrarian change processes. On one hand, they may provide vital employment
opportunities, but on the other hand, they also have a serious potential to destroy rural
livelihoods.
Proponents of industrialized plantation agriculture stress their ostensibly vast potential
benefits in developing countries. This form of production, according to economic theory, is
more likely to meet the imperatives of increased agricultural output and capital
accumulation than smallholder production (Schultz 1964, Graham and Floering 1984,
Timmer 1988). Agro-industrial plantations can act as regional lifelines for agricultural
development (Konings 2011). One of the supporters’ core arguments is that industrial
farms offer new livelihood opportunities by generating employment (Jenkins and Thomas
2002). Agricultural investments can provide access to new jobs not only to field workers,
but also in broader supply-, market-, and value chains (Deininger and Byerlee 2011, Riddell
2013). In the case of a sugar project in Mali for example, although 1,600 smallholders were
displaced to pave the way for a new plantation, the farm generated 5,000 direct and up to
20,000 indirect jobs to locals (GTZ 2009). Especially if jobs go to landless youth, it may be
the poorest and most marginalized population groups3 who end up benefitting as casual
workers (ASI 2017).

Authors focusing on gender point out that in analyzing the impacts of land deals, women’s experiences
cannot simply be conflated with those of men and that locals should not be treated as a homogenous category
(Behrman, Meinzen-Dick and Quisumbing 2012, White and White 2011, Doss, Summerfield and Tsikata
2014).
3
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Other arguments emphasize the potential of large-scale agro-industry to contribute to
the development of new market linkages. Market linkages are defined here as physical
connections and financial transactions between producers and the ultimate consumer of
agricultural products (Tracey-White 2005). Since market linkages are meant to facilitate
the flow of produce between different levels of a marketing system, the local and regional
economic infrastructure4 plays a central role in this context. In rural sub-Saharan Africa,
this mainly concerns the channels through which transactions between smallholder
farmers and intermediaries occur – transportation channels (e.g. primary roads, accessand feeder roads) and processing facilities (e.g. oil palm mills or latex factories). This
implies that investment projects have the potential to provide necessary roads and
processing facilities to link local smallholders and their products to regional and global
markets (Hallam 2011, Blumenthal 2013, Lisk 2013). According to one perspective, agroinvestments will generate tax revenue that can be used by host states to support
infrastructure projects (Deininger and Byerlee 2011, Lisk 2013, APP 2014). Other authors
focus on the direct local impacts of modern large-scale farms and their spillover effects into
existing smallholder production systems. In a typology elaborated by Ruth Hall and her
colleagues (Hall 2011, Hall, Scoones and Tsikata 2017), this applies in the case of so-called
‘outgrower’-type and ‘commercial’-type land investments, in which small producers are
incorporated into commercial value chains. In these cases, investments can lead to the
provision of infrastructure and technical equipment to local populations (Blumenthal 2013,
Riddell 2013).
Whether they may lead to the creation of new jobs and infrastructure directly or
indirectly, supporters of land-based investments in sub-Saharan Africa tend to agree that
linking producers to new production and supply chains generates incomes and local
development.
Scholars and activists arguing that agro-investments in large-scale production are
predominantly negative tend to characterize them as neo-colonial endeavors with purely

According to Mody (1997), economic infrastructure refers to the facilities that provide society with the
services necessary to engage in productive activities.
4
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extractive purposes. They point to the loss of land, water, and housing, which are the most
important livelihood assets of smallholder peasants in sub-Saharan Africa (Anseeuw,
Cotula and Taylor 2013). According to the ‘enclave’ or ‘estate’ model in the typologies
elaborated by Hall et al., cross-border investments and large-scale plantations offer few
benefits to host populations, especially when they result in ‘enclaves of advanced
agriculture’ (Hall 2011, Hall, Scoones and Tsikata 2017). This refers to commercial
enterprises that are poorly integrated into their surrounding society and economy, and
purely serve the outright takeover of land and resources (McKenzie 2006, Ferguson 2006).
Additionally, the displacement of local populations that is often associated with the
expansion of large-scale production, is considered to be detrimental for local rural
economies (Anseeuw, Wily, et al. 2012, Richards 2013). Case studies show that
employment benefits are limited where investors can hire imported labour for
management tasks and skilled positions, and that locals are left with precarious, seasonal,
or low-paid jobs only (Yaw Baah and Jauch 2009, Fisseha 2011). A briefing paper published
by the Oakland Institute (2011) shows that employment promises often fall short of the
expectations because modern agricultural schemes are highly mechanised and typically
only provide relatively few and seasonal jobs. They also tend to attract desperate and easily
exploitable immigrant labourers in a ‘race to the bottom’ (Oakland Institute 2011). A
sugarcane project established in the marshlands surrounding Kigali in Rwanda in the late1990s provides additional insights (Veldman and Lankhorst 2011). It allowed only a small
number of farmers active in the region to retain access to land and work as outgrowers
with the company, namely those that were already commercially oriented before its arrival.
Others who had made their living as subsistence farmers in the past, had to take up
employment on the plantation or somewhere else. Both groups considered themselves to
be poorer than they were before the takeover by the agribusiness: the outgrowers
complained about the conditions imposed by the company; the labourers about the difficult
labour conditions (8).
Many critical scholars insist that the recent trend in agricultural investments represents
a new wave of what Marx referred to as ‘primitive accumulation’ (Bernstein 2010, Palmer
2011). They understand it as the dispossession of producers through the separation of
labourers from the means of production, which results in the creation of a landless,
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property-less class that is compelled to sell labour for survival (Greco 2013, McMichael
2013). This process may generate social differentiation and class formation in rural
contexts, with detrimental impacts on the livelihoods of the marginalized (Bernstein 2010,
Konings 1986).
Impacts on Food Security. Being among the most prominent items on the lists of United
Nations Development Goals, food security serves as an important indicator of wellbeing in
the world’s least developed regions. At the World Food Summit in 1996, it was defined as a
condition that exists when all people, at all times, have access to sufficient, safe, and
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for a healthy and active
life (FAO 1996). There is no consensus regarding the effects of agro-investments on food
security. In fact, Adam Sneyd (2013) has pointed out that there is a big-picture divide in the
existing perspectives.
Scholars on one side of the argument consider large-scale agribusiness investments
beneficial to food security. Some of them subscribe to the neo-Malthusian concern,
asserting that projected population growth will inevitably outstrip food production
(Ehrlich and Ehrlich 2009). Supporters of the ‘big push’ approach to food security point to
the unrealized agricultural potential of many developing countries and call for investments,
commerce, and mechanization to intensify production (Riddell 2013, Godfray, et al. 2010).
They also assert that commercial investments in Africa have a timely opportunity to
improve food security, because the intensification of production will increase global food
supplies. Taking a slightly different view, there are other proponents of FDI in agriculture,
who argue that the current global food supply already has the capacity to feed the world.
For them, food security is not related directly to whether or not a community has enough
own-production and buffer stocks to feed its population (Pritchard 2011, 7). Food
insecurity, then, is rather a problem of distribution. Underdeveloped regions in subSaharan Africa, for example, can trade their way into improved food security by
specializing and selling more agricultural produce on world markets. FDI in the
agribusiness sector, combined with a reliance on export crops – even inedible crops – can
help these communities earn needed income to ensure their food security (FAO 2009,
Deininger and Byerlee 2011, Blumenthal 2013). In essence, proponents of agro-industrial
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investments and agricultural modernization argue that salaried workers employed in agroindustrial plantations are able to purchase their food supplies and no longer need to grow
their own sustenance to ensure their families’ food security.
Scholars on the other side of the argument believe that investments in large-scale
agriculture are unlikely to create food security benefits. According to their arguments,
plantation projects pose a massive danger to national food security because they threaten
to decrease access to land and water resources, thereby increasing the problem of food
scarcity (Robertson and Pinstrup-Andersen 2010, Anseeuw, Cotula and Taylor 2013). It has
been noted that many of the countries that have relinquished farmland to foreign investors
also depended heavily on aid from the World Food Program (WFP). In 2009, for example,
Ethiopia received $116 million in food aid from the WFP – meanwhile, Saudi Arabia was
growing grain for Saudi consumption on Ethiopian farms (The Economist 2009). Similarly,
Sudan received a billion pounds of free food from international donors, yet still managed to
“grow wheat for Saudi Arabia, tomatoes for the Jordanian army, and sorghum – a Sudanese
staple – for camels in the United Arab Emirates” (Kugelman 2013, 14, emphasis in the
original). Especially the commercial cultivation of non-food products raises questions
about the impacts on food security in host countries. Scholars and activists promoting the
food sovereignty approach are most outspoken against foreign direct investments in
agricultural land. They argue that feeding a country’s population is a matter of national
security, and that people have a corollary right to land access and own-production (Rosset
2011, Vía Campesina 2012, Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010, Akram-Lodhi 2013). For
them, the dominant orthodoxy of capital-intensive agriculture, large corporate farms, free
trade, and export-led growth destroys vital food self-sufficiency and sustainable small-scale
food production (Shiva 2000, McMichael and Schneider 2011).
The discrepancies between these discourses are evident. In the sub-Saharan context, the
favourable perspective towards large-scale agribusiness investments is most commonly
supported by private sector investors, but also drives the decisions of various government
actors. Administrators in countries as diverse as Mozambique (Ojukwu and Addison 2011),
Sierra Leone (Perrault, et al. 2013), and Cameroon (Government of Cameroon 2009) count
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on developmental spillover effects of agro-investments and emphasize the importance of
attracting investors. Many countries try to out-compete other potential locations by
offering attractive conditions to potential investors (Dufey, Grieg-Gran and Ward 2008).
The imperatives of economic growth and poverty reduction are also central to the
policies of structural transformation promoted by the international financial institutions –
most prominently by the World Bank (Barrett, et al. 2017). Yet, the dominant voices in
pointing to the benefits of transnational commodity investments, unsurprisingly, are
transnational corporations. Clapp and Fuchs (2009) have argued that TNCs are the most
powerful players in the global governance of agricultural commodities, not only due to
their domination of every step of the value chain, but also because they increasingly set
their own rules and standards. This is especially true in regions where traditional
governance actors are relatively weak, such as Central Africa (Herbst 2014). Companies
interested in profiting from cheap land leases in the region are quick to tout land
investments as win-win situations for investors and target countries. In their attempt to
shape perceptions, they appear to exert a good deal of discursive power (Lukes 2005)
because these narratives have successfully influenced official government strategy (see
chapter 4.3.2). For example, an executive summary to potential investors distributed by
Herakles Farms – a US business that entered the Cameroonian palm oil sector in 2009 –
emphasized both the company’s commitment to social responsibility and its aim to provide
thousands of local jobs to a region with high rates of unemployment (Herakles Farms
2013). Swiss-owned Addax Bioenergy also advocated a sophisticated development project
attached to its 44,000-hectare sugarcane project in Sierra Leone. As part of the company’s
corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiative, the Farmer Development Programme
involves smallholder training, the provision of seed rice and fertilizers to communities and
the ploughing of community plots to increase local food yields, mitigate the loss of
cropland, and improve overall food security (Addax Bioenergy 2014). The narrative
common to agribusiness supporters underscores the potential of FDI to foster development
and food security via productivity increases, employment opportunities and livelihood
improvements.
In contrast, the common denominator in the narrative of FDI sceptics are calls for strict
regulation of private investments. Critics demand increased efforts to shield local
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populations from adverse impacts to protect their food security and enable sustainable
grassroots development. Peasant- and social justice organizations emphasize the
downsides of insufficiently regulated private-sector investments. They caution that the
recent wave of land acquisitions may not be the salvation that millions have been waiting
for. Oxfam contributor Bertram Zagema (2011) wrote about cases of forced evictions,
conflict and loss of livelihoods, after having studied five separate land deals in developing
countries. He concluded that the poorest people are being hit hardest as the competition
for land intensifies. Land deals, according to Oxfam, result in “development in reverse”
(Zagema 2011, 3). The international peasant’s movement Vía Campesina (2010) views
TNCs as the principal threats to peasants, family famers, and indigenous peoples, and
presses for the end of corporate control over food and agriculture.
Given the existing ambiguity in the discourses on the effects of different modes of
agricultural production in sub-Saharan Africa, it is necessary to explore empirical realities
in substantial depth. The following section presents the multidisciplinary epistemological
approach chosen to address the research puzzle.
2.2.2 Empirical Research Lenses
Various competing narratives were highlighted above: the large-scale agricultural mode
of production in developing countries can either contribute to or deteriorate food security,
it may provide critical employment opportunities or destroy livelihoods, and it can either
create important infrastructure links or form isolated pockets of resource extraction. As
Robertson and Pinstrup-Andersen (2010, 281) put it: “Outcomes of land deals are context
specific. They cannot be categorized as inherently extractive and neo-colonialist in nature
or as an unmatched opportunity for economic development and poverty alleviation.” Actual
effects, the authors assert, depend on the nature of each specific case. In a 2013 issue of the
Journal of Peasant Studies, a group of renowned scholars highlighted important challenges
for the study of large-scale land acquisitions. For years, the main focus of studies
investigating the latest land rush has been the collation and aggregating of numbers to
establish its geographic scope. To move on, these scholars called for a “second phase of
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land grab research which abandons the aim of deriving total numbers of hectares in favor
of more specific, grounded and transparent methods” (Scoones, Hall, et al. 2013, 469).
Consequently, this thesis, which aims to explore the effects of different modes of
agricultural production, is set to fill important gaps in the international development
literature through an empirically grounded investigation of a concrete case. This study
centers around the oil palm industry, one of today’s largest and most dynamic agroindustrial commodity sectors (Byerlee 2013). As a case-driven research project, the study
focuses further on the country of Cameroon. Shaped by its colonial history, and more
recently, influenced by a period of structural adjustment, Cameroon is representative of the
broader region of central sub-Saharan Africa that is being targeted by land-based
investments (Cotula 2013, Land Matrix 2017). At the same time, Cameroon also presents
unique insights, owing to the long history of the agro-industrial sector in the country. The
plantation economy, that was established early by colonial powers in the country, has
remained an important feature of the country’s economy ever since (Konings 2011). The
analysis presented in this study is timely because existing inquiries into the topic of land
acquisitions and agrarian change processes have typically been conducted at the initial
stages of investment. While adverse impacts (e.g. land loss, displacement) tend to be
concentrated at the early stages of project implementation, some of the claimed benefits
(e.g. employment generation, infrastructure development) may only materialize in the
longer term (Anseeuw, Cotula and Taylor 2013, Deininger and Byerlee 2011). Cameroon
therefore provides insights into the processes discussed in the land acquisition literature,
but allows for a more extensive time horizon.
In addition to Cameroon’s large-scale agro-industries, the country’s palm oil sector also
comprises artisanal smallholders, who cultivate palms on family farms, and a growing
number of national investors, who obtain land for medium- to large-scale oil palm
plantations and employ a rural labour force. Whether they work on small family plots or on
industrial-scale plantations, the local people whose livelihoods depend on palm oil
production can be identified without difficulty (see chapter 4.2). In both a conceptual and a
practical sense, smallholders and salaried plantation workers can be separated clearly (see
chapter 5). This research project is based on the argument that the difference in living
situations of smallholders and salaried workers represents the structural shift from
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traditional farming to more ‘modern’ modes of production. In order to assess actual
impacts of industrialization processes in the oil palm sector, the research applies a
comparative methodology, contrasting the living situation of smallholders with that of
salaried workers. To ensure that a meaningful comparison is possible, the empirical
methodology outlined in detail in chapter 5 was designed with special attention to the
relevant considerations. This study considers the impacts of different modes of agricultural
production by looking through multiple research lenses and adopting elements of the
sustainable livelihoods approach.
The sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) assesses development dynamics from a
normative position that takes the side of the marginalized and the less well-off (Scoones
2015). It is not a fully developed theory of change, but rather a unique perspective on rural
development. It is about an integrated, bottom-up, holistic, people-oriented vision of
development, centered on the rural realities of poor people; specifically, on their
livelihoods. The term was defined by Ian Scoones in 1998, building on an earlier definition
by Robert Chambers and Gordon R. Conway (1991):
A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources)
and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with
and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while
not undermining the natural resource base. (Scoones 1998, 5)

In essence, livelihood perspectives seek to gain an understanding of what people do to
make a living. The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) was originally no more than a
multidimensional assessment tool that linked classical measures of economic wellbeing
(e.g. poverty lines, income, and expenditure) with wider framings (of wellbeing and
vulnerability, empowerment, and participation). It was turned into a broader analytical
approach (SLA) by Ian Scoones in the late 1990s. It focused on development-related
questions of wellbeing, vulnerability, resilience, and participation – always with a special
focus on the most marginalized.
In 2015, Ian Scoones revived and revised the SLA, with the stated intent to extend earlier
livelihoods frameworks and to ‘put politics back in’ (Scoones 2015). The extended
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livelihoods approach explicitly acknowledges the centrality of institutions, organizations,
and policies in livelihoods analyses – and the key role of politics, power dynamics, and
social relations that underpin them. Scoones links detailed, longitudinal analysis of
livelihoods in particular settings with wider processes. In other words, the extended
livelihoods approach calls for close attention to local realities (appreciating the complexity
of the question ‘who does what in a particular place?’) – but Scoones argues that these
insights must be complemented with an understanding of the wider structural and
relational dynamics that shape localities and livelihoods. The central challenge of this
approach is moving across scales – from the micro to the macro – and between analytical
frames – between the detailed and empirical, and the more conceptual and theorized (115).
The SLA is multidimensional and intentionally breaks down ‘disciplinary silos’ (98). It
combines aspects of neoclassical theories of development with those of their critics – such
as post-development’s focus on the local and on bottom-up thinking, and Marxist bigpicture political economy concepts concerning patterns of accumulation, agrarian change,
and class formation. By linking context-specific information about livelihood activities to an
appreciation of the wider processes of change that impinge on them, the SLA provides an
innovative perspective on contemporary development processes of rural development and
agrarian change. The central questions that emerge for livelihoods proponents are ‘who
owns what, and what do they do with it?’ and ‘who is poor, who is better off, and why?’.
This study is empirically grounded and builds on existing conceptions of assessing
livelihood situations and food security. Additionally, this micro-level analysis is embedded
in a macro-level analysis of the broader politics that envelop and shape development
outcomes. In line with Ian Scoones’ challenge to ‘bring politics back in’ (Scoones 2015), the
empirical core of this project is preceded by a comprehensive study of the historical
context, the actors, and the power relations that animate the Cameroonian palm oil sector.
The multidimensional investigation this study is built upon is made up of three major parts:
a broad political analysis, a livelihoods analysis, and a food security analysis.
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Political Analysis. To arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the on-the-ground
impacts of different modes of production in the palm oil sector, it is essential to detail the
politics – the ideas, institutions, and power dynamics – that determine the governance of
the sector. This requires a multidimensional analysis that accounts for both agency and
structural factors. Adam Sneyd (2016), taking inspiration from the work of Robert W. Cox
(1981), models a multilevel approach for his analysis of the cotton sector. He asserts:
The governance of global resources is fundamentally about how states and non-state actors,
working together or separately and at multiple levels, exercise control. It is about the exertion
of direct influence over commodities. And it is also about the authority to make, enforce, or
alter rules. (A. Sneyd 2016, 11-12)

Two chapters in this document (chapters 3 and 4) are therefore devoted to ‘setting the
stage’ for the micro-level empirical analysis presented in chapter 5. Their content builds on
a comprehensive review of historical studies, research articles, government strategy
papers, documents compiled by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and news
reports. This is supplemented by information derived from a series of key-informant
interviews with governmental and non-governmental stakeholders in Cameroon
(described in more detail in the empirical methodology section, chapter 5.2.1). The analysis
describes Cameroon’s socio-economic situation and recounts the historical evolution of the
country’s palm oil sector. It distinguishes and characterizes the three groups of palm oil
producers: smallholders, agro-industries, and national élites5. It also describes the relevant
institutions involved in governing the sector and addresses the power wielded by different
stakeholders.
Power, in this context, is understood in accordance with the multidimensional
perspective advanced by political theorist Steven Lukes (2005). Lukes considers power to
be made up of three dimensions. The first dimension of power is behaviouralist and was
originally described by Robert Dahl as follows: “A has power over B to the extent that he
can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do” (Dahl 1957, 202). It focuses on
outright behaviour in the making of decisions on issues over which there is an observable

The francophone term “élite” is adopted as a designation for a specific group of people in influential
positions in the Cameroonian society (see chapter 4.2.3 for details).
5
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conflict of interests, for example, relating to policy decisions. This unidimensional concept
was viewed as too restrictive by some. Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz asserted that
instead, power has two faces. They described a second dimension of power, which has to do
with agenda control: an individual or a group has power when it creates and reinforces
barriers to the public airing of policy conflicts (Bachrach and Baratz 1970, 8). These
scholars assert that power is also exercised when an actor limits the scope of the political
process to options that only he prefers. In this view, non-decision-making (e.g. simply
supporting the established political process) is also considered a type of decision-making
because it prevents others from asserting their own interests on conflictual issues. In their
analysis of global corporate power, Jennifer Clapp and Doris Fuchs (2009) refer to this
dimension as ‘structural power’. Steven Lukes criticizes this conception because it was still
too committed to behaviouralism, too focused on observable conflict, and too restrictive
with regard to the importance of non-decision-making. Pointing out that the absence of
grievances does not automatically imply consensus, he adds a third dimension of power.
According to this view, power also entails the capability to shape people’s perceptions, and
to cause them to accept their role in the current order: “A (…) exercises power over [B] by
influencing, shaping or determining his very wants” (Lukes 2005, 27). Clapp and Fuchs
(2009) call this type ‘discursive power’. It is important to note that this type of influence
can be exerted in the absence of observable conflict, and that the involved agents may not
even be consciously aware of it. In this sense, power is most effective when it is least
observable (Lukes 2005, 64).
Some of the questions that will need to be answered in this context include: Which
stakeholders hold the power to realize their interests? How do groups in society and within
the state interact with each other? What are the processes by which land access is granted
or denied to different actors?
Livelihood Analysis. The concrete impacts of different modes of palm oil production are
addressed in the empirical study presented in chapter 5. It draws on elements of the
sustainable livelihoods approach and its fundamental commitment to locally embedded
contexts, poor people’s perspectives, and place-based analysis. In an attempt to map what
people do to make a living and establish who is poor and who is better off, the study
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presents findings from focus group discussions and a household survey implemented in the
palm oil basin of Cameroon. The vast majority of families in the field site makes their living
by producing palm oil. The methodological considerations are described in detail in
chapter 5.1.4. In brief, data assessment includes material factors such as physical living
conditions, household income- and expenditure data, and both community- and household
assets. It also covers household activities relating to employment types and agricultural
production patterns. Furthermore, some less tangible factors relating to life quality and
wellbeing, such as the health situation of household members and the division of household
tasks, are assessed.
It must be acknowledged however, that the empirical data does not impart a
comprehensive livelihoods analysis, in line with the complex frameworks devised by Ian
Scoones (1998, 2015). The methodology evokes selected elements of the livelihoods
framework, adapted to the local context of the field research sites. Hence, some aspects
typical to livelihoods-related research will not be brought to fruition. Owing to the
temporal constraints of the field research phase, very few long-term insights can be
gleaned about the target populations. The empirical data allows merely a glimpse into local
realities and cannot account, for example, for variations related to seasonality. Material
factors determining household capabilities are explored in some depth, but other quality of
life measures, e.g. psychological, emotional and relational aspects, have been excluded from
the study’s framework due to budgetary limits and time constraints.
Nevertheless, the micro-level analysis of households provides unique and novel insights
into the situation of smallholder farmers and salaried workers in the palm oil sector of
Cameroon. Some of the questions that can be answered through the livelihoods analysis
are: Who has access to what, and what do they do with it? Do livelihood indicators of
female-headed households resemble those of male-headed households? Who receives jobs
in agro-industrial operations? What is the nature of socio-economic inclusion and exclusion
dynamics that determine livelihood outcomes?
Food Security Analysis. Food security has been described as “a widely debated and muchconfused theme” (von Braun, et al. 1992, 5). Part of the confusion arises from the fact that it
is not a unidimensional concept. Food security, in the conception adopted here, has three
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aspects: (1) physical availability, (2) economic and physical access, and (3) culturalnutritional adequacy of food resources (de Schutter 2010). The interlinked features
provide another analytical lens for this project. It embraces the official definition coined
during the 1996 World Food Summit (FAO 1996).
The availability dimension of food security refers to the possibility either to (a) feed
oneself directly from productive land (e.g. agriculture, animal husbandry, horticulture) or
other natural resources (e.g. fishing, hunting, food gathering); or (b) to purchase food (FAO
2007, de Schutter 2010). Accessibility implies (a) economic accessibility, meaning personal
or household (financial) means to procure food for a diet that satisfies the dietary needs of
the individual and the household all year round; and (b) physical accessibility, the fact that
sufficient food should be accessible to everyone, including vulnerable individuals and
groups such as infants, small children, the elderly, and the physically or mentally disabled
(FAO 2007, de Schutter 2010). Adequacy requires that food must not contain adverse
substances at higher levels than those set by international standards and satisfies the
dietary needs through the life cycle, by accounting for factors such as gender, age,
occupation, and cultural acceptability (FAO 2007, de Schutter 2010).
Whether or not food security can be measured – and, more importantly, how this could
be done – is a matter still open for debate (A. Sneyd 2013). Through a multi-stakeholder
participatory process, this project identifies relevant aspects of food availability, access,
and adequacy in the rural Cameroonian context (e.g. food procurement channels, dietary
diversity, cultural preferences, and extent of own production) and assesses them as part of
the household survey (for methodological details, see chapter 5).
By comparing findings between smallholders and salaried workers, conclusions can be
drawn about the impacts of agricultural change processes in rural Central Africa. Among
the questions that need to be asked in this context are the following: Do all rural
households have access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their needs and
preferences? What are the food procurement channels for smallholders and salaried
workers in the palm oil sector? How do measures for dietary diversity and food access
compare among different types of stakeholders?
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2.3 Palm Oil on the Rise
To provide contextual information for the empirical study designed for this research
project, this literature review concludes by introducing one of the drivers of agribusiness
investments: Elæis guineensis, the African oil palm. The palm oil sector has given rise to a
lively debate among development scholars, practitioners, government, administrators, and
business agents. This section briefly introduces general characteristics of the commodity,
recounts the spread of the global palm oil industry, and presents conflicting perspectives
about its impacts on agrarian transformations and rural development.
2.3.1 Oil Palm Botany
Palm oil is a highly versatile agricultural commodity in great demand around the globe.
It is derived from the fruits of the African oil palm tree, Elæis guineensis, which originated
in the Gulf of Guinea region6. The oil palm is a perennial crop of the Arecaceae family,
adapted to cultivation in the global tropical ‘oil palm belt’ (Figure 1, top). The oil palm fruit
grows in clusters called fruit bunches, which weigh between five and thirty kilograms,
depending on the age of the palm. Each fruit – called a ‘palm nut’ by some – is roughly the
size of a large plum. They are made up of an oily, fleshy pulp (the mesocarp) with a single
seed (the palm kernel) in the center (Figure 1, bottom). Within the plant kingdom, the oil
palm is unique in that its fruit contains two oils of strikingly different composition: the fruit
pulp provides red palm oil, whereas the seed provides palm kernel oil, which is comparable
to coconut oil in its chemical composition (Rival and Levang 2014, 7-8).
Palm trees are productive between the ages of approximately three to thirty years. Fruit
bunches are harvested year-round, although two distinct productivity seasons can be
distinguished. In the Gulf of Guinea region, the peak season occurs annually between the
months of February and May.

6

The only other palm species exploited for its oil, Elæis oleifera, is native to Southern and Central America.
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Figure 1. Geographical distribution and botany of the oil palm.

Adapted from FAO (1990)

Different varieties of the African oil palm are classified according to the presence of
carotenoids in the pulp (which affects the colour of the fruit) and the thickness of the
kernel shell. Forest peoples in West Africa used to harvest fruit bunches from the wild dura
variety, which contain large kernels with very thick shells. Fruits of the pisifera variety, in
turn, are made up of a much larger proportion of pulp, but its kernel is not surrounded by a
shell. This variety is relatively rare in nature because its seeds are susceptible to fungal and
bacterial infections (Corley and Tinker 2016, 232). In order to maximize oil yield, the
optimal fruit contains a lot of pulp and a relatively big kernel with a thin shell. Research
facilities have developed highly productive improved varieties of oil palm by selecting and
crossing existing plants. The hybrid tenera variety results from crossing the female flowers
of the dura palm with the pollen of the pisifera palm (FAO 1990). Tenera palm fruits are
characterized by thick pulps and medium-sized kernels that are protected by a thin shell,
which results in superior oil yields (Jacquemard 2011).
The oil palm is coveted for its high yield rates and has grown to become the world’s
cheapest and most widely sought-after vegetable oil (Tan, et al. 2009, Hoyle and Levang
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2012). Whereas the global average yield of oil palm plantations is currently 3.5 tons of oil
per hectare per year, its potential under optimal growing conditions is estimated to be as
high as eleven tons or more (Barcelos, et al. 2015, Rival and Levang 2014). These are
impressive rates in comparison to other oleaginous crops including rapeseed, soybean,
sunflower, and maize, which generate less than one ton of crude oil per hectare. Production
levels for oil palm have doubled every ten years for the past five decades (Gaskell 2015,
29).
Not only is palm oil an essential ingredient in much of the traditional West African
cuisine, it is also used to produce soaps and cosmetics, packaged food products and baked
goods, technical lubricants, animal feedstuff, and biodiesel (RSPO 2014). Due to its rising
popularity, global demand is increasing and currently outweighs supply, making the palm
oil sector an attractive target for investors. Recognizing the commodity’s versatility,
colonial powers in West and Central Africa established the first large-scale palm
plantations in the nineteenth century to boost exports to Europe (Byerlee 2013). Today,
the annual global production of crude palm oil amounts to approximately sixty million tons,
or thirty-five percent of the total global vegetable oil supply (USDA 2016).
2.3.2 Palm Oil Controversy
Although the oil palm plant is native to Africa, Southeast Asian regions have emerged as
the leading producers of crude palm oil in the second half of the twentieth century. With
rubber prices on the decline, the Malaysian government made a strategic decision in the
1960s to diversify its country’s agriculture, investing in research and development to boost
palm oil production (Byerlee 2013). In the 1990s, Indonesia followed, supported by foreign
investors from Malaysia and Singapore (33). Smallholder development was actively
promoted in both states. Rural farmers were included into partnerships with agroindustrial companies that received strong policy support (Feintrenie 2012). Despite the
fact that the plantations that spread through the archipelago have provided employment
opportunities and propelled the region out of poverty, they have also bred criticism. The
most prominent conflicts arose over the use of land and the destruction of the rain forest
and its most prominent animal population – the orangutans of Borneo and Sumatra.
Several environmental concerns related to deforestation have been raised by scholars and
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advocacy groups. Oil palm monocultures have been called the greatest immediate threat to
biodiversity in Southeast Asia (Wilcove and Pin Koh 2010). Secondary external impacts of
palm plantation agriculture also include soil erosion and water pollution due to the use of
chemical fertilizers and pesticides on plantation estates (Obidzinski, et al. 2012).
Malaysia and Indonesia alone still account for more than eighty-five percent of the
annual global palm oil production (Index Mundi 2014, USDA 2016). Yet, as a result of
tightening regulations to protect natural forests and the ensuing land scarcity in Southeast
Asia, producers and investors have begun their search for new frontiers. Those hoping to
profit from the still-growing demand in the commodity are targeting regions in subSaharan Africa for the large-scale cultivation of oil palms (Hoyle and Levang 2012, Bax
2013). Large-scale palm oil production is experiencing a new boom in Africa – a
development that resulted in praise from some and in critique from others.
Proponents of palm oil expansion view the sector as a promising driver of development.
The World Growth Institute (WGI 2011), a conservative think tank based in Arlington,
Virginia, has stated that palm oil provides a “path out of poverty” for developing countries.
The institute lobbies against regulation and restriction of forest conversion because,
according to the arguments presented, it will negatively impact economic growth and food
security: “Developing nations must be allowed the chance to grow and develop without
political intervention by environmental groups or developed nations” (WGI 2011). The
WGI also characterizes palm oil cultivation as environmentally friendly because palm tree
plantations are able to capture carbon from the atmosphere. Economist and World Bank
contributor Derek Byerlee (2017) asserts that sufficient degraded land is available to
accommodate palm oil area expansion. Since the small-scale artisanal sector is no longer a
player in global markets, smallholders should be involved in industrial supply chains, the
same way it has occurred elsewhere – for example in Kenya’s and Sri Lanka’s tea sectors.
According to these arguments, the artisanal palm oil sector can be developed through the
injection of foreign capital, technology transfers and market expertise from private
investors (Byerlee 2017). Another argument for the promising potentials offered by the
palm oil sector relates to the spread of biofuels as an alternative to traditional petroleumbased energy resources. In 2007, the European Union mandated biofuel-petroleum blends
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as a mechanism to reduce carbon emissions. By 2020, the EU aims to have ten percent of
the transport fuel of every member country come from renewable sources such as biofuels
(European Commission 2016). Since the EU is unable to meet this target without imports,
this decision effectively established a legally guaranteed market for biodiesel and
bioethanol (von Maltitz, Haywood, et al. 2009, Pearce 2012). Since palm oil can be
transformed into biodiesel, the growing importance of biofuels is regarded as a mechanism
to stimulate agricultural development, create jobs, and save foreign exchange (von Maltitz
and Brent 2008).
Opponents to global palm oil expansion emphasize that the oil crop boom takes a heavy
toll on ecosystems and affected rural communities. Environmental advocacy groups have
raised concerns over large-scale deforestation, biodiversity loss, and an increase in
pollution owing to the use of chemical inputs (Greenpeace 2012). Social justice groups, in
turn, warn of potential land use conflicts and social abuses. Derek Byerlee (2013)
acknowledges some of these problems, especially because forest governance is poor in
some of palm oil’s frontier areas, including in Central Africa. Researchers from the Overseas
Development Institute have declared that it will take more than simply a change of crop to
alleviate the poverty of rural dwellers that lack land and capital (Wiggins, Henley and Keats
2015). Farmers need to be empowered to negotiate fair prices and mitigate price
fluctuations. Women face disadvantages as farmers, processors, and marketers of
industrial crops because they are often disadvantaged with regard to land access (Wiggins,
Henley and Keats 2015). Large-scale land acquisitions in particular raise concerns.
Advocacy groups call for regulation and transparency in all land deal negotiations and
agreements, as well as guarantees that people’s rights pertaining to the customary tenure
of land are upheld (Rainforest Foundation 2013, Grain 2014). They call for free, prior, and
informed consent (FPIC) – the principle that communities have the right to give or
withhold consent to proposed projects that may affect the lands they occupy (Forest
Peoples Programme 2016). Case studies illustrate the negative impacts of oil palm estate
projects when the FPIC principle is not upheld. A report prepared for the World Rainforest
Movement in 2012 paints a dramatic picture:
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The situation facing communities impacted by the expansion of Sime Darby’s plantation in
Liberia is dire. The oil palm plantation is on their doorsteps, and their farms and farmlands
are being swallowed up by it. Most of the men and women in the affected villages are now out
of work, and their children are hungry. There are very few alternative livelihood options. All
of the locals interviewed for this report said no compensation had been paid to them for land
taken over by the company. The only compensation they had received was for crops that had
been destroyed and this was inadequate. Forest areas used for various cultural practices had
also been destroyed and planted with oil palm, and no compensation had been paid to the
communities for the desecration of these areas either. Thus, the challenges faced by people
living in the areas already being cultivated for oil palm are manifold: they have lost their
farms, their lands, and various livelihood options, and some of their culturally significant sites
have been destroyed. (Siakor 2012, 9)

Because of a growing number of similar reports, some investors have turned their backs
on the sector. In 2012, Norway’s government pension fund divested from twenty-three
palm oil companies deemed ‘unsustainable’ (The Economist 2014). Meanwhile, activist
organizations continue their call for regulation in the palm oil sector. Greenpeace
International (2012) emphasizes the need for clear preconditions and modalities, including
adequate planning for participatory national land use and conservation.
2.3.3 Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil
In 2004, increased calls for environmental sustainability and regulation led to the
creation of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). The RSPO is a voluntary
certification scheme for responsible business practices and was formed by a coalition of
NGOs and stakeholders of various stages in the palm oil commodity chain, including
growers, processors, traders, manufacturers, retailers and banks (Bessou and Milà-I-Canals
2012). The RSPO is legally registered in Switzerland, with liaison offices in Southeast Asia.
Its functioning relies on the compliance of its member organizations with the thirty-nine
principles and criteria of sustainability that were defined in 2007 and agreed upon by
consensus. The principles cover eight broad subject areas (RSPO 2013):
o
o
o
o
o
o

Commitment to transparency
Compliance with applicable laws and regulations
Commitment to long-term economic and financial viability
Use of appropriate best practices by growers and millers
Environmental responsibility and conservation of natural resources and biodiversity
Responsible consideration of employees, and of individuals and communities affected by
growers and mills
41

o Responsible development of new plantings
o Commitment to continuous improvement in key areas of activity

Oil palm mills are certified after an audit process of the processing facility and its supply
base. Auditing is carried out by accredited certification bodies. In early 2017, twenty-four
approved certification bodies were operating on behalf of the RSPO (ASI 2017). Over the
course of the last decade, the Roundtable has achieved a broach reach. In March 2017, it
counted a total of 3,252 member organizations and 456 trademark licenses that had been
issued to oil palm mills (RSPO 2017).
The organization has been applauded for providing a fairly comprehensive socioeconomic regulation framework that has enhanced sustainable production practices in the
industry, especially by large transnational plantation companies mindful of their global
reputation (Nesadurai 2013, 505). According to Helen Nesadurai, the inclusion of land
rights criteria in the RSPO’s principles is an important achievement, because it goes further
in recognizing indigenous land rights than most governments (516-517). The RSPO concept
can work effectively, as has been demonstrated in the case of IOI, a leading Malaysian palm
oil producer. The company was sanctioned by the RSPO after failing to prevent its
subsidiaries’ involvement in deforestation (Cuff 2016). IOI’s sustainability certification was
suspended in March 2016. Even after the certificate was reinstated in August 2016, IOI felt
the lingering effects of non-compliance, expressed in a loss of trust in the marketplace.
Leading consumer groups, including Unilever, Nestlé, P&G, Kellogg’s and Mondelez, as well
as Cargill and Bunge had cut their business ties with IOI due to the loss of certification
(Terazono 2016). Even after the suspension was lifted, the other members of the RSPO
remained skeptical and hesitant to resume trading with the group (Unilever 2016).
Despite its successes, the Roundtable has also been criticized harshly by advocacy
agencies. A core argument here is that the RSPO is dominated by industry actors and
legitimizes the agricultural model of large-scale monoculture plantations, which is seen as
fundamentally unsustainable by many NGOs (Nesadurai 2013). According to Colchester
and Chao (2011), the expensive certification procedure excludes smallholder producers,
which creates structural insecurities for these farmers. Greenpeace (2013) has devised a
list of additional reproaches. It alleges that the RSPO does not go far enough in prohibiting
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forest and peatland degradation, which contributes to climate change. The Roundtable is
also accused of being slow and inefficient in enforcing its own criteria – decisive actions in
reaction to blatant breaches of its standards can take years, as in the case of the Indonesian
company Duta Palma (Greenpeace 2013, 3). Both Greenpeace and the Environmental
Investigation Agency (EIA) have attacked the RSPO for shortcomings in the supply chain
traceability of certified products. According to their allegations, RSPO members are able to
launder dirty palm oil into their global supplies because auditing firms are fundamentally
failing to identify and mitigate unsustainable practices. “Not only are they conducting
woefully substandard assessments but the evidence indicates that in some cases they are
colluding with plantation companies to disguise violations of the RSPO standard. The
systems put in place to monitor these auditors have utterly failed” (EIA 2015, 3). The only
way to ensure compliance, according to a Greenpeace representative, is to secure
commitments from the traders and retailers of oil palm products: “They are the interface
between the producers and the consumer companies, and have the greatest leverage on the
system” (Terazono 2014, 20). Most agricultural traders – including the ABCD giants, Archer
Daniels Midland, Bunge, Cargill, and Louis Dreyfus – deal in oil palm. Greenpeace and other
organizations call on these corporations and on consumer companies to remove dirty palm
oil from their supply chain by auditing their suppliers (Greenpeace 2013). For the
businesses, the crux of the matter is how different elements of the chain (and consumers)
will share the cost of certification (Terazono 2014).
This introduction of the versatile oil palm plant, and of the contentions it has created,
concludes the general literature review. The chapter had started out with an overview of
broad perspectives on the nature and drivers of development, and subsequently presented
the central research puzzle and the empirical lenses employed for this study. The
discussion will now turn to the specific country case, which is examined in much detail to
analyze concrete impacts of different modes of agricultural production on rural
development.
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CHAPTER 3
CASE STUDY: CAMEROON
Since there is notable variation among different regions, countries, and cases, there is a
need to contextualize the empirical investigation. Heeding the call for more specific and
grounded research in the investigation of the impacts of modern large-scale commodity
production (Scoones, Hall, et al. 2013), this project focuses on the Republic of Cameroon,
located at the crossroads of West and Central Africa. Cameroon serves as an ideal location
in which to study the impacts of agrarian transformations on local livelihoods because of
the long-standing and still growing interest of foreign investors in its agricultural plots.
Despite its turbulent colonial history, the country has been marked by relative stability and
peace since the 1970s. The following sections provide information on the country’s
geographic setting and demography, its history, and Cameroon’s political and economic
situation.
3.1 Geographic Setting and Demography
Cameroon is an African country on the Gulf of Guinea, bordered by Nigeria, Chad, the
Central African Republic, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon and the Republic of the Congo (see
Figure 2). With a land area of 475,442 square kilometres, it is approximately the size of
California. Owing to its vast topographical, climatic, and cultural diversity, the country has
been dubbed “Africa in miniature” by tourist guide authors (West 2011). From the tropical
coasts in the south to the savanna grasslands and arid deserts in the north, it exhibits all
major climates and vegetation zones of the continent. Mount Cameroon’s volcanic peak is
the highest point in sub-Saharan western and central Africa (Encyclopaedia Britannica
2016). The foothills of western Cameroon, the coastal plains along the Gulf of Guinea, and
the forested plateaus of the Central Region contain the country’s most fertile soils. The
northern lowlands, in contrast, are characterized by scrublands and sparse rainfall.
In mid-2015 the estimated population of Cameroon was 23.74 million, and almost half of
the people (46%) still lived in rural areas (World Bank 2016). With both high birth rates
and high death rates, the demographic distribution of Cameroon resembles a pattern that is
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typical of many sub-Saharan nations – a classical expansive population pyramid. Roughly
sixty-two percent of Cameroonians are younger than twenty-five years of age; the average
life expectancy at birth is approximately fifty-eight years (CIA 2015).

Figure 2. Political map of Cameroon.

(Ezilon 2009)
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Cameroon is divided into ten administrative regions and fifty-eight divisions (French:
départements). The country’s political capital is Yaounde, located in the Central Region.
Yaounde’s population has more than doubled since 2000 and continues to grow rapidly. It
has recently overtaken Douala as the country’s largest city. Douala, the commercial and
economic capital of Cameroon, is an important port city in the Coastal (French: Littoral)
Region.
The country’s two official languages are French and English. English is primarily
understood in the Northwest and Southwest Regions; the (significantly larger) remainder
of the country is predominantly francophone. In addition, twenty-four different major
African linguistic groups are spoken throughout the country (CIA 2015), and ethnic
languages remain the dominant vernacular in rural areas. In 2015 it was estimated that
three-quarters of the Cameroonian population aged fifteen and older can read and write
(CIA 2015). However, this statistic masks significant regional and gender gaps – for
example, the literate male population amounts to 81.2 percent, the literate female
population only to 68.9 percent (CIA 2015). In 2000, the government introduced free
compulsory primary education throughout the country.
As part of the Economic and Monetary Community of Central African States (French:
Communauté Économique et Monétaire de l’Afrique Central, CEMAC), the Republic of
Cameroon is typically considered to be part of Central Africa. Nevertheless, a closer look at
the ethnic composition of this diverse country reveals a certain degree of futility in the
attempt to classify Cameroon’s population as a whole. The following list is not exhaustive
but provides an overview of the cultural and ethnical range contained within the country’s
borders. The northern parts of Cameroon are dominated by the Fulani, an ethnic group
mostly of Muslim faith. Other groups dwelling in the North and Far North include the
Hausa, Tupuri, Mbum and Masa. The southern parts of the country, in contrast, are
dominated by Bantu peoples. The southern coastal and equatorial zones are populated
among others by the Beti, the Fang and the Bulu. The Coastal Region is home to the Duala,
the Bassa, and the Bakoko. Subgroups of the Beti also dwell in the Central Region, which is
dominated by the Ewondo and the Eton. Semi-Bantu peoples including the Bamileke, the
Bamun, and the Tikar dominate the western part of the country. The southeastern forest
regions of Cameroon are home to the ethnic groups of the Baka, Twa, and Bagyele (so46

called Cameroonian ‘pygmies’ – a term that is no longer considered to be respectful to
describe the indigenous forest peoples). Many Cameroonians self-identify along ethnic
lines rather than in accordance with borders on the political map that were once drawn
arbitrarily by colonial powers, irrespective of local cultures. Therefore, it is of questionable
usefulness to classify Cameroon in its entirety as a ‘typical’ Central African country. For
much of its history, Cameroon was the playing field of foreign colonial powers, and the
repercussions of that period continue to influence the country today.
3.2 Critical Junctures: A Brief History of Cameroon
Cameroon’s official name derives from the Portuguese phrase Rio dos Camarões (“River
of Prawns”) – the name chosen for the region by Portuguese sailor Fernando Póo when he
first reached the Wouri Estuary near present-day Douala in the fifteenth century (Ardener
1962, 341). During the seventeenth and eighteenth century, slavers roamed the coast of the
Gulf of Guinea in search of human cargo. By the nineteenth century, the coastal regions had
become a trading grounds for European commercial agents, and the region’s interior was
increasingly targeted by Christian missionaries (Chiabi 1997, 1, Le Vine 1964, 17-19). In
1884, during the period known as Europe’s “Scramble for Africa,” Cameroon became a
German protectorate – after several native kings had signed annexation treaties with Dr.
Gustav Nachtigal, an explorer and special commissioner of the German Reich (Le Vine 1964,
22-23).
3.2.1 The German Protectorate of Kamerun, 1884-1916
On 14 July 1884, Nachtigal, who had been appointed by the first German Chancellor Otto
von Bismarck, proclaimed the annexation of ‘Kamerun’ by symbolically hoisting the
imperial flag on the bank of the Cameroons River. According to historian Frederick Quinn,
there was no particular reason why Cameroon should become a German colony, “except
that the Germans made the first move” (Quinn 1989, 88). British and French traders were
more numerous in the Douala estuary than Germans. In fact, a British emissary, Consul
Edward Hyde Hewett, arrived to secure the land for Great Britain only five days after
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Nachtigal had sealed his agreements – earning himself the notorious moniker “Too-Late
Hewett” (Rudin 1938).
The protectorate was held by the German Empire from 1884 until 1916, and eventually
comprised parts of present-day Nigeria, Chad, the Central African Republic, the Congo and
Gabon. Well over a dozen German companies conducted their business and plantation
activities in the colony, growing coffee, cocoa, tobacco, rubber, bananas and oil palms
(Haupt 1984). Under German administration, the protectorate experienced impressive
levels of economic and physical development. This is most clearly reflected in the
establishment of various infrastructure projects that were financed by the imperial
treasury. A network of roads and telegraph lines connected important administrative
centers including Viktoria (today called Limbe), Buea, Bamenda, Dschang, Duala, Edea,
Kribi, Jaunde (French: Yaoundé) and Garua – setting the stage for the emergence of
Cameroon as a ‘modern’ country (Chiabi 1997, 6). A narrow-gauge railroad system
spanning 500 kilometres was installed to transport produce and workers between
agricultural production sites and ports. Some of the German-laid rail tracks connecting
Douala with Nkongsamba and with Eseka remained in use until the end of the twentieth
century (8).
Yet, the extension of German presence came at the expense of native peoples’ traditional
livelihoods and was carried out with little regard for indigenous human rights. Under the
authority of Kamerun’s third governor, Otto von Bismarck’s nephew Jesko von Puttkamer,
expansion and expropriation were frequently carried out by violent means:
[H]e favored corporal punishment, was unwilling to improve the working conditions of native
plantation workers, approved of keeping native girls as semiconcubines in Europeans’
houses, and generally felt that the primary mission of the white man in a colony – exploitation
of the economy – came before all other considerations (Le Vine 1964, 28).

Eventually, native chiefs contacted the Reichstag directly about a long list of grievances,
and after an investigation was launched, von Puttkamer was dismissed as a governor and
convicted for his illegal conduct in the colony. His successors would attempt to restore a
more sympathetic German image, but the cases of maladministration in the colonies had
already caused indignation and protest from both indigenous leaders and anticolonial
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elements in the German public. The eventual loss of German hegemony however, was not
brought on by anti-colonialism, but by Germany’s defeat against the Allied Powers in the
First World War.
World War I brought the “White Man’s War” to Africa. In August 1914, a combined force
of British, French and Belgian troops staged a three-pronged invasion of Cameroon (Chiabi
1997, 9). In late September, German forces demolished the telegraph station of Douala and
surrendered the coastal port without a fight, retreating to Yaounde (Quinn 1989, 100).
Seventeen months later, in February 1916, the last stronghold under German control was
surrendered. This fall effectively ended German colonialism in Cameroon and led to the
eventual partition of the territory.
3.2.2 British and French Colonial Administration, 1916-1961
Following Germany’s defeat, the Treaty of Versailles divided the territory of Kamerun
into two separate League of Nations mandates, which were officially placed under British
and French administration in 1919. Recapitulating Germany’s economic legacy in the
region, Victor Le Vine asserts: “The value of the many plantations and development
projects started during the protectorate can hardly be underestimated; the French and the
British inherited an established basis for economic development, including basic
infrastructure and a productive agricultural economy, both with considerable potential”
(Le Vine 1964, 36).
France gained a much larger share, approximately four-fifth of the geographical area,
and established its administrative center of Cameroun in the central city of Yaoundé. From
the beginning, French policy was assimilationist, suppressing both traditional indigenous
structures and German influences. Ruling the territory directly through permanent civil
servants, the French administration imposed its law and developed a school system
intended to promote Francophonie. Although politically aggressive, French rule also
brought some improvements to the Cameroonian population. For example, medical doctor
Eugène Jamot, who resided in Cameroun from 1922 to 1931, famously researched and
reduced the incidence of sleeping sickness, a deadly parasitic disease in sub-Saharan Africa
(Fanso 1989). Major road and railway projects were undertaken, such as the extension of
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the Douala-Yaounde rail line. Nevertheless, for the implementation of these projects, the
French relied on a head tax and the corvée system of forced labour, creating widespread
animosity among Cameroonians (Le Vine 1964, 104). These systems forced locals to
produce commodities of cash value to pay taxes and lies at the heart of the introduction of
commodities in the region.
When Paris capitulated to the German forces in World War II, the colonial
administration disposed of pro-Vichy elements including High Commissioner Richard
Brunot, and declared itself affiliated with the exiled government of France led by General
Charles de Gaulle (Chiabi 1997, 30-31). In the post-war era, colonial authorities promoted
agricultural expansion of monoculture crops and supported the development of urban
infrastructure by installing electricity and water lines in large cities. In 1946, the
administration held elections in Cameroun after establishing two electoral colleges – one
for white residents, one for black Cameroonians (34). In the following year, the
Representative Assembly of Cameroun (Assemblée Representative du Cameroun, ARCAM)
was constituted, leading to a number of social improvements, including the abolishment of
the forced labour system. With the creation of a political party system came a rise of anticolonial movements. The Union of the Peoples of Cameroon (Union des Populations du
Cameroun, UPC), a pro-independence party and outspoken political and social movement,
recruited locals in its struggle against the colonial regime. Led by the UPC, violent protests
erupted in 1952; strikes and demonstrations followed over the course of the next three
years. When outright riots erupted in the spring of 1955, the colonial administration came
down on them in full force with armed military troops (91). The UPC was outlawed on July
13, 1955.7 The ban of the party led directly to the outbreak of a colonial war, led by guerilla
fighters against the French administration. In the meantime, a series of constitutional
reforms was being drafted in Paris, culminating in the granting of a wide measure of
internal autonomy to Cameroun in 1956. The country’s Representative Assembly became
the Legislative Assembly of Cameroun (Assemblée Législative du Cameroun, ALCAM) and
Ahmadou Ahidjo – a Northerner of the Fulani ethnic group – was named Prime Minister in

The UPC would not officially resurface until 1991, following the re-introduction of multi-party politics in the
Republic of Cameroon.
7
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1958. In the same year, the French government informed the United Nations that
independence had been agreed upon for Cameroun and that it was scheduled for 1960
(100). On January 1, 1960, United Nations Secretary General Dag Hammerskjöld read out
the declaration of independence in Yaounde, officially ending both UN trusteeship and
French colonial administration. Ahmadou Ahidjo became the first President of the newly
established Republique du Cameroun and held this office until 1982.
In Cameroon’s western territories, in contrast, Great Britain had introduced a very
different administrative system. The British mandate comprised a strip of land reaching
from the Gulf coast to Lake Chad. It was administered as two distinct areas – Northern
Cameroons and Southern Cameroons. Treated as little more than an appendage of
neighbouring Nigeria, the economic development of these regions was relatively neglected
during this period. Seemingly lacking a clear strategy for the Cameroons, the British simply
applied the laws and governmental structures of Nigeria to the newly gained territories,
and opened up the borders to the neighboring colony in order to allow for labour
migration. According to Chiabi, this move was terribly problematic for two reasons (1997,
12). From a legal perspective, Cameroon could not be fused with a colony without violating
the terms of the League of Nations mandate. This aspect of the problem vanished with the
outbreak of World War II, which effectively marked the end of the League of Nations and
‘solved’ the legal dilemma. More importantly, the British paid no attention to the dominant
sentiments shared by the majority of the population of Southern Cameroons. After thirty
years under German administration, many people in the region had developed a cultural
identity that distinguished them from Nigerians, who had been under British imperial rule
for decades.
The Empire’s disinterest for Southern Cameroons was also reflected in the shortage and
the relatively low qualification of colonial administrators allocated to the territory. For the
first ten years after the annexation, imperial officers were not even required to acquire
local language skills (Chiabi 1997, 14). The British government never assumed direct rule
over Cameroon, as it had done in India in 1858. Instead, it set up a governance system of
indirect rule through indigenous traditional leaders. Without significant investments in the
Cameroonian economy, the administrators also merely sought to ‘preserve’ rather than
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‘expand’ the existing plantations and agricultural estates of Southern Cameroons8,
contributing little to the region’s development (Le Vine 1964, 121).
It comes as no surprise that in the post-World War II era, some local leaders began to
openly denounce the British-imposed ties to Nigeria and to assert their Cameroonian
identity. British disinterest and neglect in Southern Cameroons had left a legacy of
disillusionment among the population. This explains why, when faced with a choice in
1961, two thirds of the inhabitants of Southern Cameroons decided to vote against joining
newly independent Nigeria and instead favoured the pathway of unifying with independent
Cameroun. The predominantly Muslim population of Northern Cameroons, meanwhile,
opted to join Nigeria. The outcomes of the plebiscite paved the way for the foundation of
the Federal Republic of Cameroon.
Initially, after having gained independence, the formerly French and British regions
remained relatively autonomous.9 Following independence, Cameroon achieved
comparatively high levels of political stability and economic growth. In 1972 however,
President Ahidjo introduced a new constitution, replacing the federation with a unitary
state called the United Republic of Cameroon. The loss of regional autonomy led to political
tensions between the anglophone and the francophone regions of the country. In 1984, the
country was re-named once again to become the present-day Republic of Cameroon.
However, calls for self-determination by representatives of the anglophone community
continued throughout the following years. They eventually resulted in the formation of the
Southern Cameroons National Council (SCNC) in 1995, a secessionist initiative of
anglophone communities, which was officially banned in 2001 but continues to operate
from exile. Relations between anglophone and the francophone groups remain tense, most
recently causing new outbreaks of violence since November 2016.

Eventually nearly all of the plantation properties were repurchased by their former German owners (Le
Vine 1964, 121-123; 195-196), who operated them with considerable economic success until the 1940s (see
also chapter 4.1).
9 Anglophone Cameroon had been led by Premier John Ngu Foncha since 1959. When the region merged with
francophone Cameroon, he was officially appointed Prime Minister of West Cameroon and Vice-President of
the Federal Republic.
8
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Although Cameroon has been characterized by relative stability and peace in the postindependence era, it is undeniable that colonialism has fundamentally shaped the country
as it exists today. It is also the root cause of many of its current political and socioeconomic
challenges. According to Emmanuel Chiabi’s assessment, if German Kamerun had been
maintained after World War I, “Cameroon would have been much larger than it is today
and the problems engendered by partition would have been avoided” (1997, 5). It would be
wise to add that the specific problems engendered by the partition would not have
occurred at all without colonial interventions in the region in the first place.
3.3 Governance, Political Economy, and Economic Development
Modern Cameroon is constituted as a presidential republic, but it continues to recognize
the unofficial authority of traditional chiefs, who govern within their local domains and
resolve disputes that do not clash with the national law. Following independence, Ahmadou
Ahidjo presided over the political establishment for twenty-two years. Despite his
authoritarian rule and his ban of all political parties except his own, Cameroonians
sometimes still look back nostalgically at his time in office. Undoubtedly, this is due to the
fact that Cameroon experienced a period of unprecedented economic prosperity in the
1960s and 1970s. Under Ahidjo’s economic policy of Planned Liberalism, Cameroonians
witnessed an ‘African economic miracle’. From 1977 to 1981, the annual average growth
rate of per capita GDP amounted to thirteen percent (Emini, Cockburn and Decaluwé 2006,
343), although this was not necessarily reflected by a noticeable improvement in living
standards for the broader population. The government used the financial resources
generated by the economic boom to secure its political power by creating a surveillance
state. Concurrently, it invested in major infrastructure projects and financial institutions,
some of which were specifically tasked with promoting agro-pastoral and small business
activities. These institutions included the National Support Fund for Rural Development
(Fonds National d’Aide au Développement Rural, FONADER) and the Aid and Guarantee
Fund for Small- and Medium-Scale Enterprises (Fonds d’Aide et de Garantie des Crédits aux
Petites et Moyennes Entreprises, FOGAPE). The funds provided affordable loans to
smallholders and business owners in various sectors, successfully contributing to local
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development for several years. Alas, these initiatives also suffered from poor management
and corruption. According to John Mukum Mbaku (2010), Cameroonians who secured
leadership positions in these agencies were able to enrich themselves by embezzlement or
by extorting bribes from entrepreneurs seeking the agencies’ services: “Many Cameroonian
enterprise owners came to see paying bribes to public servants as an important cost of
doing business in the formal sector” (Mbaku 2010, 57).
In 1982, Ahmadou Ahidjo stepped down. Since then, political power has been firmly in
the hands of authoritarian president Paul Biya, a Fang from the South of Cameroon.10 Soon
after his ascent, the country faced an economic downturn. A combination of public debt,
dramatic price slumps in oil and other commodity sectors, droughts, and economic
mismanagement caused economic revenues to collapse. From 1986 to 1994, Cameroon
experienced negative economic growth averaging almost four percent per annum (Khan
2010, 3). When the public and monetary sectors faced increasing financial difficulties, the
government initially attempted to overcome the crisis unilaterally by initiating a
restructuring process. Eventually, in 1988, Cameroon was obliged to accept drastic
austerity measures imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions. Government spending was
cut by trimming the budget for the bureaucratic apparatus. Numerous state-owned
enterprises were either closed or privatized, public subsidy schemes were discontinued,
and various institutions including FONADER and FOGAPE were terminated.
Under the pressure of internal violent unrest, the regime eventually initiated a process
of political liberalization, re-introducing the multiparty system in 1990. Nevertheless,
political corruption remains endemic in Cameroonian politics. Despite its seemingly
democratic constitution, Cameroon is not a democratic country. Although the constitution
provides for an independent judiciary, the president has appointed judges at all levels.
Rarely does the National Assembly – Cameroon’s main legislative body – block legislation
proposed by the President. Controversial political decisions and appointments to highranking positions in the civil service frequently are made by the imposition of presidential

Biya survived a coup d’état attempt in 1984, the outcome of which was a consolidation of his power as he
increasingly embraced despotism and repression (Mbaku and Takougang 2004, Anyangwe 2008, 124).
10
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decrees. An upper legislative house, the Senate, was formally established in the country’s
1996 constitution; however, the first Senate was not elected until 2013. In fact, due to the
absence of an detailed official electoral calendar, none of the major elections after the
return to multiparty politics were held on time in accordance with general constitutional
prescriptions. The October 1997 presidential elections were boycotted by the largest
opposition parties to protest the lack of an independent electoral commission (Krieger
2008, 34). Paul Biya eventually claimed 93 percent of the vote. These elections, like most
others in the country, were roundly condemned by international observers for
intimidation, manipulation and outright electoral fraud (Freedom House 1998, Freedom
House 2015). Cameroon was classified as the most corrupt country in the world by
Transparency International in 1998 (Transparency International 1998). In 2008, the
parliament passed a controversial amendment to the constitution enabling Biya to run for a
third term of office in 2011, which – in connection with rising household commodity prices
– contributed to the outbreak of violent riots. There have been efforts to improve the
situation; albeit without achieving fundamental change to date (Bertelsmann Stiftung
2016).11 Cameroon adopted a new electoral code in 2012, but the president still hand-picks
the members of the electoral commission (Freedom House 2015). A National AntiCorruption Commission (French: Commission Nationale Anti-Corruption, CONAC) has been
established in 2006, but according to Transparency International’s 2015 report, corruption
is still perceived to be prevalent in all public sectors including education, healthcare,
utilities, police, the judiciary and the civil service (Transparency International 2015, 19).
Since 1999, Cameroon belongs to the Economic and Monetary Community of Central
Africa (French abbreviation: CEMAC), a union of six states that seeks to promote regional
economic integration. It arose out of the former Customs and Economic Union of Central
Africa (French abbreviation: UDEAC) and links Cameroon with Gabon, the Central African
Republic (CAR), Chad, the Republic of Congo, and Equatorial Guinea. The CEMAC members
share a common currency, the Central African CFA Franc (standardized currency

French influence has also been blamed for shielding Cameroon from achieving democratization by
deliberately channeling aid in support of the regime (Emmanuel 2012).
11
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designator: XAF), which is issued by the Bank of Central African States (French: Banque des
États de l’Afrique Centrale, BEAC), headquartered in Yaounde. The CFA Franc has its origins
in colonial times. Today, it is pegged to the Euro at a fixed exchange rate of 1 EUR =
655.957 XAF. CEMAC’s goal to establish a regional customs union has not been achieved to
date as all member states continue to face economic and development challenges.
Cameroon is ranked 153rd out of 188 on the Human Development Index (UNDP 2015).
According to recent estimates, approximately thirty percent of the population live on $2 or
less per day (World Bank 2016). Despite its troubled political climate, Cameroon now
performs reasonably well economically, with annual growth rates hovering between four
and six percent since 2011 (Ziegler 2001, World Bank 2016). Due to its natural resource
endowment and favourable agricultural conditions, Cameroon’s per capita Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) ranks fourth in the West- and Central African region, close to Ghana and
Côte d’Ivoire (World Bank 2016). The agricultural sector continues to employ the majority
of Cameroon’s population, and yet, it contributes merely 22.8 percent to the annual GDP
(World Bank 2016). Agricultural export commodities include timber, cocoa beans, coffee,
rubber and bananas. In turn, Cameroon relies on imports of machinery, electrical
appliances, and transport equipment (CIA 2015). Since the oil boom in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, the petroleum industry has replaced agriculture as the country’s main income
source. Despite dramatic collapses of the oil price in the 2000s, crude oil still accounts for
forty percent of Cameroonian exports (World Bank 2016).
In 2009, the government declared its official goal for Cameroon to become an emerging
nation by 2035 (Government of Cameroon 2009). This has triggered an expansion of public
investments for gigantic infrastructure projects – most prominently, the deep-sea port
project in Kribi with new road and railway connections, the Lom Pangar Hydropower
Project in the East Region, and the Nachtigal Hydroelectric Project in the Central Region.
By diversifying its external relations, the government attracted new foreign investors in
the oil-, gas- and mining sectors. The old economic ties with France remain strong, but new
partners in the mining sector include Australian, South African, and Indian actors. Since
2006, Cameroon has also developed and maintained strong business relationships with the
People’s Republic of China. Kribi’s deep-sea port is being built by China Harbour
Engineering Company, the highway that links it to Cameroon’s urban hubs is under
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construction by China First Highway Engineering Company, and the Lom Pangar River Dam
is being constructed by the Chinese International Water & Electric Corporation. These
projects are financed with massive loans from financial institutions, including the Chinese
Export-Import Bank, the World Bank, the African Development Bank and the European
Investment Bank (World Bank 2012, Huang 2015).
Cameroon continues to promote the privatization of public enterprises and provides
generous incentives for investors in potentially promising export sectors – including
agriculture. One particular segment that is attracting the interest of international investors
is the country’s palm oil sector.
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CHAPTER 4
CAMEROON’S PALM OIL SECTOR
The African palm oil tree is native to the West African Gulf of Guinea region. Crude palm
oil (or ‘red’ palm oil, named for its vibrant colouring) is a common food ingredient in the
tropical belt of Africa, valued both for its flavour and its uses as cooking oil or shortening.
While the rapid rise of global demand and the industrialization of palm oil production only
took off within the last three decades, the plant has been an important part of traditional
agriculture in the Congo Basin for centuries. According to Piet Konings (2011, 1), Cameroon
is somewhat exceptional in the West and Central African region because the plantation
economy that was established by the German colonial regime around the turn of the
century has remained a dominant feature of the regional economy ever since. The country’s
southern regions offer highly favourable agro-ecological conditions for the cultivation of oil
palms (Nkongho, Feintrenie and Levang 2014, IPA 2013). The plant produces its highest
yields under specific biophysical conditions (Hoyle and Levang 2012, 3), namely:
•
•
•
•
•

Continually high temperatures between 25-28°C with coldest days above 18°C;
At least 5 hours of sunshine per day;
Evenly distributed rainfalls of ideally 1,800 - 2,400 millimetres per year without dry
spells for more than 90 days;
Rich, free draining soils and relatively flat surfaces to avoid excessive soil erosion;
Low altitudes no higher than 500 metres above sea level.

These conditions are met in most regions in the southern forest zone of Cameroon,
covering areas in the South-West, Coastal and South Regions of the country. The plant is
also cultivated in the Central and East Regions of the country as part of traditional
agriculture, although the conditions found in the bi-modal forest zone are sub-optimal for
palm oil groves. Palm oil production has two distinct seasons in Cameroon – the peak
season ranges from February to May and the low season from June through January.
In the modern Republic of Cameroon, two main modes of crude palm oil production
exist: (1) the artisanal sector, where palm oil is extracted by smallholders using either
manual or relatively inefficient petrol-fuelled presses, and (2) the agro-industrial sector,
where crude oil is extracted from fruit bunches in mechanized factories.
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Palm oil production in Cameroon has been on the rise in recent years. The country was
ranked as the world’s fourteenth largest producer of crude palm oil in 2014 (FAOSTAT
2015). Nevertheless, Cameroon remains a net importer of this commodity because internal
demand still outweighs the national supply. According to Emmanuel Ngom, program
coordinator at the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, crude palm oil
production amounted to approximately 253,000 tons in 2014 (Ngom 2015). This is
insufficient to cover the annual domestic demand of more than 300,000 tons (Agence
Econfin 2015). In 2015, the government decided to reduce import tariffs for crude palm oil
from thirty percent to five percent in an effort to meet the supply gap. As might be
expected, currently domestic production of crude palm oil largely targets the national
market; estimates for exported palm oil products are negligible12. Strategists in the country
have identified the sector’s considerable growth potential. Indeed, recent trends suggest
that production is on the rise. Annual crude palm oil yields have increased from 230,000
tons in 2012 to 253,000 tons in 2014 (FAOSTAT 2015, Ngom 2015).
The agricultural ministry (Ministère de l’Agriculture et du Développement Rural,
MINADER) has been drafting a new strategy paper for the palm oil sector. It sets out the
goal to increase palm oil yields and emphasizes the country’s intent to become a net
exporter of crude palm oil by 2020 (Yankam Njonou 2015). Given the trajectory, affluent
urban élites have identified the sector as a profitable target for investments, setting up new
plantations in different rural regions around the country. On a much larger scale, foreign
enterprises have also invested in expanding the country’s agro-industrial production sites.
This chapter begins by imparting the historical evolution of the Cameroonian palm oil
sector, which created the foundations for today’s development opportunities and
challenges. It then examines the current actors and power relations that animate this
economic segment. The chapter culminates in an in-depth analysis of the governance
strategies and the core challenges that characterize the Cameroonian palm oil sector today.

Exports estimates for 2014 amounted to 650 tons for crude palm oil, 5,000 tons for refined pam oil and
2,500 tons for palm-oil based soap products (Yankam Njonou 2015).
12
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4.1 History of the Cameroonian Palm Oil Sector
Oil palms have been part of Cameroonian agriculture since long before colonial
explorers landed on the country’s shores. Prior to European colonialization, the palm trees
were not cultivated in plantations, but were planted in low-density groves along with other
food crops and harvested by climbing up the trees’ stems to reach the fruit bunches. The
nuts were churned and pressed for their oil by means of bare-footed trampling – a practice
that remained prevalent in the rural areas of Cameroon well into the twentieth century
(Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014, Nchanji, Tataw, et al. 2013). Traditionally, all parts of the
palm tree have been put to productive use by artisanal farmers. The main products
harvested for consumption include the oil of pressed palm nuts, the palm wine of
fermented tree sap and heart of palm, the inner core of the tree’s stem. But the
multipurpose plant also provides a range of materials made from other parts of the tree. Oil
palm cultivators use the tree’s branches for roofing, its leaves for basketry, brooms and
sieves, and its trunks for the construction of buildings, fencing and even furniture.
Prior to colonization, palm oil was an important trade item along the Gulf coast. In 1819,
G.A. Robertson, a Liverpool merchant with trading experience in Africa, reported an annual
sale of fifty to sixty tons of palm oil that took place near present-day Douala (G. Robertson
1819, 323). Rising prices stimulated a rapid increase of palm oil exports over the following
decades. By 1850, already 1,796 tons of annual palm oil imports from the Cameroons were
registered in the harbour of Liverpool, Europe’s major port for palm oil trade at the time
(Lynn 1997, 20). But until the early twentieth century, this increasingly popular trade item
from West and Central Africa was exclusively derived from laborious artisanal production
methods. A new era and a significant change to agricultural production in the region was
brought about by the German colonial regime after the annexation of ‘Kamerun’ in 1884.
4.1.1 Plantation Development in the German Protectorate
Germany’s economic policy in the protectorate sought to meet the imperative of
increased agricultural output through the intensification of production. Commercial
plantations for the large-scale cultivation of cash crops like coffee and cocoa were set up
within the first decade of German occupation of Kamerun; tobacco, rubber and bananas
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quickly followed. Cameroon’s first plantation company, Kamerun Land- und PlantagenGesellschaft was founded near present-day Limbe in 1885 by a group of merchants from the
Hanseatic city of Hamburg (Wilke 2004, 162). Soon after, numerous other plantations had
been established on the slopes of Mount Cameroon (see Figure 3 below).
Using the plantation economy of São Tomé as a development model, Governor Jesko von
Puttkamer granted large concessions to private companies without much regard for local
populations (Wilke 2004). In fact, a specially requested Royal Land Ordinance
(Kronlandverordnung) of 1896 declared that all ‘unclaimed land’ that was neither occupied
nor currently put to productive use by locals was to be considered state property, which
could be sold or leased at the government’s will (Hausen 1970). Thus began a series of land
grabs, forced evictions and struggles for land-use rights that still echoes today. One of
Puttkamer’s close friends, Richard Spengler, who had been appointed to the position of
Imperial Consul of the German Reich at São Tomé and also operated the largest cocoa
plantation in the Portuguese colony, was granted 4,000 hectares of land for the
establishment of a new plantation in Kamerun (Wilke 2004). This resulted in the 1897
emergence of the gigantic Westafrikanische Pflanzungsgesellschaft Victoria (WAPV; West
African Planting Society Victoria), a cocoa plantation company that would later be declared
the world’s largest of its kind by General Director Wilhelm Kemner (Wilke 2004, Ndjogui,
Nkongho, et al. 2014). By the turn of the century, eight German agricultural plantation
companies existed in the vicinity of Mount Cameroon, in the present-day Southwest Region
– six large-scale businesses and three mid-sized family businesses:
Large-Scale Companies
- Kamerun Land- und Plantagen-Gesellschaft, 1885
- Westafrikanische Pflanzungsgesellschaft Victoria (Victoria-Pflanzung), 1897
- Westafrikanische Pflanzungsgesellschaft Bibundi (Bibundi-Pflanzung), 1897
- Plantage Oechelhäuser, 1898
- Moliwe-Pflanzung, 1899
Mid-Sized Family Businesses
- Pflanzung Günther Soppo 1896
- Pflanzung Scipio (Idenau-Pflanzung), 1898
- Pflanzung Esser-Oechelhäuser 1899
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The map below (Figure 3) illustrates their geographic locations and shows how much of the
fertile land in the region was transformed into areas of intensive production.

Figure 3. Map of agricultural plantations on the slopes of Mount Cameroon in 1899.
Compiled by Edwin Ardener (Ardener, Ardener and Warmington 1960, 310)

Also included in the image is the Debundja-Pflanzung (or Debundscha-Pflanzung) on the
western slopes of the mountain range, the only local plantation that was not in German
hands in 1899. In fact, the land had originally been acquired in 1893 by Hamburg merchant
Dollmann on behalf of the colonial company Jantzen and Thormählen, but soon after, it was
taken over by the Swedish firm Linnell & Co. The Swedish venture in the area did not last
long, however. In 1905, the shares were sold to German business tycoon Max Esser, who
founded the Kolonialgesellschaft Debundscha-Pflanzung (Colonial Company Debundscha
Plantation) in the same year. It was here, in what is known as Africa’s rainiest location, that
oil palm plants were first cultivated on a commercial plantation (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al.
2014). This experiment set the stage for a new phase and an unprecedented scale of palm
oil production in Cameroon.
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The first large-scale industrial oil palm plantation was established in 1907, in presentday’s Coastal Region, south of the city of Edea (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). The
plantation is still in operation today, known as SOCAPALM Edéa. Recognizing the great
potential of the highly productive plant, the colonial administration promoted the growth
of the palm oil sector. Between 1912 and 1913 alone, 5,044 hectares of land on the flanks of
Mount Cameroon were transformed into oil palm plantations, and they were estimated to
generate a profit of more than 2,000 Deutsche Marks per hectare per year (15), equivalent
to almost 200,000 EUR in 2016. The surroundings of the colonial city of Victoria developed
into the most economically active region of the German protectorate and into West Africa’s
vastest plantation district. In 1913, the plantations covered a total area of approximately
115,000 hectares, 28,225 of which were cultivated – although only roughly 11,000 hectares
had reached the stage of production at this point (Wilke 2004, 174). Although cocoa
remained the most prevalent (8,175 ha), palm oil cultivation had grown to become the
second most important crop in the region (1,647 ha) (Wilke 2004, 174). Almost 18,000
local workers and 100 Europeans were employed on the plantations, which incorporated
European-style bungalows, workers’ living quarters and medical clinics, as well as storageand processing facilities for the agricultural products (Wilke 2004, 174). In 1919, the West
African Planting Society Victoria installed the Victoria-Pflanzungsbahn (Victoria Plantation
Railway), which covered a distance of sixty-six kilometres and connected the local
plantations with the trading hub in Victoria (Schnee 1920, 620). The thriving plantation
economy not only contributed to infrastructure development but also led to the founding of
a research institute (Versuchsanstalt für Landeskultur, 1905) dedicated to the improvement
of local agricultural products, and an agricultural school (Landwirtschaftliche Schule, 1910)
where the local work force was educated and trained. In this way, the colonial ventures
contributed to local development at the same time as they exploited the land and its people
of their resources for the ultimate economic benefits of the colonial metropolis.
4.1.2 Oil Palm Development under Franco-British Rule
Oil palm development in Cameroon was hampered considerably by the First World War.
Germany’s loss in the conflict led to the partition of its colonial territories. Kamerun was
split up and divided into two separate League of Nation mandates, one administered by
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France and the other by Great Britain. Both administrations demonstrated interest in
preserving the palm oil sector to safeguard its economic benefits.
The German plantations located in the British Cameroons were seized by the new
administration, their plantation managers were detained. In total, seventy-eight estates fell
into British hands (Wilke 2004, 183). The new government expressed admiration for the
plantation operations. A report presented to the Parliament in 1922 stated:
“As a whole they are wonderful examples of industry, based on solid scientific knowledge. (...)
[T]hey stand, to-day, a monument to work well done and an example in industrial agriculture
to the people of the Cameroons in particular and West Africa generally.” (Governor of Nigeria
1922, 62-68).

To conserve the value of the possessions, the plantation operations were continued,
albeit below capacity. They remained the region’s largest employer. In 1920, the English
soap factory Sunlight Company (part of Lever Brothers) contacted the previous owners of
the seized palm plantations with the intent to buy up their estates (Burkhardt 1940, 46).
The undertaking failed because British Prime Minister Lloyd George refused his approval
as he was of the opinion that all members of the Entente should have the opportunity to
apply for purchase of the plantations – it should not be a right solely reserved to English
nationals (Wilke 2004, 185). Eventually, in 1922, the estates were put up for auction and
the Unilever Group did obtain two oil palm plantations in the Ndian region along with
10,000 hectares of rainforest for the eventual creation of PAMOL Plantations Ltd. But only
few other buyers could be attracted due to several significant investment-related risks and
problems, namely the challenge of raising the necessary funds in a post-war economy,
uncertainties about the political future of the mandate, questions about the validity of land
titles, and even the volcanic eruption of Mount Cameroon in 1922 (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al.
2014, Wilke 2004). Another reason for the low level of interest was the fact that the
previous German owners were excluded from this initial set of auctions. When the British
authorities proposed a second auction two years later, the participation ban for Germans
was lifted. This, in turn, led to misgivings among parts of the British population (The Times
1924). Consequently, no German businessman made a bid in person at the auction, which
took place in the Great Hall of the London Winchester House in late November 1924. The
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German tycoons had, instead, hired British stooges who reacted to specially designed
Morse-type signals that were tapped on their backs with pencils by representatives of the
German businesses throughout the event (Wilke 2004, 190). The system proved to be quite
successful in that, eventually, 62.1% of plantation estates in the British mandate were once
again held by Germans (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). They remained there until 1939,
when the outbreak of the Second World War resulted in a new round of confiscations of all
German property by the British colonial administration. At the end of the conflict, in 1945,
the British government decided to hold on to the seized plantations and eventually leased
the land to a newly established state-owned enterprise, the Cameroon Development
Corporation (CDC). To this day, the CDC plantations remain the most important producer of
palm oil in Southwest Cameroon.
In the French mandate regions, German properties were also seized after the outbreak
of World War I. Subsequently, they were offered to French buyers. Rather than supporting
a system of large-scale plantations as it was the case in the British sector, the French
administration opted for the promotion of medium-sized concessions (Ndjogui, Nkongho,
et al. 2014). It also encouraged the establishment of palm groves by village farmers to
promote palm oil development in local communities and thus increase tax yields. The
result was that traditional smallholder production outperformed industrial production in
the 1930s. According to Ndjogui et al. (2014, 17), out of the 6,848 tons of palm oil that were
officially registered in Cameroun in 1935, 4,477 tons came from village producers.
However, smallholders continued to extract the precious oil using inefficient techniques,
whilst colonial plantations were already making use of hydraulic presses for the oil
extraction process. It is not surprising therefore that the first experiments with outgrower
schemes developed in this time period (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). Some of the
industrial plantations provided land for locals to cultivate oil palms, and in return collected
the fresh fruit bunches (FFB) from their operations to press them for oil in their efficient
mechanized oil mills. Yet, this system only developed on a very small scale, since it required
a close proximity between the village groves and the extraction sites.
Industrial plantations were distinguished from village plantations by more than merely
their size and by their mechanized operations. Colonial enterprises typically maintained
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monoculture plantations that were exclusively destined for commercial exports. They
employed salaried workers on land for which the businesses held official titles, recognized
by the colonial administration. Smallholders, in contrast, typically harvested naturally
grown trees that were part of a land-use scheme characterized by a diversity of food crops
that were primarily grown for own consumption. Then and now, few villagers held official
titles for the land they farmed.
Most industrial palm oil operations in Cameroun were located either near Dibombari or
in the Sanaga-Maritime Division. Properties changed hands often during this time. Despite
French efforts to maintain plantations, few investments were made during the troublesome
period that covered the economic crisis of the late 1920s, the outbreak of the Second World
War in 1939, and the post-war era of the 1940s and 50s. Consequently, total palm oil
exports from Cameroon experienced a significant downturn over the course of this period
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Cameroonian crude palm oil exports in tons per year (1938-1962).
Adapted from Ndjogui et al. (2014, 23)

Nevertheless, efforts were made to keep the sector alive. One of the largest and most
stable colonial operations during this period was the Société des Palmeraies de la Ferme
Suisse (SPFS, 1,230 hectares in 1952), located on the site of the first German industrialscale oil palm plantation that had been established in 1907, and which remains operational
66

to this day. The French administration also engaged in experiments in support of the
smallholder sector. Its 1952 Programme de Plantations Familiales (Smallholder Plantation
Program) provided improved plant varieties and technical support for the establishment of
850 smallholder plantations in Dibombari, and similar efforts were implemented in several
villages in the Sanaga-Maritime Division (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014, 24).
4.1.3 Boom and Bust after Independence
By the time Cameroon achieved independence from the Franco-British regime in 1961,
the annual production of palm oil had reached an estimated 42,000 tons (Hoyle and Levang
2012) – most of which was consumed in the domestic market. Following the declaration of
independence, the sector experienced a momentary slump. Whereas palm products had
accounted for approximately ten percent of the colony’s exports between 1955 and 1958,
the share dropped to merely two percent by 1962 (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014, 26). But
an emphasis on the promotion and modernization of the palm oil sector soon became part
of the economic strategy of the newly formed republic. To this end, and in line with the
dominant modernization thinking of the period, the state invested in several
establishments and programs to support both industrial and smallholder production including state-owned agro-industrial companies, research institutions, outgrower
schemes and a rural credit institute.
A major strategic objective for the palm oil sector was the increase in production
through the creation of a public company. In 1968, the government established SOPAME
(Société de Palmeraies de Mbongo et Eséka), a state-owned company with a total of 8,500
hectares of palm plantations in the divisions of Mbongo and Eseka (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al.
2014, 28). The state invested in road constructions and modern oil mills for both sites.
SOPAME was founded as a ‘development company’ (société de développement), whose
operation was closely controlled by public authorities in order to implement their
development-related projects. Four years later, with financial support from the European
Development Fund, two additional plantations were launched in Dibombari (6,000 ha) and
Edea (500 ha). Given that the company name no longer fit after the geographic expansion,
SOPAME was briefly rebranded into SOPACOR (Société des Palmeraies du Cameroun
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Oriental) before officially becoming SOCAPALM in 1973. The Société Camerounaise de
Palmeraies (SOCAPALM) continued to grow over the course of the following years to
become Cameroon’s largest producer of crude palm oil. Following the development of
plantations in Mbongo, Eseka, Dibombari and Edea, a fifth estate covering 6,000 ha was
founded near Kienke in the South Region of Cameroon. Starting in the late 1960s, the
government also promoted intensified research initiatives for the improvement of seed
material. The Research Institute for Oils and Oil Crops (IRHO, Institut de Recherches pour les
Huiles et Oléagineux) had been founded in Dibamba by the French authorities and
continued to operate with technical assistance from France after independence. Improved
seeds like the tenera hybrid allowed for higher yields and contributed to significant
production increases (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Production increases in the palm oil sector (1961-1990).
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Under the SOCAPALM regime, an outgrower scheme was implemented in the second half
of the 1970s (Nkongho, Ndjogui and Levang 2015). In return for selling their oil palm crops
to SOCAPALM mills for fixed prices, smallholders received financial support, technical
assistance, improved seeds and input subsidies for several years until their first harvest.
This established a system of ‘satellite plantations’ surrounding a ‘nucleus mill’. In a radius
of thirty kilometres surrounding the industrial plantations, roads were built and
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maintained to ensure that outgrower products could be collected regularly (Ngom, Ndjogui,
et al. 2014). This strategy also spread to the country’s other public large-scale industrial oil
palm concession.
In Cameroon’s Southwest Region, the British regime had seized German plantations
after the Second World War to create the Cameroon Development Corporation, CDC. In
1960, one year before the unification of the anglophone and francophone parts of
Cameroon, the Commonwealth Development Corporation (COMDEV), a development
finance institution owned by the UK government, took over the management of CDC and
proceeded to invest ₤1 million in its expansion and modernization (Konings 2011, 60). In
1973, in an attempt to assert more control in the anglophone region, the central
government took control over the company and charged it with a mission to contribute to
national development. A governmental decree prompted a reorganization campaign and
set up an outgrower scheme similar to that implemented in the SOCAPALM concessions.
Apart from the two public companies SOCAPALM and CDC, three major private
industrial oil palm plantations existed in this period: PAMOL, SPFS and SAFACAM. During
the time of British colonial occupation, the PAMOL Plantation Ltd. company was built up by
the English Unilever Group, which had purchased German concessions in the Ndian
Division in the 1920s. As one of Cameroon’s oldest agro-industrial enterprises, it has
always served as the economic lifeline to the people in this relatively remote region. In the
words of Piet Konings (2011, 45):
(…) the company has realised what political rulers and regional barons have persistently
failed to do, namely to promote regional development. Pamol is the only private enterprise in
the area that employs a sizeable labour force, with 3,000-3,500 workers in the heyday. It is
responsible for 90% of Ndian Divisions’s tax revenues. It has constructed labour camps with
adequate water and electricity supplies, hospitals, schools and roads, and provides transport
services for its workers and the local population.

Since the 1960s, PAMOL, too, promoted smallholder schemes. And in 1971, the company
invested in the creation of a second Cameroonian research center for the production and
commercialization of improved germinated seeds and seedlings which would contribute to
the enhanced quality of palm crops and better harvests in the whole country. PAMOL’s
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fortune changed when it was hit by the agro-industrial crisis that engulfed the country in
the 1980s; it soon found itself at the verge of collapse (Konings 2011). Finally, in 1996, a
new company called PAMOL Plantations Public Ltd. was created and the Cameroonian state
acquired majority shares, making it the country’s third parastatal palm oil company –
although the government has officially stated that it was committed to the company’s
eventual privatization (Konings 2011, 58).
The two other private companies dedicated to the production of palm oil products after
independence were SPFS, the Société des Palmeraies de la Ferme Suisse in the south of Edea
and SAFACAM, the Société Africaine Forestière et Agricole du Cameroun in Dizangue. SPFS
was credited as the country’s oldest industrial oil palm plantation with continued
operations dating back to 1907. SAFACAM, in turn, had already cultivated rubber for
commercial exports since 1897. In 1974 the board of directors made the strategic decision
to diversify its operations, converted some of its acreage to oil palm plantations and
installed a modern oil mill.
In response to both government initiatives and private investments, the Cameroonian
palm oil sector experienced a period of growth over the course of the first one-and-a-half
decades after independence (see Figure 5). Owing to the development of outgrower
schemes, smallholder producers, too, soon benefitted from the evolutions that took place in
the industry. Through the distribution of improved seeds and the transfer of technology to
rural communities, living standards in many communities exhibited noticeable
improvements. These schemes were funded from various sources including the World
Bank, the French Central Fund for Economic Cooperation and by FONADER (Fonds National
d’Aide au Développement Rural), Cameroon’s own National Support Fund for Rural
Development.
FONADER was created in 1973 as a rural credit institute, administered through the
country’s parastatal ‘development companies’ in the agricultural sector. It was funded by
the sale of cash crops including cocoa, coffee and cotton. FONADER was tasked with the
following missions (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014, 30):
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•
•
•
•

Administration, storage and distribution of subsidized agricultural inputs;
Promotion and allocation of agricultural loans;
Funding and monitoring of rural development projects;
Indirect loan recovery by means of implementing outgrower programs through
public development companies.

Between 1978 and 1991, more than 13,000 hectares of smallholder palm groves were
selected for technical and financial support by the FONADER development programs
(Rafflegeau 2008). These initiatives spread improved seeds of the tenera variety – initially
developed for the use in industrial plantations – from the country’s research institutes to
smallholder plantations in the nation’s oil palm basin. FONADER was in charge of
establishing contractual relationships between smallholders and public agro-industries. It
also put in place a credit system that helped villagers bridge seasonal losses. Over the
course of two decades, FONADER acted as the main engine for rural development in the
country’s palm oil sector, leading to steep production increases in the 1980s.
Regrettably, the FONADER system came to an end in in the early 1990s. The fund
ultimately failed and went bankrupt due to both internal and external forces. Internally, the
FONADER concept suffered from excessive centralization and bureaucratic red tape. Since
FONADER was administered from the sites of Cameroon’s few state-owned companies, the
lack of local or regional representation reduced its intervention capacities on the ground.
Inefficient layers of bureaucracy resulted in delays in the allocation of subsidies for village
producers. Moreover, lacking transparency in monitoring, follow-up on loan repayments
was inconsistent to the point that farmers were left with the impression that they would
have to “pay up for all eternity” (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014, 32). Elong (2003) points out
that, in a lot of cases, national élite investors in the palm oil sector ended up benefitting
from FONADER funds, rather than the smallholders for whom they were initially intended.
The dominant external reason for FONADER’s failure was the global finance and debt
crisis that hit Cameroon in the 1980s. After years of cheap money lending, interest rates
went up dramatically, and developing countries around the world found themselves
struggling to meet repayment schedules. At the same time, world prices for cash crops like
coffee, cocoa, cotton and bananas were experiencing a sharp drop, leaving FONADER
strapped for cash inflows. In order to receive new loans, the government grudgingly had to
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accept the Structural Adjustment Programs imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions
based in Washington, DC. The resulting trends of economic liberalization and state
disengagement brought about a rupture in the partnership between smallholder producers
and agro-industries (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). Without the extra support through
public funds, the parastatal companies were no longer able to ensure the provision of
farming inputs or even the maintenance of unpaved rural roads, which suffer from severe
degradation during the annual rainy seasons. As a result, the collection zones for
smallholder produce were largely reduced to include only those farms adjoining the
country’s few paved main routes (Konings 1986). Producers lacking the means to transport
their fresh fruit bunches themselves were left without the reliable buyers they had been
counting on for years. Moreover, agro-industries unilaterally lowered the prices paid for
smallholder crops over time. Whereas SOCAPALM contractors had received 27 CFA Francs
(XAF) per fresh fruit bunch (FFB) at the beginning of the rural development program, this
price dropped to 20 XAF by 1990, leaving small-scale producers feeling exploited (Ndjogui,
Nkongho, et al., 33).

Palm Oil Production in Cameroon 1990-2009
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Figure 6. Decline, stagnation, and recovery in the palm oil sector (1990-2009).
Created with data from FAOSTAT (2015)
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FONADER was liquidated in 1991. Once the rural development programs came to an
end, the cultivation of oil palm groves by smallholders proceeded in a haphazard manner,
with neither loans nor farm inputs or technical assistance. Most smallholders ceased to
deliver their produce to the agro-industries and began to process oil palm nuts into crude
palm oil themselves. These developments were marked by declining production figures in
crude palm oil in the early 1990s, followed by a period of stagnation. It would take more
than one decade for the sector to recover and enter into a prolonged period of growth once
again (Figure 6).
After the sector experienced an optimistic period following independence, Cameroon’s
oil palm growers – both agro-industries and smallholders – were hit hard by the economic
crisis in the last two decades of the twentieth century. Today, agro-industries and smallscale producers are typically left to fend for themselves – despite the initial experience of
some mutual economic benefits during the FONADER era. The economic crisis at the end of
the twenty-first century changed Cameroon’s oil palm producer landscape considerably. All
actors in the sector have been impacted by the imposed trend towards economic
liberalization.
4.2 Situation Today: Actors and Power Relations
Since the demise of FONADER, two trends have dominated the development of the
Cameroonian palm oil sector in recent years: a government-led push for privatization of
agro-industries, and a heavier involvement of national élites as actors and investors in the
production of crude palm oil. Both of these trends echo the neoliberal reforms that had
been imposed in the country in return for much-needed loans during the period of
structural adjustment. The liberalization of the industrial sector enforced by the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund resulted in the privatization of Cameroon’s
largest state-owned palm oil enterprise. The Bretton Woods institutions’ call for the
shrinking of the country’s state apparatus, in turn, led to a wave of dismissals among public
officials. Nevertheless, in their positions of power these urban élites had often accrued
sizable savings and were now looking for profitable investment opportunities in the
agricultural sector. Some of them turned their attention to the palm oil sector.
73

Consequently, three principal groups of actors have emerged among producers of crude
palm oil in Cameroon today: (1) smallholders, who farm their own oil palm groves; (2)
agro-industrial companies with large-scale plantations that employ large work forces; and
(3) national élites who have invested in the acquisition of agricultural farm land and
employ a medium-sized labour force. Each of these groups is described in more detail
below.
4.2.1 The Smallholder Sector
In the Cameroonian palm oil sector, the term smallholder refers to farmers who work in
an informal setting on their families’ plantations. Smallholder groves typically cover an
area of no more than one or two hectares. Whereas the agro-industry in Cameroon
developed as a result of fairly recent colonial ventures, rural farmers continue to rely on
traditional artisanal methods of palm oil production that have existed in the region for
many decades. Accordingly, the production yields in the smallholder sector are much
smaller than agro-industrial yields.13 Nevertheless, the sector provides a livelihood to many
more people than does the agro-industrial sector. Although smallholders only produce
roughly half of the country’s crude palm oil, they occupy between two-thirds and threequarters of the total production land area (Nkongho, Feintrenie and Levang 2014, Ngom
2015).
After the breakdown of the FONADER system, the number of smallholders who deliver
their palm oil fruit bunches to agro-industrial plantations has decreased dramatically.
Although the agro-industries continue to uphold contractual relationships with some local
palm oil producers, farmers in relatively remote villages are typically left to their own
devices. In 2012, an assessment of the conditions in the Cameroonian smallholder sector
was carried out by researchers at the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
and the French Agricultural Research Center for International Development (CIRAD). The
study comprised a random sample of non-industrial producers in four of the country’s
main palm oil production basins (Eseka, Dibombari, Muyuka, and Lobe). It established that

Smallholders in Cameroon produce between 0.7 and 1.0 ton of crude palm oil per hectare per year, whereas
agro-industrial yields range between 2.0 and 3.0 t/ha/year on average (Yankam Njonou 2015).
13
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smallholder producers all over Cameroon face a similar problem: in the absence of a
mutually beneficial partnership with agro-industries and without governmental subsidies,
independent palm growers report difficulties accessing necessary financial resources to
cover the high costs of farm inputs and to invest in the development of their plantations
(Nkongho, Feintrenie and Levang 2014). Curiously however, as Raymond Nkongho and his
colleagues have found, it often turns out to be more profitable for smallholders today to
process and market crude palm oil themselves, rather than selling their produce to
industrial mills (Nkongho, Nchanji, et al. 2014, Nkongho, Feintrenie and Levang 2014).
Those who press and process palm nuts independently sell the crude palm oil on informal
markets to middlemen, who pass regularly through the villages in the oil palm basin. The
middlemen deliver the red oil to downstream businesses and secondary processors such as
refineries or soap and cosmetics factories. Although artisanal methods are known to be
inefficient and yield less oil than industrial extraction methods, smallholder farmers can
often generate higher profits through this type of independent marketing. That is because
the Cameroonian government – in an effort to keep the price of red oil low for consumers –
centrally determines the price of the crude palm oil that comes out of the industrial
factories. The official price for crude palm oil has remained stable at 450 XAF per litre since
2008, when the regime responded to Cameroon’s “food riots” with a small number of
measures to guarantee the affordability of essential household products. Companies
therefore pay local suppliers fixed low rates for their fruit bunches as well. (Here, it should
be noted that these enterprises certainly also have an economic self-interest in obtaining
the produce as cheaply as possible.) In the informal market, in contrast, prices cannot be
fixed or subjected to official controls, and will, at times, be much higher than the official
price – particularly during times of relative oil scarcity in the low production season
(Nkongho, Nchanji, et al. 2014). Moreover, producers can count on cash payments when
they sell to informal intermediaries. If they take their palm oil fruit bunches to industrial
mills, it may take several weeks or months before they are paid, depending on the
accounting procedures.
The artisanal way of harvesting and processing palm nuts involves tough physical
labour. It is relatively simple but at the same time comparatively inefficient. Then again, it
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provides important employment opportunities, incomes and livelihoods to rural
households. In some areas of Cameroon, like the Lobe region, hired labour dominates this
activity (Nchanji, Tataw, et al. 2013, 3). In areas where families handle the milling activities,
all members of the household are usually involved. Women are engaged in most production
steps, and where crude palm oil is marketed directly, they are also often in charge of the
commercialization (Ibekwe 2008).

Image 1. Oil palm harvest.

Photos: S. Hamann

Artisanal palm oil production starts with the harvest of the fresh fruit bunches (FFB). In
Cameroon, this is done manually in one of two ways. The farmer can either climb the palm
tree – with the aid of a belt strapped around himself and the tree trunk – to cut down ripe
fruit bunches with a machete, or he can cut the fruit bunches from below, using a longarmed sickle (Image 1). The sickle is a sharp curved blade with a long shaft, which can be
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adjusted depending on the height of the tree. Using either the machete or the sickle, the
palm leaves first need to be pruned before ripe fruit bunches can be cut at the stem. The
bunches fall to the ground, often losing some of their palm nuts in the process. The
gathering of detached fruit in the harvesting sites is often done by women, whereas the
cutting of the heavy fruit bunches is usually carried out by men.
Once the FFB have been collected, they need to be processed fairly quickly to prevent
the buildup of acids. Palm fruit becomes rancid and spoils within forty-eight hours of
harvest. Before they can be milled, the fruits need to be separated from the clusters in
which they grow. The fruit bunches are beaten with sticks to loosen the palm nuts.

Image 2. Palm fruit separation.

Photos: S. Hamann

The fruits are then hand-picked to separate them from the sharp surrounding spikes – a
tedious and often painful task that is typically carried out by women (Image 2). Once the
fruits are removed from the bunches and the dirt has been cleaned off, they can be
processed further.
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Prior to milling, the ripe fruits are boiled in water for several hours in large metal drums,
using bamboo sticks and waste products from the previous harvest as heating fuel; this is
done both to sterilize and soften them (Image 3). After approximately four hours, the fruits
are ready for the oil extraction process.

Image 3. Boiling of the palm fruits prior to milling.

Photos: S. Hamann

The most common type of palm oil press used in the Cameroonian smallholder sector is
a manual vertical press, called tournée tournée in the francophone regions. These mobile
machines can be transported between plantations and are used for the digestion (or
crushing) of the fruits. Digestion is the process by which the boiled palm fruits are
macerated for easy separation of oil from the fiberous mesocarp (Nchanji, Tataw, et al.
2013, 10). For this purpose, the digester of the machine is loaded with the boiled fruits. By
turning the digester screw using long handles, the fruits are crushed and a mixture of oil
and water is extracted and collected at the base of the press (Image 4).
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Image 4. Artisanal processing of palm fruits using a manual vertical oil palm press (‘tournée tournée’).
Photos: S. Hamann

The oil-and-water mixture is then poured into barrels once again, and boiled for four
additional hours to separate the red crude palm oil from the effluent in a process called
clarification. In the final processing step, the red oil is skimmed off the surface and poured
into canisters for commercialization (Image 5). This process is work-intensive and
unhygienic. Artisanal producers are exposed to hot and smoky environments without any
labour protection. Most tasks are fairly clearly divided along gender lines: men clear the
forest, plant seedlings, harvest fruit bunches, prune palm trees, and operate the oil presses.
Women and children are responsible for the gathering of detached fruit, and often in
charge of transporting fruit bunches to the edge of the plantations and to nearby oil
presses. Aside from working in the palm grove, women also tend to food crops growing in
the vicinity of palm plantations.
79

Image 5. Crude palm oil extraction.

Photos: S. Hamann

The quality of artisanally produced crude palm oil is not controlled; it often contains
impurities and can be high in unhealthy fatty acids. Another disadvantage of smallholder
processing lies in the fact that smallholders are unable to extract the precious palm kernel
oil from the innermost seed of the palm fruit with their conventional methods. Unlike
industrial machines, the presses used by smallholders only process the pulp of the fruit.
There are a number of different types of non-industrial palm oil producers in rural
Cameroon. Some farmers own their own artisanal mill (or ‘press’), and often also rent it out
to neighbours for an in-kind fee. Some mill owners do not own a plantation but earn money
solely by providing milling services. Hired labourers, in turn, are day workers who can be
employed temporarily to assist in the harvest and processing of palm fruits. Finally, there
are intermediaries who own neither a plantation nor a mill, but purchase fresh fruit
bunches and rent out mills to produce and commercialize crude palm oil. Consequently, a
semantic difference should be made between oil palm producers, oil palm growers and oil
palm workers. In this research, the term ‘smallholder’ is used specifically to denote
households that individually cultivate an oil palm grove on land that customarily belongs to
them and produce crude palm oil (either with their own mill or with a rented device). For
more precision, this group could be broken down further because rural plantations can
differ significantly in size. Nkongo, Levang and Feintrenie (2014) propose that a more
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appropriate partition of palm oil farmers would distinguish among them depending on
their plantation size, separating smallholders (0-5 ha), mediumholders (5-20 ha), and
largeholders (more than 20 ha).
Most smallholders operate independently, but some join together in farmers’
associations called Common Initiative Groups (Groupes d’Initiative Commune, GICs). In
principle, the organization of independent farmers into GICs is considered favourable to
rural development because it gives a collective voice to individuals who agreed to
cooperate for mutual benefits. It allows for the sharing and pooling of resources and the
collective commercialization of produce. Ideally, it would also facilitate the allocation of
government funding and the organization of outgrower schemes with agro-industrial
plantations. The formation of GICs was promoted by the government in 1990s and 2000s,
after the promulgation of the law on freedom of association, which was passed in
December 1990. In practice however, the modus operandi and relative success of these
types of associations differs substantially across the country. Some GICs are large, involving
virtually all members of a community, others are made up of a single family. Few have
managed to successfully pool their resources and commercialize their products – especially
in remote areas, where transportation, communication and market linkages remain a major
challenge. Given the lack of widespread success of the GIC model, smallholders have been
encouraged by the government and NGOs in recent years to establish more formalized
cooperative societies instead. Decree 92/006 of August 14, 1992 defines Cooperatives as
“enterprises which are managed in an economic manner,” that are set up to attain common
goals. Just as with GICs, Cooperatives could certainly improve the relative competitiveness
of individual rural farmers, but without sufficiently widespread guidance and training
programs, benefits are often concentrated around a few geographical areas and do not
reach those in remote locations. The Union of Palm Oil Producers (UNEXPALM; Union des
Exploitants du Palmier à Huile) offers a potential platform to reach smallholders.
UNEXPALM is the official umbrella organization, set up to bring together palm oil
producers outside the agro-industrial sector. In reality however UNEXPALM only
encompasses approximately 2,000 members (Yankam Njonou 2015). The organization is
dominated by national élites and cannot be considered truly representative for the
smallholder category among palm oil producers in Cameroon.
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Without a clearly defined institutional structure, rural smallholders, who produce crude
palm oil independently, are uncontrollable in practice, and therefore also arguably enjoy a
certain position of power within the sector. Government actors and industry actors support
the idea of outgrower schemes as it is practiced in Southeast Asia – a system where fresh
fruit bunches from smallholder plantations are processed in agro-industrial palm oil mills.
Interestingly however, in contemporary Cameroon, smallholders often choose to process
their palm nuts themselves, which yields larger profits in the informal artisanal market –
despite the fact that oil extraction is much less efficient than in the mechanized agroindustrial sector (Nkongho, Nchanji, et al. 2014). At the same time, rural farmers are
undoubtedly the group with the smallest voice in the overall sector, where the government
and agro-industries exert agenda-setting powers (Lukes 2005). Government actors have
the power of defining framework conditions through land-use planning and the release of
strategic policies. Agro-industries dominate the production of crude palm oil and benefit
from their organized structures – facilitating a type of dialogue between palm oil
enterprises and policy makers that is not easily achieved between smallholders and
government actors. Instead, domestic civil society organizations and international NGOs
typically take on the role as spokespeople for the smallholder sector, calling for enhanced
smallholder support in the face of threats including a lack of social protection,
infrastructure needs or environmental destruction (CED, et al. 2010, Rainforest Foundation
2013, Grain 2014). A chief reason for their support of small-scale modes of palm oil
production is its presumed greater environmental sustainability. Smallholder palm
cultivation has been shown to be the less invasive method compared to large-scale agroindustrial plantations (Cheyns and Rafflegeau 2005). Few smallholders make use of
chemical fertilizers or pesticides, which have been shown to have adverse environmentaland health impacts (Elver 2017). Moreover, for most rural families, oil palm farming is
necessarily only part of their overall land-use strategy. Because they rely on other crops as
sources for food and income, they never transform all of their land into a monoculture
plantation. Even within the boundaries of oil palm plots, intercropping can be practiced to a
certain extent (Nchanji, Nkongho, et al. 2016). Up to an age of three to four years, oil palm
saplings leave sufficient room and sunlight for other crops to be cultivated among them
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(Rafflegeau and Ndigui 2001, Nchanji, Nkongho, et al. 2016). Smallholders typically use this
opportunity to harvest plants like cocoa, cassava or peanuts for years before the trees grow
too large and shade the ground between their trunks. At that point, the cultivation of other
food and cash crops is shifted to areas along the outside boundary of the palm grove. As
such, small-scale palm oil production is usually embedded in a diversified land-use scheme.
4.2.2 Agro-Industries
Agro-industrial production, in contrast, is characterized by large-scale intensive
cultivation of monoculture plantations. The agro-industrial operations in Cameroon differ
from smallholder plantations not only in the size of their operations – exceeding 1,000
hectares each – but also in the fact that they mill their harvest in industrial plants. In total,
agro-industrial oil palm concessions in Cameroon cover a surface of more than 90,000
hectares, with approximately 63,000 hectares currently being used for plantations (Ngom
2014). The people employed in these sites live in village-type communities within the
boundaries of the company concessions.14 Workers often move in with their families, and
their children attend elementary schools that are set up in the workers’ camps. Figure 7
depicts the locations of the agro-industrial concessions in Cameroon in 2016. Historically,
five agro-industrial oil palm plantations existed in Cameroon: SOCAPALM, CDC, PAMOL,
SPFS and SAFACAM (see chapter 4.1). SOCAPALM and CDC had been operated as public
enterprises since their inception, and by the late 1990s, the state also became the main
shareholder of PAMOL with the declared intent to find private investors in the context of
structural adjustment reforms. Although the privatization of CDC and PAMOL have been on
the official agenda for decades, it is doubtful whether it is the true intent of those in power
to privatize the company, because this step would certainly lead to a loss of central
government control in the strategically important anglophone regions of the country.
Consequentially, CDC and PAMOL continue to operate as parastatal companies in
Cameroon’s Southwest Region. Both suffer from a lack of investment that would allow for
technological innovation and the regeneration of old plantations.

In many cases, existing local villages were transformed into workers’ camps with the expansion of the
plantation. Other workers’ camps were constructed de novo by the companies.
14

83

Figure 7. Locations of agro-industrial palm oil operations in Cameroon.
Image created by S. Hamann

In the francophone regions, in the meantime, the transformation of the country’s largest
palm oil business into a private company has been completed. SOCAPALM, the Société des
Palmeraies, which had been established as a public-sector company following
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decolonization, was privatized in 2000. The government ceded the majority of its shares to
PALMCAM (Palmeraies du Cameroun), which in turn was held to 63.7% by the
INTERCULTURES SOCFINAL (SOCFIN) Group, owned by the French Bolloré and Belgian
Fabri families (CED, et al. 2010). The operations of SAFACAM and SPFS have also been
taken over by the SOCFIN group. The SPFS plantation had already been acquired by the
investor group in 1999 (SOCFIN 2012). Today, the plantation operates under the name of
SOCAPALM Edéa – although locals continue to refer to it as the “Ferme Suisse” or SPFS.
Since 2014, the SAFACAM concession in Dizangue has also been controlled by the SOCFIN
group; it operates as a sister company alongside the other SOCAPALM plantations
(Mbongo, Dibombari, Mbambou, Edea, Kienke and Eseka).
Apart from SOCFIN, several other foreign private investors in the palm oil sector have
their eyes on Cameroonian land. Most famously, Sithe Global Sustainable Oils Cameroon
(SGSOC), owned then by New York based Herakles Farms, received international attention
in 2012 amid civil society outcries concerning alleged land grabbing practices (Nguiffo and
Schwartz 2012, Mousseau 2013). Herakles Farms claimed to have obtained a 99-year lease
for a 73,000-hectare concession in Southwest Cameroon, causing fierce opposition among
local residents. The land deal in question include protected areas in the iconic Korup
National Park and was eventually reduced to less than 20,000 hectares. Nonetheless,
critical reports from the area emerged, claiming illegal logging activities, corrupt business
practices and physical assault by company staff (Mousseau 2013, Greenpeace USA 2013).
SGSOC suspended most of its operations in 2013 and allegedly sold the controversial
project in 2015 (Greenpeace Africa 2016), but despite the “Herakles Debacle”, other
investors have demonstrated an interest in the country’s agricultural land. The
Cameroonian government reportedly signed a Memorandum of Understanding in January
2011 with the Singapore based SIVA Group for a 200,000-hectare-concession (Cameroon
News 2011). Other negotiations regarding plans for palm oil cultivation have been
reported with Cargill (Reuters 2012) and Sinochem (Agence Econfin 2013).
Whereas little is known about the state of negotiations with most international
investors, it is certain that planting for a new large-scale plantation project by a national
investor has already begun in 2016. Greenfil Plantations Ltd., a subsidiary of the
Cameroonian company AZUR, is operating a four-hectare nursery and has started to plant
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some of the young trees in a newly established oil palm plantation. AZUR produces palm-oil
based soaps and refined oils. Given that the domestic supply of crude palm oil does not
currently cover the national demand, the managers of AZUR seek to expand their own
production and thereby promote the vertical integration of the production chain.

Image 6. Industrial palm oil mill.

Photo: S. Hamann

Although the harvest of fresh fruit bunches is carried out by manual labour in large-scale
plantations, just as it is done in the smallholder sector, the industrial extraction of palm oil
is entirely mechanized (Image 6). Fruit bunches are transported in bucket conveyers,
steamed in pressure-cooker-like sterilisers, threshed in rotating drums, pressed out in
mechanized digesters and clarified in large tanks. Unlike manually operated smallholder
presses, industrial mills are also capable of extracting the precious kernel oil from the
seeds of the palm fruit.
Industrial palm oil production in Cameroon is on the rise. SOCAPALM alone raised its
annual production by 8,000 tons from 2014 to 2015 (Mbodiam 2016). The company has
expanded its plantation concessions by approximately twenty percent between 2008 and
2012 (Ngom 2014). Statistics show that private plantations (SOCAPALM, SAFACAM, ‘SPFS’)
operate more efficiently than the parastatals (CDC, PAMOL). On average, agro-industries in
Cameroon extract two tons of crude palm oil per hectare per year, but the performance is
much higher in private plantations (more than 2.5 t/ha/year) than in the state-owned
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companies (less than 1.5 t/ha/year) (Ngom, Ndjogui, et al. 2014). Even the best performers
in Cameroon are not competitive on the international level, where yields of four tons of
crude oil per hectare per year are the norm. The relatively weak performance of agroindustries can be explained by the lack of inputs, the old age of many plantations, a rather
low level of investment into the means of production (machinery, mills) and structural
challenges such as frequent power outages that interrupt production cycles.
In the context of agro-industrial palm oil in Cameroon, concerns regarding unsustainable
palm development, environmental degradation and the irreversible loss of primary forest
have been raised by advocacy groups (Greenpeace 2012, EIA 2015). The use of chemical
fertilizers and pesticides, and the spilling of factory effluents into rivers have been
criticized by activist organizations (CED, et al. 2010). In response to some of those
allegations, SOCAPALM was the first Cameroonian palm oil producer to obtain the ISO
14001 environmental certification standard for its operations. Another cause for concern is
that expanding plantations create land pressures and conflicts in surrounding communities
(CED, et al. 2010). Indigenous Bagyele tribes in the South Region have been negatively
impacted by the expansion of the Kienke plantation into ancestral land that is traditionally
used for smallholder farming (Ougock 2014). Protests have also arisen at other Socapalm
concessions (Elong 2015, Schneider 2015) and, most famously perhaps, against the SGSOC
plantation operated by Herakles Farms – one of few instances of public complaints that
were met with tangible success. In June 2016, a team of reporters from the TV channel
France 2 alleged the use of child labour in one of the Socapalm plantations – a claim that
was quickly denied by the French investor group, who in response accused the journalists
of fabricating the story intentionally. Since the early 2000s, the private palm oil companies
in Cameroon have gained a reputation for strategically going after negative reports with
libel lawsuits (Primo 2013).
The agro-industries are represented by influential lobby organizations who exert
discursive power in their high-level meetings with the government. In March 2017, for
example, they openly demanded more access to land for agro-industries. According to a
press release from the Chamber of Commerce, Industry, Mines and Crafts (French: Chambre
de Commerce, d’Industrie, des Mines et d’Artisanat, CCIMA), the community of businessmen
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wished for the government to carry out “land reform, to facilitate access to and ownership
for investors, especially in the agro-industrial sector” (Mbodiam 2017). None of the agroindustrial production sites operating in Cameroon are RSPO-certified, meaning that
business practices in the country are not currently subject to any rigorous control
mechanisms. This demonstrates a considerable amount of power held by the corporate
actors in the country, which have successfully resisted many calls for certification or
improved labour standards uttered by civil society actors to date.
Nevertheless, exceptions exist: In July 2016, after having been targeted by a Greenpeace
campaign, the SOCFIN Group announced that it has committed to implementing a ‘zero
deforestation’ policy based on the High Carbon Stock approach (SOCFIN 2016).
4.2.3 National Élites
A new group of crude palm oil producers has become increasingly important in recent
years – that of national élite investors. The term “élites” is used in francophone subSaharan regions to describe families in influential positions that are usually based in the
urban centers of the country, but who maintain close ties with their native villages. They
differ from the majority of rural smallholders and day labourers because they have regular
and comparatively high incomes at their disposal. Élites include elected public officials,
senior civil servants, military officers, business owners and high-ranking clerics, who exert
a considerable amount of power and influence in the political, social and economic
development of the country (Ndjogui and Levang 2013). Through patronage – strategic acts
of awarding benefits and privileges – they secure for themselves the support of the local
population in their personal surroundings. Since the re-introduction of political pluralism
in the country’s government, official appointments in Cameroon no longer depend solely on
one’s position within the ruling party, but also, crucially, on one’s support at the level of the
electoral base. Urban élites usually turn to their ethnic groups to secure political support
through neopatrimonial relations. This requires strong ties at the local level – and strategic
local investments tend to strengthen those ties considerably (Médard 1991).
Following structural adjustment and the wave of dismissals in the public administration
in the 1990s, numerous former officials sought investment opportunities to diversify their
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assets and secure their retirement. The growing palm oil sector presented a promising
reason to invest in land acquisitions and plantation infrastructure, and numerous so-called
‘élite plantations’ were soon created in different parts of the country. There are no reliable
statistics about the number or extent of these plantations, but it is certain that the amount
of élite palm groves has grown significantly in the past two decades. Research conducted in
Cameroon’s South Region in 2010, for example, identified ninety-three élite plantations
that covered a total surface area of 3,392 hectares (Priso and Ndjogui 2011). Élite
plantations are characterized by larger plots than average smallholder plantations,
encompassing anything from approximately ten to several hundreds of hectares. The group
of élite producers can be considered an intermediate layer between smallholder producers
and large-scale agro-industries. They are much smaller than the country’s agro-industrial
companies, but systematically employ workers who usually live in housing that resembles
the agro-industrial workers’ camps (Image 7).

Image 7. Living quarters and outdoor kitchen in an élite plantation workers’ camp.

Photos: S. Hamann
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Day-to-day operations are carried out by on-site managers. Some élite investors employ
workers to extract the oil manually or with the help of petrol-fuelled presses, some sell
their produce directly to agro-industrial companies, and a few have constructed modern
industrial palm oil extraction mills to process large quantities of fresh fruit bunches on-site
(Sevestre 2013). A 2014 report on the status of the Cameroonian palm oil sector identified
five élite plantations with industrial extraction capabilities15: three concessions ranging
from 500 to 800 hectares in the divisions of Dja and Lobo, one 800-hectare plantation in
Meme, and one 650-hectare operation in the Sanaga-Maritime Division. (Note: the latter
had grown to 1,000 ha by June 2016.)
The spread of élite plantations is received with mixed feelings. To some, it constitutes a
new form of land grabbing; the appropriation of land to the detriment of rural populations
(Atangana and Bertol 2013). Others put high hopes into these investments, viewing them
as potential drivers of agricultural development in the context of insufficient state
involvement:
Clearly, the problem that is facing the rural poor in Cameroon comes less from elites than
from the absence of alternative sources of funding for agricultural development. Elites merely
fill a vacuum, and it is feared that in their absence the situation of the rural population will be
even more precarious (Nkongho, Levang and Feintrenie 2014, 18).

One might ask how these investments contribute to local development. Does the
injection of capital contribute to socio-economic transformations? Élite investments appear
to have limited benefits or spillover effects for the affected communities (Sevestre 2013).
In fact, in some cases they appear to deepen inequalities between farmers and élites
because little of the élite capital is used to finance productive investments or community
infrastructure, and employment opportunities tend to be given to immigrants rather than
locals. Delphine Sevestre (2013, 87) asserts: “There exists a considerable (ideological,
technical and financial) distance between these élites and the villagers: their life realities
belong to two different worlds.”

15

Defined as mills with a capability to process at least five tons of fresh fruit bunches per hour.
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The specific impacts of élite plantations on the standard of living of rural populations
remain to be determined. Some élite investors have been able to benefit from the
“Agropole” program, one of several governance initiatives affecting the palm oil sector,
which will be explored in the following sections.

4.3 Oil Palm Governance in Cameroon
To understand contemporary governance practice in the Cameroonian palm oil sector,
three aspects of central importance need to be considered: firstly, land rights issues and
Cameroon’s dual legal system; secondly, broad national strategies regarding Cameroon’s
economic and agricultural development; and thirdly, existing programs supporting the
various actors that make up the country’s palm oil sector.
4.3.1 Land Tenure: Legal Pluralism and Land-Use Conflicts
Land tenure in Cameroon can only be understood in connection with a grasp of the
coexistence of two legal systems in the country – the customary law and the modern law.
Customary land rights refer to (generally unwritten) rules and procedures by which
rural communities regulate land relations among their members and with neighbouring
communities (Alden Wily 2011, 41). These rules predate the creation of the Cameroonian
state, and both application and compliance are entirely conditioned by communal social
pressures rather than formal law enforcement mechanisms. In local traditions, land is
considered a sacred good belonging to past, present and future generations. It cannot be
subjected to individual ownership because its primary role is to ensure the reproduction of
the social group (Priso and Ndjogui 2011). Land enables the individual who farms it to
benefit from the fruit of his or her labour. In that sense, it has no market value – it cannot
be “bought”. Instead, those who farm customary land possess merely the right to the crops
that they grow on the soil (Ngom 2016). This system differs from Lockean liberal
conceptions of property rights because it does not provide for private individual
ownership. Natural resources belong to the earth; they can only be used, but not privately
‘owned’. A family takes possession of a plot in the forest by clearing it, applying the so91

called “axe-right” – droit de hache. The axe-right – the right to usage of land, created
through the clearing of wild vegetation and the planting of perennial crops – remains the
most important form of designating customary land use rights. The user rights conferred
by this system are often proportional to the amount of investments (e.g. in terms of time
and effort) that were expended in the clearing and cultivation processes. Community
members recognize this form of law by way of respecting the physical boundaries of
cleared territory that was put to productive use by one of their neighbours. Traditional
village chiefs rule on land matters and cases of disputes. They are the institution that is best
informed about local land allocations and legitimized as official spokespeople for their
communities.
Customary inheritance rights vary greatly across different regions and ethnic groups in
Cameroon. Because they are orally transmitted and lack a written set of rules, they are
ever-evolving. Most southern Bantu tribes practice patrilineal inheritance rights, according
to which sons inherit land from their fathers, and if there are no sons, then land is passed
on to a brother instead. In those traditions, women can only hold land rights in exceptional
cases – for example, a widow returning to her village of origin may be allocated a plot of
land by a male relative (Ngom 2016). Among the Bassa in the Sanga-Maritime Division, in
contrast, women have the same access rights to land as men – but these rights are limited
to indigenous women only (Nchanji, Tataw, et al. 2013). In the regions of Lobe and
Dibombari, natives and non-natives alike can be granted customary land rights, provided
they are financially viable and meet the conditions put forth by the traditional village
council (Nchanji, Tataw, et al. 2013, 4). Although regional variations can be identified in the
content and application of customary law, the concept of private land property is decidedly
foreign to traditional Cameroonian cultures.
Modern land rights with registration processes supported by surveys and cadastres
were first introduced to Cameroon in colonial times. More precisely, the process of land
commodification was initiated with the passing of the Crown Lands Act 1896, when the
German Imperial state created the status of Crown Lands – encompassing all “vacant land
without a master” (Wilke 2004). In order to allow for the expropriation and allocation of
land for commercial purposes, the act declared all land that was not in obvious use
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(including fallow land) to be part of the formal domain of the German Crown. With the
passing of this ordinance, the German colonial state – represented by the governor – also
became the only entity legally permitted to sell or lease land (Kelly and Peluso 2015). After
World War I, the French administration adopted the model, declaring all vacant land to be
part of the Mandate Territory. In 1959, customary ownership rights were strengthened
slightly. The Territorial Assembly of Cameroon conferred legal standing to customary
tenure systems without requiring land registration. Concurrently, the administration
resolved to create legal means to formalize customary ownership. Individuals and
communities could obtain a formal land title over customary holdings provided that the
occupation of a plot of land could be proven for a period of five consecutive years without
any dispute (Law No. 59-47 of June 17, 1959, Article 5). However, in 1963, the newly
independent administration of francophone Cameroon repealed the statutory recognition
of customary tenure and effectively reinvented the German concept of “vacant land”.
Referring instead to “collective national heritage”, Decree No. 2 of January 9, 1963
conferred the administration of this land to the Cameroonian state.
The most fundamental Cameroonian land rights reform to date took place from 1974 to
1976, with the passing of the Land Tenure Ordinances, which unified the land law regimes
of the two former territories and institutionalized the fundamentals of the system that
remain valid today. According to the 1974 decrees, all land in Cameroon is under the
authority of the state. Specifically, Article 1 (2) of the 1974 Ordinance states:
The State shall be the guardian of all lands. It may in this capacity intervene to ensure rational
use of land or in the imperative interest of defence or the economic policies of the Nation.

This is a crucial matter of contention. In the perception of the Cameroonian
administration, this stipulation implies that ownership for private individuals,
communities and companies can be granted merely in terms of land access rights, because
the land belongs to the state. Researchers and social justice advocates counter this
narrative, claiming that – unlike in the Congo and the Central African Republic – the
Cameroonian law does not grant ownership over untitled land to the government. “Just as a
hotel does not belong to its manager or security guard, the Cameroonian land does not
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belong to the state” (Schwartz 2017). In their perception, it belongs to the entire
Cameroonian Nation (Assembe-Mvondo, et al. 2014, 149).
The law goes on to decree that all land which is to be characterized as ‘private land’ must
be registered and titled – making registration the sole means of acquiring official land
ownership. By clarifying private property rights, the law was intended to encourage
investments in Cameroon: as a consequence of the ordinance, all unregistered land is
deemed to be either public or national land – which can be made available by the
government for foreign or domestic investments. More precisely, the three major
categories for land management established in 1974 are distinguished as follows
(Belaunde, et al. 2010, Javelle 2013, Assembe-Mvondo, et al. 2014):
(1) Public Domain: Refers to land held by the state on behalf of the public and for
collective use by the people of Cameroon (e.g. roads, rivers, sea side).
(2) Private Domain: Includes titled lands for which an official certificate of access
has ben granted by means of land registration. Private lands can be owned by
individuals, corporate entities, or by the state. (Private state lands are used, for
example, to support public buildings.)
(3) National Domain: Encompasses all remaining land areas. The national domain is
administered by the state “for the public good” and is made up of land that is
neither in the private nor in the public domain. It is considered a land reserve and
includes most unoccupied land, grazing land, and all untitled land occupied and
used by rural communities under customary law.
Herein lies a fundamental difference between many African tenure systems and western
concepts of land ownership. In African countries, as a result of colonialism, the government
considers itself the ‘owner’ of vast tracts of ‘national land’, and often criticized for seizing
and reallocating it without seeking the free prior informed consent of the current land
users. The legal status of national lands in Cameroon has been described as “vague and
ambiguous” (Assembe-Mvondo, et al. 2014, 153). According to Karsenty and AssembeMvondo (2011, 114), state ownership seems to be a source of insecurity rather than
protection, because the population “remains subject to the arbitrary decisions of the
administration or civil servants craving land.” Since the state has the power to allocate use
rights to national land, public officials and economic operators with government ties have
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frequently been accused of taking advantage of the national land regime for personal
benefits (Fisiy 1992). Yet, government agents also actively push for the formalization of
tenure rights by encouraging customary land users to title ‘their’ land. This was seen for
example, during a sensitization seminar in the southwestern Bakassi region, organized for
residents who were affected by the creation of a new industrial palm oil concession. The
Delegate for Land Tenure, Survey, and State Property for the Ndian Division called on
“denizens to get their properties registered in a bid to give them the due rights” (Efande
and Muye 2014).
Those seeking to register land in the national domain have one of two options: either
direct or indirect registration for land title. Customary land holders can apply for an official
land certificate directly, provided that they had occupied or used the parcel in question
without contestation prior to August 5, 1974. This is only applicable to land in the national
domain that has obviously been influenced by human activities – for example because it
has been used as residential land, or crop land, or as land used for pastures. Registration is
filed with the District Officer (sous-préfet) at the responsible sub-prefecture. To advise
officials in their decisions, Land Consultation Boards (LCBs) were established at the district
level. Their members are made up of local ministerial representatives, the traditional
village chief and two other village elders. Decisions are adopted by a simple majority rule,
and despite being advisory only, LCB deliberations are an important aspect in the land title
allocation process. Once the District Officer approves, a surveyor is commissioned to
officially demarcate the plot.
It is noteworthy that communities and individuals are not required by law to title the
land they use. People may continue to effectively and peacefully occupy land without a title
and also continue hunting and fishing activities on “vacant land”, as long as it does not
conflict with other uses (Javelle 2013, 3). Nevertheless, there are strong incentives for
Cameroonians to document their land claims because the customary rights are not
guaranteed: “if the LCB considers that a community or an individual are not ‘effectively’
using the land, it can propose to reallocate it” (Javelle 2013, 4). Even without consulting the
LCB, the government can seize and reallocate land ‘for and on behalf of the people’ by
decree. Given the obvious potential for conflict with regard to such actions, additional
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procedural legislation came into force in 2003: it specified the pricing scheme for various
crops to compensate individuals affected by state-initiated land seizures of their farms in
the national domain (Nguiffo, Kenfack and Mballa 2009). However, this only reimburses
rural farmers for the loss of crops, not for the loss of land access. Despite existing
incentives to obtain land titles, the administrative process is complex and time-consuming.
In 2010, it was estimated that only eleven percent of privately used land in Cameroon was
directly registered as private domain (Belaunde, et al. 2010).
The indirect registration procedure, in contrast, applies to all lands that were occupied
after August 5, 1974 and lands that are deemed “vacant” or “without effective use” (terres
libres de toute occupation effective). Formal titles cannot be obtained directly for these
parcels of national land, but only via initial temporary authorizations for access and use,
granted by the authorities. To gain access to such lands, any person (public or private,
national or international) or “moral entity” (e.g. firms and associations) can apply for a fiveyear concession. An application must include – among other documents (e.g. surveyor’s
report, environmental and social impact assessments) – concrete plans for a development
project, demonstrating that the land will be put to effective use (Javelle 2013). Once
approved by the LCB and the local delegation of the Ministry of State Property and Land
Tenure (MINDCAF), concessions can be granted either by ministerial decree (for plots that
are smaller than fifty hectares) or by presidential decree (for larger plots). A formal
agreement (cahier des charges) specifies the rights and obligations of the concession holder
and the authorities. If, at the end of the five years, the LCB finds that the land has indeed
been effectively developed, the Senior Divisional Officer (préfet) can transform it into a
permanent concession – which confers the right to (a) title the land if the purchaser is
Cameroonian; or (b) a long-term lease if the purchaser is from abroad (Belaunde, et al.
2010, Javelle 2013).
The complex dual legal land tenure system in Cameroon has resulted in numerous
conflicts over land-use rights. Liz Alden Wily argues that the relative weakness of
customary land-rights, in addition to the difficulties for customary landholders to formally
register and secure their property has rendered rural Cameroonians deeply insecure in
their land tenure (Alden Wily 2011). Rent-seeking behaviour on behalf of the government
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threatens the livelihood of villagers without land titles. A prominent and infamous example
is the case of Sithe Global Sustainable Oil Cameroon (SGSOC), better known as Herakles
Farms. The ‘Herakles Debacle’ turned out to be an insightful case study, revealing
disastrous deficiencies in Cameroon’s land allocation system. Firstly, the large-scale oil
palm investment project only received initial approval in 2009 because local government
authorities and traditional leaders were allegedly bribed with envelopes containing cash
gifts of considerable value (Mousseau 2013). Secondly, the official contract provided for an
annual rent of 1.00 USD per hectare for developed land and 0.50 USD per hectare of
undeveloped land (Government of Cameroon and Herakles Farms 2009) – with a farcical
annual rate increase of merely two percent. Thirdly, demarcation and clearing operations
started in 2010, in spite of the fact that the necessary presidential decree was not issued
until 2013 – and ultimately only granted an area of roughly 20,000 hectares (Nguiffo and
Schwartz 2012, Greenpeace Africa 2016). Fourthly, rather than fulfilling lofty promises
relating to infrastructure development and employment creation, SGSOC engaged in illegal
logging activities to finance its operations (Mousseau 2013). Although Herakles appears to
have sold the SGSOC operation in the summer of 2015, locals and NGOs alike continue to
monitor the company activities with suspicion (Greenpeace Africa 2016).
Much of the land included in the original 73,000-hectare concession was used by local
smallholders for home gardens and cash-crop cultivation (e.g. cocoa), hunting, and
gathering; other areas encompassed primary forest of high conservation value. Fearing for
the loss of local control over the land, villagers, conservation groups and NGOs joined
together in protests, which resulted in physical altercations and arrests. A central problem,
according to scholars and activists, is the lack of legal requirements for community consent.
The concept of free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) is not explicitly recognized in
Cameroonian laws. Cameroonian regulations are weak, referring to ‘consultation’ and
‘participation’ but never the explicit ‘consent’ of affected people and peoples - a legal deficit
that constrains the government in its ability to objectively monitor compliance with clearcut legal requirements (Achobang, Nguiffo and Schwartz 2013, 362).
Another issue contributing to land-use conflicts in Cameroon relates to weaknesses in
the planning capacities at the ministerial level. In a 2012 analysis of numerous land-use
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permits for logging, mining, agro-industrial plantations, and other activities, Brendan
Schwartz and his colleagues uncovered various puzzling overlaps. The same pieces of land
were designated for different activities by different ministries, and even specific zones
granted to different private investors were found to be overlapping. Australian investor
Sundance Resources, owner of the Camiron mine in Mbalam, received authorization to
build a railroad line on a land corridor that cut through HEVECAM’s agro-industrial rubber
concession and various other areas for which titles for commercial logging operations had
already been granted (Schwartz, Hoyle and Nguiffo 2012, 7). Similarly, in 2009, SGSOC’s oil
palm plantation had been planned on a concession that had already been allocated to
Optimum Mining Inc. (8). More concerning even, the report established that various landuse permits had been allocated inside designated protected areas, including four of the
country’s national parks. Protected areas in Cameroon are overseen by the Ministry of
Forestry and Wildlife, but a number of other ministries have the authority to declare
certain areas off-limits. The Ministry of Industries, Mines and Technological Development
(MINMIDT), for example, can designate land for mining activities through the granting of
permits. Clear regulations governing mining activities in protected areas have often been
ignored in the allocation of these permits. Schwartz, Hoyle and Nguiffo (2012, 6) point out
that there are currently no obligations for other ministries to register the various rights
they grant to investors with the cadastre operated by the Ministry of Land Affairs
(MINDCAF). Unsurprisingly, the lack of coordination and inter-ministerial communication
adds to the litany of land-use conflicts, potentially causing costly litigation and arbitration
procedures and destabilizing Cameroon’s investment climate (7).
The weakness of land-use regulations in Cameroon is not only reflected in the lack of
legal requirements for communal consent and overlapping permits. Even where clear
procedural legislation exists, the rules are not enforced consistently. The newly established
Greenfil plantation in the country’s Coastal Region, for example, is currently operating
without the required permits. The parent company AZUR has initiated the acquisition of a
land lease for 35,000 hectares near the town of Yabassi, but clearing and planting on the
ground have already started, while consultations, surveying activities and negotiations
with state authorities are still underway. The company has even constructed a workers’
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camp and employs 250 plantation workers in the four-hectare nursery and the newly
cleared plantation grounds. According to an AZUR executive and local state officials, the
company had been advised informally by representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture
(MINADER) to start operations, so that the authorities could “see how it goes” before
making any final decisions on the land-use authorization. This decidedly unorthodox
course of action exposes a high level of administrative uncertainty in the aftermath of the
Herakles Debacle.16
4.3.2 Agricultural Policies and Government Strategies
In an effort to frame and guide policy decisions, Cameroonian administrators rely on a
variety of strategy papers aiming to address existing weaknesses and improve both
overarching economic policies and strategies for the development of specific sectors.
Several of them are highlighted here, including Cameroon’s economic “Vision 2035”, the
2005 Rural Sector Development Plan, the 2009 “Growth and Employment Strategy Paper”
and the country’s forthcoming “National Strategy for the Sustainable Development of the
Palm Oil Sector”. Taken together, these strategies focus on private-sector promotion,
plantation extensions and productivity increases.
Since the turn of the millennium, the Cameroonian government has announced a series
of strategic reforms to recover and revive the economy from the crisis in the 1990s.
Cameroon’s “Vision 2035” spells out the government’s ambition to become an “emerging
nation, democratic and united in its diversity” by the year 2035. The road map document
specifies four medium-term objectives: (1) Poverty Reduction to less than 10% of the
population through accelerated job-generating growth, public investments and social
service provision; (2) becoming a middle-income country through the diversification of
economic activities; (3) becoming a newly industrialized nation by putting an emphasis on
manufacturing industries; and (4) consolidating democracy and national unity. These goals
are being translated into sector-specific objectives, underpinned by target indicators.

The Cameroonian government has been working on reforming its land and tenure laws, but at the time of
writing, none of the details about the contents of the land policy reform had been made public.
16
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A ten-year development plan called the “Growth and Employment Strategy Paper”
(GESP) was derived from the objectives spelled out in the “Vision” and specifically
emphasizes modernization in the agricultural sector. This is unsurprising considering
agriculture employs the majority of the population by a wide margin. The strategy points to
vast potentials for industrialization, productivity increases and employment-generation in
agribusinesses. A “Rural Sector Development Strategy” launched in 2005 had already
contained similar provisions, namely to promote agricultural modernization by means of
enhanced mechanization and commercialization. In line with the Nouvelle Politique Agricole
of the 1990s, the plan had emphasized economic liberalization, the commoditization of
farm products and private sector participation (Yankam Njonou 2015). Although the
Growth and Employment Strategy acknowledges the country’s failure to achieve its rural
sector objectives from 2005, the more recent policy papers continue to rely on comparable
tactics. In the rural sector, the government plans to “launch a vast programme to increase
agricultural output… [and] modernize the production system” (MINEPAT 2009, 19). More
specifically, the GESP sets the following goals in the rural sector:
(1) Make factors of production such as land, water, and farm inputs accessible and
available.
(2) Promote access to technological innovations by reinforcing the
research/agricultural extension nexus.
(3) Develop the competitiveness of production industries.
In line with these objectives, the government campaigns vigorously to attract
agricultural private sector companies. Through its Investment Promotion Agency (IPA), the
administration offers generous economic incentives to potential investors, including a
highly flexible labour code, low land rents, and generous tax breaks (Menga 2015, IPA
2013). Cameroon’s recently updated Investment Code (Law No. 2013-004 of April 18,
2013) does not discriminate between local and foreign investors and contains no legal
provisions for minimum investment requirements. According to the new law, investors
have the opportunity to benefit from substantial administrative and fiscal advantages
during an initial five-year period considered the ‘establishment phase’ and for the first ten
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years of the ‘operational phase’, as long as they meet at least one of the following
performance requirements (Menga 2015):
•

Job Creation: Creation of at least one permanent position for a Cameroonian
national per twenty-five million XAF of projected investment.
Example: An investment project adding up to eighty million XAF might have to
create four jobs in order to meet the criteria for investment promotion benefits.

•

Reliance on Local Natural Resources: Local natural resources represent a share
of at least ten percent of inputs used for the final product.
Example: An investor in the cocoa sector can legally receive the benefits if
Cameroonian cocoa makes up twelve percent of the final ingredients in the
chocolate he produces.

•

Exports Promotion: Benefits are granted to investors who export at least ten
percent of their annual production.
Example: A coffee investor with an annual turnover of ninety-million XAF who
exports twenty-three million XAF worth of coffee per year meets this condition.

•

Contribution to Value Added: Contribute at least ten percent in value added.
Example: A typical factory that transforms crude palm oil into refined cooking oil,
increasing the value of the oil product from 450 XAF per litre to 900 XAF per litre
(with an eventual retail price of 1,150 Francs per litre on the markets and 1,200
Francs per litre in stores) far exceeds the minimum requirement.

Overall, the new law can be considered to be very attractive in comparison to most
national investment codes. During the ‘establishment phase’, eligible beneficiaries are
exempt from paying both registration duties and transfer taxes for land and buildings
considered to be ‘essential’ for the investment project (IPA 2013). They also receive
numerous other tax breaks, including exemptions from taxes and import duties on key
assets (e.g. equipment, machinery and materials), from business licence taxes, and from the
value-added tax (VAT) on the provision of services contracted from abroad. In addition, the
government ensures “direct clearing of equipment and materials” related to the investment
program during customs operations (IPA 2013). On top of this, for a period of ten years
during the ‘operational phase’, investors enjoy exemptions or reductions on corporate
taxes, income taxes, registration and stamp duties usually levied on the transport of
processed products, customs duties and all other taxes levied on the import of equipment,
building materials, tools, spare parts, intermediate products and supplies which have no
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locally manufactured equivalent and “any tax, fee, charge or expense of any nature
whatsoever levied on the turnover generated by the processing company" (IPA 2013).
The strategy seems to have proved fruitful. According to statistical data provided by the
Investment Promotion Agency, 269 companies in various sectors of the Cameroonian
economy have applied for the investment benefits since 2013. Eighty-five of those
applications had been approved by mid-2016. Projected investments for the approved
operations total more than $1.7 billion USD, and the IPA expects that 33,765 jobs will be
created for Cameroonians. Whether or not these optimistic predictions will in fact
materialize can only be assessed after these business plans are put into operation.
Aside from overarching reforms and general road maps, the Cameroonian
administration is also looking to promote agricultural development by focusing attention
on specific sectors. A concept paper to draft the “National Strategy for the Sustainable
Development of the Palm Oil Sector” with inputs from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development (MINADER), research institutions and civil society actors has been in the
works for more than two years. Based on a diagnostic of the current status of the
Cameroonian palm oil value chain, the draft strategy urgently calls for enhancing its overall
competitiveness (Yankam Njonou 2015). The strategy document identifies technological,
socio-economic, environmental, institutional and regulatory opportunities and constraints
for the development of the sector. It emphasizes both the rising global demand for palm oil
and the fact that national transformation plants (soap works and oil refineries) currently
work below capacity because their input demands are not met. In order to grow and
modernize the sector, to create jobs and improve yields, to meet the demand of the national
market and export surplus in the future, the administration needs to improve the existing
institutional framework17 (Yankam Njonou 2015). The paper acknowledges the problems

Cameroon lacks a coherent national framework governing activities in the agricultural sector: Various
sector ministries, including the Ministries of Agriculture (MINADER), the Ministry of Economy, Planning and
Regional Development (MINEPAT), and the Ministry of Mines, Industry and Technological Development
(MINMIDT), share important responsibilities with regard to agro-industrial development. Several other
ministries also have a stake in this process, for example the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Forestry
and the Ministry of Land Tenure.
17
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of overlapping competencies, and calls for an inter-divisional body to coordinate the palmoil-related activities of different ministries.
In order for Cameroon to compete at the international level, the draft strategy also calls
on the country’s palm oil producers to improve their productivity. Given the indisputable
fact that private companies in Cameroon are far more efficient than parastatals, it
recommends the privatization of the CDC and PAMOL operations. Meeting the ambitious
strategic objective of reaching 500,000 tons of crude palm oil production by 2020 and
700,000 tons by 2025 (compared to the current annual production level of 253,000 tons)
will necessitate a massive increase in the surface area of palm plantations (Yankam Njonou
2015). Claiming that the country has sufficient available land resources, the draft paper
calls for the following extensions in plantation area by 2025 (Yankam Njonou 2015, 91):
•

100,000 additional hectares of smallholder plantations;

•

20,000 additional hectares from existing agro-industrial companies; and

•

37,000 additional hectares from yet-to-be-established agro-industrial companies.

Additionally, a renewal of the partnership between smallholders and agro-industries
will be required (Yankam Njonou 2015). According to the policy proposal, smallholders
should be encouraged to deliver their harvest to agro-industries –ensuring that palm fruit
bunches are processed in efficient industrial mills and supplying up to fifty percent of
factory inputs. In return, industries should provide seedlings, fertilizer and technical
support to outgrowers. Smallholder operations are in need of modernization and
institutionalization – merging more independent operations into smallholder cooperatives
would facilitate both the organization of harvest collection and the provision of extension
services. The strategy draft does not, however, provide a credible action plan for
overcoming the existing difficulties in setting up and maintaining cooperative endeavours,
particularly in remote rural locations. It also does not provide for the protection of rural
populations and their basic rights.
In a report following a country visit in 2012, the former United Nations Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier de Schutter, noted that Cameroon lacks a national
legal or institutional framework to provide its inhabitants with the Right to Food (de
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Schutter 2012). The Right to Food had been defined by de Schutter’s predecessor Jean
Ziegler (2001, 7) as:
the right to have regular, permanent and free access, either directly or by means of financial
purchases, to quantitatively and qualitatively adequate and sufficient food corresponding to
the cultural traditions of the people to which the consumer belongs, and which ensures a
physical and mental, individual and collective fulfilling and dignified life free of fear.

As a signatory to Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights – affirmed in the Preamble of the Cameroonian
Constitution – the country has acknowledged its obligation to provide all its citizens with
the conditions necessary to ensure the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living,
including the right to food (Momba, Koagne and Bamenjo 2014). Although these documents
are not international conventions, they represent normative standards that are widely
accepted by the international community. Seeing that no institution in Cameroon is
explicitly charged with ensuring the Right to Food in Cameroon, Special Rapporteur de
Schutter called for constitutional guarantees for the Right to Food based on the country’s
international obligations (de Schutter 2012).
Whereas the Right to Food is a legal notion, food security is mostly a political objective.
In Cameroon, safeguarding food security falls under the umbrella of responsibilities of the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MINADER). It is among MINADER’s
declared objectives to design strategies that will guarantee both the country’s food security
and its food self-sufficiency, and to monitor their implementation at the national scale
(MINADER 2016). In line with its economic objectives, the administration supports
modernization initiatives. In the previous Growth and Employment Strategy (devised for
the period from 2005 to 2009) it aimed to increase production in the agricultural sector by
30% by attracting FDI and modernizing small-scale farming – yet, the declared goal had
still not been reached by 2014. Still, Cameroon has performed reasonably well on food
security metrics in recent years. The country received the MDG-1 Award in 2013, for
nationally reaching the Millennium Development Goal to half the proportion of people
suffering from hunger compared to the levels in 1990. By 2015, it had reached the more
stringent goal of the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS), halving the total number of
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undernourished people. Whereas in 1990, 37.8 percent of the total population was
estimated to suffer from undernourishment, the proportion had dropped to only 9.9
percent in 2015.
Nevertheless, food security challenges continue to exist on the national level. Cameroon
remains a net importer of staple foods like cereals (e.g. rice, wheat, malt), fish, and
vegetable oil. The riots that swept across the country in 2008 were partially brought on by
the global commodity price crisis – violent protests broke out in opposition to high food
and fuel prices (Sneyd, Legwegoh and Fraser 2013). Eventually, President Paul Biya
initiated a program to subsidize petrol, and to suspend import duties on several food
products to lower the prices for rice, wheat, fish and cooking oil. In its latest
Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis (CFSVA), the World Food
Programme identified the country’s greatest food security challenges: outdated rural
practices (including the lack of agricultural inputs and storage facilities, and the lack of
technology and access to credit), a lack of rural infrastructure and land access and an aging
rural population. According to the report, people in rural areas are most threatened by food
insecurity – farmers, day labourers, small livestock breeders, hunters and fishermen. In
2011, 7.4 percent of rural households were considered moderately food insecure and 2.2
percent severely food insecure.18 However, there are noticeable regional disparities. Food
insecurity is most dire in the country’s dry northern regions, where severe food insecurity
affects around four percent of households (WFP 2011). The problem is much less urgent in
the fertile southern regions of the country. The food security conditions of households that
make their living in the palm oil sector are explored in detail in this study (see chapter
5.2.3).
4.3.3 Support for Smallholders and Small-and Medium Enterprises
Although the government’s major strategy documents related to the development of the
palm oil sector focus disproportionately on the agro-industrial perspective, some
government-initiated agricultural projects and institutions were specifically designed to
This means that in 2011, almost ten percent of Cameroonian households could not produce enough for
their own consumption, and their poverty levels prevented them from accessing sufficient quantities and/or
quality of food that allows them to lead a healthy and active life.
18
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promote the activities of other actors in the palm oil sector. Most of these programs have
had limited success because they failed to reach most of the smallholders in the country’s
remote palm oil zones. Below, the three most prominent recent projects are presented: the
PEPIPALM project, the Smallholder Palm Grower Development Program (PDPV), and the
‘Agropoles’ Program.
Between the years 1997 and 2002, the government carried out the PEPIPALM project in
two administrative divisions (Sanaga-Maritime and Nyong-et-Kellé) to support the
emergence of nurseries in rural localities (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). It was financed
with the help of funds from the European Commission. Participants received technical
training and financial support in setting up palm tree nurseries. Over the course of five
years, PEPIPALM supported a total of seventeen private plant nursery operators who
raised 247,000 seedlings (45). Upon closer investigation, most of the beneficiaries turned
out to be affluent investors, rather than farming families. The project suffered from a
number of shortcomings. PEPIPALM was concerned with the distribution of palm seedlings
only; it failed to connect nurseries with seed producers or plant markets to promote
sustainable value chains. In the end, due to delivery delays and the inability to keep up with
independent competitors, who had established connections with the seed-producing
facilities in Cameroon, the project was discontinued. In 2014, only one of the original
seventeen beneficiaries still operated a plant nursery (45).
A similar initiative aimed at the establishment of several flagship nurseries in
Cameroon’s South and Central Regions. The PPDR Project – le Projet Pôles de
Développement Rural – was carried out by the Ministry of Agriculture between 1992 and
2004. Like PEPIPALM, it was financed by the European Union’s STABEX fund. Participants
received technical advice and participated in the promotion of improved seeds in the
administrative divisions of Mbam-et-Kim and Dja-et-Lobo. However, once again, most
beneficiaries were well-connected urban élites, and most of the activities initiated by the
PPDR faded away soon after the project shut down.
The latest project in this line of government initiatives is called the Programme de
Développement des Palmeraies Villageoises, PDPV. The Smallholder Palm Grower
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Development Program was initiated in 2004. It is financed by MINADER and co-managed
by UNEXPALM. The program was established to provide rural oil palm growers with
agricultural inputs and technical know-how. The national coordinator for the PDPV,
Emmanuel Ngom, has developed a brochure with technical standards and best practices for
smallholder palm oil cultivation, which is distributed throughout the palm oil basin by
MINADER’s regional delegations. In addition, local MINADER staff and selected smallholder
producers have benefitted from capacity-building sessions, which provided training about
proper planting and maintenance techniques as well as the financial management of an oil
palm plantation (Ndjogui, Nkongho, et al. 2014). The PDPV also supplies improved seed
material to rural nurseries for subsidized prices. In its initial phase, which lasted until
2009, the program contributed to the planting of approximately 7,500 hectares of
smallholder oil palm plantations (Ngom, Ndjogui, et al. 2014, 22). In its second phase,
which started in 2011, the program now seeks to provide seedlings for the addition of
1,000 hectares of smallholder plantations per year, until the national demand for crude
palm oil is met (Ngom 2015). To date, approximately fifty nurseries were selected to work
with the PDPV, including some of the former PEPIPALM and PPDR beneficiaries.
Nursery operators can buy improved PDPV seedlings for subsidized prices. For a short
initial period, seedlings were distributed to smallholders free of charge, but since this
practices resulted in significant losses,19 the PDPV now supplies palm nurseries with
seedlings at a price of 75,000 XAF per hectare (Ngom 2015). A palm plantation covering
one hectare contains approximately 150 plants on average in Cameroon, resulting in a
price of 500 XAF (approximately 0.75 EUR) per seedling. After 12 months of growing at the
nursery site, the young palm saplings are ready to be planted, and smallholders can
purchase them for their plantations – in the case of the aforementioned nursery in the
Sanaga-Maritime Division, the ready-to-plant palm saplings were sold for 2,000 XAF per
plant in early 2015. (At SOCAPALM, in contrast, the same types of plants cost smallholders
2,600 XAF at the time.)

According to a nursery operator in the Sanaga-Maritime Division, farmers did not “value the plants enough
without having to pay for them.”
19
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The PDPV has a number of other declared objectives beyond contributing to capacity
building and plantation extensions. It seeks to encourage independent smallholders to
organize in cooperatives to enhance their relative position in the palm oil value chain and
facilitate their access to financial loans for farm-related investments. In order to map the
actual size of the smallholder sector, a census of oil palm smallholder farmers in some of
the most important production zones was initiated in 2013, registering names and GPS
locations, as well as the size and age of their palm plantations. Additionally, the PDPV also
supports the creation of modern oil processing facilities for smallholders outside the
sphere of influence of existing agro-industrial operations. With technical support from the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the UN’s Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO), the construction of four new plants, each with a
capacity to process 5,000 tons of crude palm oil per year, was initiated in 2014: one in the
Central Region at Sombo, two in the Southwest Region at Bakingili and Mamfe and one in
Teze, located in Cameroon’s Northwest Region.
Though promising in its intentions and successful in some localities, the reach of the
PDPV program remains relatively limited across Cameroon’s vast and unstructured
artisanal palm oil sector. The national demand for high-yielding saplings far outweighs the
PDPV’s capacity. The vast majority of the supply in improved plant seedlings is limited to
the Central and Coastal Regions, despite the fact that demand exists in all of Cameroon’s
regions with favourable conditions for oil palm cultivation. In principle, designating the
national Union of Palm Oil Producers as the prime contractor for the program is a
promising tactic. In reality however, even UNEXPALM does not stretch far enough to reach
producers in remote villages around the country. Even more concerning is the fact that
UNEXPALM membership is disproportionately made up of élite investors who own large
plantations and who do not represent the average oil palm smallholder (Feintrenie 2014).
In fact, many of the smallholders interviewed for this project had never heard of the PDPV
initiative and took it upon themselves to travel to the production units for improved seeds
to buy their palm seedlings – incurring high expenses along the way. One nursery operator
and recipient of PDPV seedlings who was interviewed about the benefits and drawbacks of
the project in 2015 claimed that inputs and plants were being channelled preferably to
nursery owners with connections to national élite circles. He also claimed that this was the
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likely explanation for why his own nursery had not received any of the other essential
PDPV inputs (materials, fertilizers, pesticides) in two years.
In conclusion, the PDPV has learned from some of the mistakes committed by similar
initiatives in the past. But without the ability to reach the neediest oil palm smallholders,
without formalized contractual relationships between nurseries and end users, and
without reliable monitoring and evaluation capacities, this development program for
artisanal oil palm growers does not currently live up to its full potential in promoting
smallholder development.
Élite investors, whose operations can be situated somewhere between smallholders and
agro-industries on the scale that encompasses all oil palm cultivators in Cameroon, can also
benefit from government support. The Agropoles Program was initiated in 2012 with the
intention to promote revenue- and employment-generating activities in rural areas. It
facilitates land allocations to investors with a demonstrated capacity to put agricultural
land to productive use. The Agropoles Program started operating in 2013 with a two-year
period involving several pilot projects. Until 2020, the program seeks to assist in the
creation of at least 250 operations in three sectors – agriculture, livestock and fishing –
thereby boosting agro-alimentary production for food crops and animal products such as
cassava, soy, beef, pork, poultry and fish. Investors need to present a viable and
economically profitable medium- or large-scale agricultural venture and possess the
necessary funds for an initial down payment (MINEPAT 2016). If accepted by the national
committee of the Agropoles Program, the state contributes up to seventy percent of the
initial cost for inputs and machinery (e.g. seedlings, fertilizers, tractors, chain saws). More
importantly, the state also facilitates access to bank loans by acting as a guarantor. In an
example provided by Emmanuel Ngom, national coordinator at the Ministry of Agriculture
and Rural Development (Ngom 2016), a (fictional) proposal for an agricultural investment
project might be valued at 200 million XAF. Out of the total sum, a down payment of 50
million Francs may be required at the outset. In this example, thirty percent of the down
payment (15 million) are expected to be covered by the investor himself, the remaining
seventy percent (35 million) would be provided by the Agropoles Program in direct state
support. The remaining 150 million required for the project would be financed through
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bank loans and in order for the investor to receive the loan, the Agropoles Program acts as
a guarantor, taking on the risk to pay in case the investor defaults on his debt to the bank.
In this way, the government supports investments for the creation of medium-scale
ventures.
In 2013, nine billion XAF were invested in Agropoles pilots. By the end of 2014, the
annual program budget had risen to twenty-two billion XAF and fifteen ‘Agropoles’ –
medium-scale enterprises that serve as specialized centers of production and processing –
had been created (African Business Journal 2014). By March 2015, seventeen Agropoles
were in operation; most of them in the agricultural sector (Camerpost 2015). The 2016
budget for the Agropoles Program amounted to eleven billion XAF (Ougock 2016). The
budget includes both government expenses and private-sector financing for direct grants
or subsidies in support of the acquisition of equipment and input. It also includes money
allocated to the modernization of socio-community infrastructure and capacity building
schemes to facilitate the operation of Agropoles operations. According to MINADER
officials, the Program also supports smallholders operating in the vicinity and in the same
sector of selected medium- and large-scale enterprises in order to promote outgrower
schemes (Ngom 2016).
In the palm oil sector for example, the Agropole funds may be used to rehabilitate rural
roads leading to plantation zones and to finance modern processing units for palm oil
production. In this way, the government seeks to boost crude palm oil production in
various regions across the country. To illustrate, in the zones surrounding the city of Edea
in Cameroon’s Coastal Region, the government has contributed 612 million XAF to the
Agropole Program (in addition to 1.5 billion XAF borne by private actors) with the declared
objective to increase crude oil production from its current level of 6,300 tons per year to
reach 21,000 tons annually (Business in Cameroon 2015). The development of this
particular region, where the majority of the rural population secures their livelihoods
through palm-oil-related activities, will make an important contribution in the effort to
meet the national palm oil demand. It was this zone that was chosen as the field site for the
empirical portion of this research project.
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To summarize, in the course of its long history the Cameroonian palm oil sector has
undergone numerous transitions. It experienced phases of explosive growth under the
country’s colonial regimes and after independence. It encountered periods of deep
economic crises and conflict. The neoliberal reforms imposed in the late-twentieth century
led to profound systemic transformations and a push for commodification and
privatization. Today, three groups have emerged among the country’s crude palm oil
producers: smallholder farmers, agro-industrial companies, and national élite investors.
The breakdown of the FONADER system and the demise of most of its outgrower schemes
left most smallholders without institutional, financial, material and technical support,
causing their farming operations to stagnate. Additionally, Cameroon’s complicated land
tenure system exposes the customary land holders among smallholders to conflicts over
land use rights and threats of dispossession. Following a period of structural adjustment
and a wave of dismissals in the public sector, affluent national élites took on an increasingly
important role, expanding their plantations holdings across the country. The liberalization
of the agro-industrial sector resulted in the sale of SOCAPALM, Cameroon’s largest palm oil
operation, to a European investment group. Governance challenges persist in the palm oil
sector because the bureaucratic apparatus suffers from insufficient administrative
coordination, overlapping competencies, and widespread neopatrimonialism. Official
strategies are geared towards productivity increases and emphasize the need for an
expansion in plantation surface areas along with special efforts to attract foreign investors.
These strategic objectives raise questions about the effects of different modes of palm oil
production on the lives of rural Cameroonians and call for a grounded investigation of
relevant impacts.
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CHAPTER 5
LIVELIHOODS AND FOOD SECURITY IN THE SANAGA-MARITIME
This chapter presents the findings of a comprehensive study on the livelihood situation
of households in Cameroon’s palm oil sector. The empirical research project sought to
compare the situation of smallholders in the artisanal sector with that of salaried workers
in modern agro-industrial production sites and élite plantations. In both a conceptual and a
practical sense, the three groups can be separated clearly. Smallholders are defined here as
independent farmers who engage in oil palm cultivation and artisanal crude palm oil
production. They dwell in their own homes in rural villages and make their living by
farming customarily-held land. Industry workers make their living by earning a salary in the
agro-industrial palm oil sector. They live within the boundaries of large-scale corporate
concessions in company-provided housing. Élite workers are salaried employees in oil palm
plantations owned by national élite investors. They usually live in camps within the
boundaries of privately held land concessions, but a few of them dwell in local villages.
This research is informed by the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of the
sustainable livelihoods and food security literature (see chapter 2.2.2). Livelihood
perspectives call for a holistic, bottom-up understanding of what people do to make a
living, and how these activities are mediated by political, economic and environmental
processes (Scoones 2015). The food security lens, in turn, has been used previously as an
insightful indicator to gauge various aspects of economic, political and human wellbeing in
African contexts (Maxwell 1999, Hyder, et al. 2007, Sneyd, Legwegoh and Fraser 2013).
The chapter starts out by describing the methodological strategies employed to assess
how different approaches to oil palm production impact the food security and livelihood
situation of the three groups of people on the ground. It then imparts empirical findings of
a large-scale household survey in Cameroon’s coastal palm oil basin. Rather than testing
specific hypotheses, this study employs an inductive approach that seeks to answer the
main research question in an exploratory manner. The principal question guiding the
research is: What are the impacts of different modes of production in the Cameroonian oil
palm sector on local food security and livelihoods?
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5.1 Research Methodology
Field work for this project was conducted over a period of six months from October
2014 to April 2015, during the annual dry season in Central Africa. The research was
grounded in a mixed-methods approach that acknowledges the complementary strengths
of qualitative and quantitative research tactics (Archer and Berdahl 2011, H. White 2002).
It relied on the principle of methodological triangulation (Archer and Berdahl 2011) by
combining multiple research instruments – key informant interviews, focus group
discussions and a survey of four hundred households. All three data collection procedures
involved human participants and were approved by the University of Guelph Research
Ethics Board (see Appendix E). The rough timeline for the period from November 2014
until April 2015 is depicted in Table 1. The initial research phases served two main
purposes: to compile information about the country’s palm oil sector and to identify a
suitable target region for the subsequent household survey.
Nov
2014

Dec
2014

Jan
2015

Feb
2015

Mar
2015

Apr
2015

Literature Immersion
Finalize Interview Questions
Recruit Key Informants
Conduct Interviews
Draft Household Survey
Focus Group Discussions
Household Surveys
Data Processing & Analysis

Yaounde/Douala

Sanaga-Maritime

Table 1. Field work tasks and timeline, November 2014 to April 2015.

5.1.1 Field Site
The choice of the field site was a crucial factor in the methodological design and selected
through a convenience sampling method. The principal search criterion was identifying a
relatively small region that is home to all three categories of palm oil producers –
smallholders, élite plantations and agro-industries. Based on information collected in
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interviews and in consultation with experienced researchers affiliated with the Center for
International Forestry Research (CIFOR), the Sanaga-Maritime Division was identified as
the most suitable region to collect relevant information for this study.
Sanaga-Maritime is an administrative division in the Coastal Region of Cameroon. It
covers an area of 9,311 square kilometres and was named after the Sanaga River, which
bisects it. Home of the Bassa ethnic group, the division surrounding the capital city of Edea
is one of the country’s most productive oil palm basins. The region houses all types of palm
oil producers in relatively close proximity – from smallholders growing oil palms in their
family plots to the immense plantations of palm oil giant SOCAPALM. Crucially, these
groups share the same general food habits given identical environmental, ecological and
climatic conditions and the availability of similar food products throughout the region. A
comparison of smallholders and salaried workers in different parts of the country would be
confounded by its vast geographic diversity. The focus specifically on the Sanaga-Maritime
Division instead allows for a meaningful comparison of the livelihood and food security
situation of rural people in the artisanal sector with that of salaried workers in élite
plantations and in the agro-industrial sector.
No official recent population statistics exist for the region. According to the most recent
estimates published by the National Institute of Statistics (INS 2015), approximately
162,000 people lived in Sanaga-Maritime in 2005. As recently as 2007, the government
reformed important aspects of the territorial administration of the départment and created
four new communes. Since then, Sanaga-Maritime has been sub-divided into a total of
eleven districts (French: arrondissements): Dibamba, Dizangue, Edea 1 (Edéa Premier),
Edea 2 (Edéa Deuxième), Massock-Songloulou, Mouanko, Ndom, Ngambe, Ngwei, Nyanon
and Pouma. A set of neighbouring districts – Edea 1 and Ngwei – was chosen for this
empirical study (see Figure 8) because the vast majority of the rural population in these
selected communities makes their living in the palm oil sector.
Edea 1 hosts the plantation of SOCAPALM Edéa, located in the central part of the district,
a 4,500-hectare agro-industrial concession that was created in the early twentieth century
under the name Société des Palmeraies de la Ferme Suisse (SPFS) and which emerged as a
result of the corporate acquisitions by the SOCFIN Group in 1999 and 2000. SOCAPALM
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Edéa employs a varying number of workers throughout the year, some of them with
permanent positions, others as contract workers hired through temporary job agencies or
independent contractors. All of the agro-industrial employees live in one of five workers’
camps that are set up as village-type communities within the boundaries of company land.
Workers are free to move in with their families, and their children may attend the camp’s
elementary school. There is a company-run health center that serves as a dispensary for
the most basic medical needs. Over time, some of these camps developed internal market
places and resident family members who are not employed in the plantation often create
small businesses for the provision of services to the community (e.g. hair dressers,
seamstresses or village shop operators). There are significant differences between the five
camps in the SOCAPALM Edéa plantation. Village 1 (V1) is the main hub, located along the
paved road connecting the cities of Edea and Kribi. The other camps are more remote,
dispersed throughout the plantation. The three largest camps, V1, V2 and V3 were selected
for the household survey.

Figure 8. Map of the Sanaga-Maritime Division.
Image created by S. Hamann
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The villages located in the neighbouring district of Ngwei, in contrast, are home to
independent oil palm producers. The distance to the administrative capital of Edea is
roughly the same between the villages in Ngwei and the workers’ camp at SOCAPALM.
Ngwei encompasses a total of twenty-nine villages. With input from researchers at the
Center for International Forestry Research and local research assistants, nine villages in the
southern part of Ngwei (see Figure 10 below) were chosen because the overwhelming
majority of families in these communities make their living in the palm oil sector – as
smallholders relying on artisanal methods of palm oil extraction, or as wage labourers
within the boundaries of élite plantations.
Much of Ngwei resembles what modernization scholars refer to as ‘traditional society’:
agricultural villages with low levels of investment, technology, and growth (Rostow 1960).
There is no running water and several villages still lack any connection to the electrical
grid. Traditional local lifestyles are determined by circular processes: for generations,
children typically continued the economic activities carried out by their parents before
them. However, a few major changes did take place after the turn of the millennium.
Elementary schools now operate in most villages, allowing virtually all children to receive a
basic education. Demographic data collected in the course of this study indicate that
average household sizes for rural smallholders have decreased from six members in 1991
(Lynch 1991) to just four members today. The larger villages and seats of communal
administrations were connected to the national electricity grid and the major road in the
district was upgraded from a simple dirt track to a gravel road with a laterite surface. The
new road significantly improved access to remote village by motorcycles and passenger
cars (without four-wheel drives) – at least in the dry season. Without regular maintenance,
potholes and washed-out sections remain a major problem for local residents in the wet
season. But the improvements sufficed to attract eight élite investors to the district –
although the direction of the implied causal relation is contentious: it is not clear whether
recent infrastructure improvements might have been, in fact, a result of élite interest in the
region initially. Workers’ camps at two of these élite plantations were selected for the
household survey.
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5.1.2 Key Informant Interviews
In the preparatory field work phase, thirty-two semi-structured interviews were
conducted in Cameroon’s political and economic capitals Yaounde and Douala. The
exchanges targeted stakeholders who possess key information about the palm oil sector in
Cameroon. These included mid-level public officials from various ministries, agencies and
administration levels, business representatives, researchers and academics, and staff
members from national and international NGOs (see Appendix A). Once the relevant
stakeholder groups had been established through a preparatory literature review, potential
interview partners were identified with the help of oil palm experts at the Center of
International Forestry Research (CIFOR). Because gaining access is a major challenge in the
recruitment of key informants, more participants were identified through snowball
sampling techniques.
In most cases, interviewees were contacted via phone or email and – in case they agreed
to a meeting – received the questions in preparation for the interview. In building this
network of participants, the opportunity arose to attend several NGO workshops and a
high-level strategy meeting, where the concept paper to draft the “National Strategy for the
Sustainable Development of the Palm Oil Sector” was discussed with various stakeholders.
These meetings provided access to additional informants.
The initial research phase served the dual purpose of learning about the nature of the
Cameroonian palm oil sector – its historical development and current governance, the
relevant actors and existing challenges – and pinpointing an appropriate field site for the
subsequent research phases. Most importantly, the interviews helped to explore which
ideas, institutions, and power relations govern the Cameroonian palm oil sector, which
allows situating it in the broader context of international development. A list of the
institutions and organizations covered by these interviews and the basic interview guide
used for the exchanges is attached in Appendix A. The latter was adjusted slightly to reflect
the area of expertise of the interview partner whenever appropriate.
All interviews were conducted by the lead researcher. Fifteen of them were conducted in
French, fifteen in English, and the remaining two in German. Most exchanges – with the
appropriate permission from the interviewee – were recorded using an audio device and
subsequently transcribed. In the absence of the permission to use an audio recorder, the
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interview was recorded using hand-written notes. The duration of each interview was
approximately one hour.
5.1.3 Focus Group Discussions
In a series of field visits to rural communities in Ngwei and Edea 1, micro-impacts of
developments in the oil palm sector were assessed by focusing primarily on persons in the
agricultural sector whose livelihoods depend on oil palm – including smallholders, élite
workers and agro-industry employees. Once the target communities had been identified, a
team of four local research assistants was hired to assist in the field work. All of them were
ethnic Bassa, who had grown up in the target region and received a university education.
Two of them had previous survey research experience. They were chosen for their
knowledge of the area and their language skills – all four were fluent in both Bassa and
French and could provide translation service.
In preparation for the household survey, four focus group discussions were carried out
over a period of two weeks in January and February of 2015. They were run by the lead
researcher, with the support of the research assistants. In two smallholder communities,
one élite plantation workers’ camp, and one of the SOCAPALM camps, groups of seven to
ten community representatives were invited to participate in these discussions through
snowball sampling strategies. The discussions were conducted in French; two of them were
recorded using an audio device, the others using hand-written notes. Participation was
voluntary and the discussion groups were not representative of the overall population.
Although an effort was made to invite both men and women to participate, the focus group
discussions in workers’ camps were attended by male discussants only. The discussions
served mainly to identify and operationalize relevant context-specific indicators to allow
for an assessment and comparison of the livelihood and food security situation of the three
groups of interest. As a side effect, the focus group discussions also aided in spreading the
word about the subsequent household survey throughout the communities.
Questions related to food security investigated the predominant local food procurement
channels, the relative importance of food cultivation and food purchases for local
households, and dietary preferences specific to the area. With regard to livelihoods and
employment, the discussions aimed to explore local employment dynamics, existing
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community assets and the perception of infrastructure needs. The discussion guide for the
focus group discussions (in French) can be found in Appendix B. The findings generated by
the focus group discussions were used to compose the items of the principal data collection
instrument for this project, the household survey.
5.1.4 Household Survey
The themes established in the focus groups were explored in more empirical rigor
through a household survey. It was implemented in smallholder households in nine villages
in the district of Ngwei (Makondo, Makek, Mbandjock, Dingombi, Ndjock-Loumbe,
Leplikung, Mbamble-Mayamga, Mandjab, and Seppe), in the workers’ camps of two élite
plantations in Ngwei and in three workers’ camps of SOCAPALM Edéa in the district of Edea
1. The methodological focus of the household survey was to establish an empirical basis for
comparison of the livelihood and food security situations of the three groups of interest.
The unit of analysis for the survey was the household. A household, in this study, is
defined as a socio-economic unit within which different members, related or not, live in the
same house or concession, pool their resources, and jointly meet their food and other vital
needs under the authority of a single person, who can be identified as the household head
(French: chef de ménage). In most African cultures, the head of the household is a culturally
important construction that provides order in customary social relationships. Compared to
other family members, more decision-making power is vested in the household head.
Headship is not defined by objective criteria, but by self-identification within a household.
In many cases, the household head is either the oldest male member of the family, or the
main income provider (Posel 2001). In other cases, households are headed by a matriarch,
who is identified by all members as the key decision-maker.
In most cases, it sufficed to ask respondents how many people they were housing to
establish the members of the households, but interviewers were specifically trained to deal
with special cases. Anyone living alone in a dwelling and covering his or her own basic
needs (food, clothing, rent, etc.) was considered a one-person household. These
participants were asked simple questions – for example “Where do you usually have your
meals?” or “Do you yourself pay the rent?” – to ensure they count as a household in
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accordance with the study’s definition20. For households made up of more than one person,
a list of household members was established at the outset of the survey. Three criteria
were applied to identify household members: (1) The person usually lives in the household
and shares meals with the other household members. (2) The person recognizes the
authority of the head of the household. (3) The person has been present in the household
for at least six months during the last twelve months. If a person was absent from the
household for more than six months during the last twelve months, they cannot be
considered a household member (except heads of households, who remain household
members even if they are absent for a lengthy period.) If a person has been present in the
household for less than six months but intends to stay permanently, they should be
considered household members. Newborn children, for example, are members of the
household even if they are younger than six months. Newlywed couples count as members
of the same household even if the wedding took place less than six months ago. However,
visitors who were present in the household at the time of the survey were excluded from
the list of household members.21
The survey was conducted over a period of four weeks in February and March 2015,
during the peak season of the palm oil harvest, which extends from February to May. It was
carried out by the team of research assistants. Each interviewer was trained by the lead
researcher, accompanied for the first ten surveys and subjected to numerous spot checks
throughout the data collection period. Whenever possible, the chef de ménage was asked to
participate in the interview, otherwise his or her spouse or an adult relative was surveyed.
Where no adult was present at the time of contact, the household was skipped, but this only
occurred in two of the selected households. Most surveys were conducted in French; at
times the conversation was also conducted in English or Bassa, with translations provided
by the local research assistants.

Interviewers were also trained to conceptualize dwellings where several women of the same husband lived
together, but none of the households sampled in Ngwei and Edea 1 were found to be polygamic.
21 Anyone who is not ordinarily a resident in the household, who has been there for less than six months and
who does not intend to stay for a period of more than six months, was considered a visitor.
20

120

Sampling presented a serious methodological challenge because proper random
sampling was impossible in the absence of exhaustive sample frames for the target groups.
Instead, a systematic sampling procedure was adopted by picking starting points in each
community and choosing respondent households in fixed intervals (Halperin and Heath
2012, 244). Since the rural roads and paths in villages and workers’ camps were not
established by external design (unlike in urban planning), but are maintained by locals who
ensure their households’ access to the main road, interviewers could start out at different
ends of a village or in different geographical corners of a camp to maximize household
coverage in the given time frame.22 To avoid systematic sampling bias and allow for
statistical inference, a simple decision rule was adopted: ‘Knock on every second door
along the road, if nobody responds, go to the neighbouring door.’ The response rate was
greater than ninety percent: to reach the sample size of 400, a total of 428 households were
contacted. Relatively few targeted households were found to be empty, and only three
others refused to participate. The high response rate was also a result of the strategic
timing of the data collection, which took into account typical daily schedules in the region:
most smallholders work on their farms in the morning and return home in the afternoon,
and salaried industry employees work in clearly defined shifts. In both the rural villages
and the workers’ camps, it is extremely rare for all adult members of multi-member
households to be away from their estates at the same time.23
Reaching participants was more challenging in the rural villages than in the workers’
camps, where employees live in relatively confined spaces and engage in shift work. In the
Cameroonian bush, several kilometres often separate neighbouring households.
Interviewers relied on motorcycles to move around the district of Ngwei. In order to avoid
taking precious time from smallholders during the peak season of the oil palm harvest,
surveys were conducted in the afternoon, after most household members had returned
from their chores in the palm groves and home gardens. Three of the four weeks dedicated
to data collection were spent in Ngwei, the final week was spent in the SOCAPALM
Duplicates were avoided by the lead researcher, who management the survey process and connected with
all four assistants at intervals throughout the day.
23 This is primarily because transportation is a major challenge, and an entire family only goes to
neighbouring communities or urban centres for special occasions (e.g. national holiday). Furthermore, food
preparation usually takes up several hours of the day, and requires one’s physical presence at home.
22
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plantation in Edea 1 by commuting daily from the city of Edea. A minimum of 300 surveys
had been part of the agreement with the research assistants; they exceeded the
expectations and achieved a final sample size of 400 (covering information for a total of
1,455 individuals). In the villages, all households were considered for the survey, whether
they owned palm groves or not. This technique allowed the research team to confirm that
the vast majority of rural dwellers make their living in the palm oil sector – most of them as
palm growers, others as oil processors or day labourers. The final sample of households is
made up as follows:
•
•
•
•

121 smallholders: Households with family-run operations of oil palm
plantations from the selected villages in Ngwei who process the majority of their
own fresh fruit bunches into crude palm oil.
179 industry workers: Households comprising salaried employees from the
selected workers’ camps at SOCAPALM Edéa.
40 élite workers: Households comprising salaried employees from the two
selected élite plantations in Ngwei.
60 ‘others’:
o 13 artisanal sector workers: Households that derive their primary
livelihood from employment as day workers in the artisanal oil palm
sector (e.g. for clearing of land, pruning of palm trees, and to assist with
the harvest).
o 11 outgrowers: Small- or medium-holder households who sell the
majority of their oil palm produce to industrial processing mills.
o 8 artisanal oil producers: Households that primarily make their living by
buying up fresh fruit bunches to process them into crude palm oil using an
artisanal press.
o 28 remaining participants: Rural food producers without palm groves;
households whose palms are too young to produce; 1 nurse; 2 teachers; 1
pastor.

The comprehensive ten-page survey tool that was developed to collect information
about the livelihood and food security situation of the sampled households is attached in
Appendix C (in French). The survey questions assessed general household characteristics
(e.g. household size, building type, level of education), financial situation (e.g. income,
spending and household assets), agricultural activities (e.g. oil palm production patterns [if
applicable], production of food products and destination of the produce), and local market
conditions (e.g. market access and food production channels). The core questions of the
survey assessed household food security through items relating to the availability,
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accessibility, and adequacy dimensions of the concept. With regard to food availability and
food access, participants were asked about the sources of their food and their procurement
channels – including personal cultivation and husbandry, market purchases and the
gathering of wild foods, plus fishing and hunting activities. In order to generate specific
data for a more detailed study of food adequacy and food access, three well-established
standardised scales were adapted to the local context: the Household Dietary Diversity
Scale, the Household Food Insecurity Scale and the measurement of children’s mid-upper
arm circumference.
The Household Dietary Diversity Scale (HDDS) measures dietary diversity, which is
defined as the number of unique foods consumed by household members over a given
period (Swindale and Bilinsky 2006). To assess the types of food groups consumed in
different types of households, participants were requested to recall all meals, snacks and
drinks that were consumed by any of the household members in their home on the
previous day (Question 47 in Appendix C).24 Based on this list, all food groups consumed in
the household on the previous day were listed in collaboration with the interviewee
(Question 48), using the standardized scale developed by Swindale and Bilinski (2006).
Based on the collected data, a unique Dietary Diversity Score can be established for each
household by adding up all the unique food groups consumed by that household on the
previous day. Since seventeen different food groups were assessed in the survey, the
maximum Dietary Diversity Score that could be achieved was 17. The measure provides a
useful indication about the adequacy of the food consumed in a household.
The Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS), in turn, provides a simple approach
for measuring the access component of household food insecurity. The instrument is
composed of a set of nine standardized questions that have been used in several countries
and distinguish food insecure from food secure households across different cultural
contexts (Coates, Swindale and Bilinsky 2007). The HFIAS requires interviewees to indicate

In case the previous day was an unusual day (e.g. family celebration, such as a wedding or funeral),
information was requested for a different day. However, this was only the case in two households. A test
controlling for effects of different days of the week detected no systematic differences between week days
and weekend days. During the harvest season, people in the region do not stop working during the weekend.
Food that is bought outside the home is generally consumed at home. (see also chapter 5.2.3). It is not a
common practice to ‘eat out’ at restaurants in the selected villages and camps of the Sanaga-Maritime.
24
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the occurrence of food access challenges by reporting, among others, whether (and if so,
how often over the period of the last four weeks) they experienced feelings of uncertainty
or anxiety over their food (situation, resources or supply), perceived that food was of
insufficient quantity or quality, or reduced their food intake at times. Examples include: “In
the past four weeks, did you worry that your household would not have enough food?” and
“In the past four weeks, did you or any household member have to eat a smaller meal than
you felt you needed because there was not enough food?” If the answer for any item was
‘yes’, a follow-question (“How often?”) would be asked. Answer options were categorized
and scored on a scale from 1 to 3: 1 = rarely (1-2 times); 2 = sometimes (3-10 times); 3 =
often (more than 10 times). By adding up the frequency-of-occurrence responses for each
of the nine items, a unique Household Food Insecurity Access Score could be established for
each household. This score can range from 0 to 27.
An additional assessment was conducted in households with children below the age of
five. The measurement of the mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) of young children has
been developed by the World Health Organization as a relatively simple anthropometric
indicator of nutritional status because it remains reasonably static between the ages of six
and sixty months. MUAC measurements are often used as quick diagnostic tools in
screening admissions to feeding centers during emergencies. They require little equipment
and are easy to perform. The measurement procedure is outlined in Figure 9. For this
purpose, special measuring tapes (“Arm Circumference Insertion Tapes”; S0145620 MUAC
Child 11.5 Red/PAC-50) were acquired from UNICEF Canada’s Supply Division. The tapes
support implementation of the latest standards adopted by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in 2009. They are graduated in
millimetres and coloured green, yellow and red to indicate standardized cut-off points for
the nutritional status of a child. According to the latest standards, in a well-nourished
population, there are very few children aged six to sixty months with a MUAC less than 115
millimetres (WHO and UNICEF 2009).
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Figure 9. Child measurement procedure for mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC).
(UNICEF and WHO 1986)

Those with a mid-upper arm circumference less than 12.5 centimetres have an elevated
risk of suffering from moderate-acute malnutrition (MAM) and those with a MUAC less
than 11.5 centimetres are at risk of severe-acute malnutrition (SAM). To measure a child’s
MUAC, mothers are asked to expose their child’s left arm. If possible, the child should stand
upright and sideways to the assessor. The midpoint of the left upper arm is estimated using
the measurement tape as an aid (arrow 6, Figure 9). The child’s arm is then straightened
and the tape is wrapped around the arm at the midpoint until it lies flat against the skin
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(arrow 7). The measurer needs to pay attention and avoid pulling the tape too tight (arrow
8) or keeping it too loose (arrow 9). Once the tape is in the correct position with the correct
tension, the measurement can be read to the nearest millimeter and is immediately
recorded. Interviewers were trained in the appropriate procedures, and they performed
the measurement in households with children aged six months to five years only with
explicit maternal permission in the presence of the child’s mother. The use of MUAC has
been controversially discussed in the academic literature, particularly with regard to the
levels of specific cut-off points and the reliability of MUAC as a screening tool to identify
forms of malnutrition (Lindtjørn 1985, Nathanail and Bern 1995, Dasgupta, et al. 2013).
The measurement does not allow for a precise assessment of under- or malnutrition, but it
does serve as a useful basis for comparison of food security statuses.
Together, these three instruments have been validated to be suitable approaches for
measuring food security status, household vulnerability, and coping strategies –
particularly in developing country contexts, where resources for undertaking such
measurements are typically scarce. The food security scales were applied as part of the
comprehensive survey in all of the sampled households in the Sanaga-Maritime Division.
In addition to the formal tools outlined above, additional data collection strategies were
applied throughout the field research phase in Ngwei and Edea 1. People in markets and
schools were interviewed informally to collect community-level data. The author attended
guided tours in palm oil factories and at smallholder cooperatives, assisted with the
artisanal palm oil harvest and the processing of crude palm oil in the artisanal sector, took
pictures of the infrastructure conditions in the field sites, visited food plots and partook in
the meals of a family of rural smallholders for the duration of the field visits.
5.1.5 Delimitations and Validity Threats
In connection with the administration of interviews, focus groups, and a survey based on
self-reports, methodological limitations and validity threats need to be acknowledged.
One of the major implications of conducting the survey during the peak season of the
palm oil harvest is that findings cannot be generalized beyond this particular period. The
data collected for this survey represents a mere glimpse into the livelihood and food
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security situation of the households in the region. The issue of seasonality affects many of
the variables discussed below, most importantly income and expenditure statistics. Since
families in the palm oil sector earn most of their annual income between the months of
February and May, extrapolations for financial data (e.g. monthly income) are not
representative. Impacts of seasonality on food availability are expected to be less
significant. In Cameroon’s tropical palm oil basin, the low season for the oil palm harvest is
not the same as a ‘lean’ food season elsewhere. Although some food items are grown
seasonally (e.g. certain fruit), staple foods like cassava, plantain, fish and green leaf
vegetables are available year-round. Nevertheless, the data collected in February cannot
serve as a broad base for comparison outside the scope of this study. As a one-time
snapshot, its findings cannot be generalized to characterize more than the situation in early
2015, but it can serve as a useful starting point for future comparative and longitudinal
research designs that take into account more complex contextual conditions, including
seasonality. With the limitations in mind, the survey questions were designed to allow for
comparisons within the sample, and since all of the survey participants were contacted
within a short time frame, the data does provide crucial answers to the principal research
question. The time period for the data collection was picked purposefully for two
pragmatic reasons: (1) to ensure travel was possible on unmaintained rural roads, which
are often impassable during the rainy season, and (2) because the work force is largest at
this time of the year, enabling data collection from a fairly large sample.
Another major potential drawback during the research project was the issue of data
availability and -accessibility. The most recent census data for Cameroon was collected in
2005. It contains information about community sizes and the number of female and male
residents, but no further specifications relating to households. Furthermore, it proved to be
impossible to gain access to crucial information about salaried employees at SOCAPALM.
Central aspects related to agricultural investments are controversial topics in Cameroon
and both business operators and élite investors are reluctant to provide access to relevant
data (e.g. workforce statistics or employment conditions). In cases where direct data access
was not an option, secondary data sources (e.g. workers instead of business owners;
newspaper articles and satellite imagery instead of original land lease contracts) had to
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suffice. The triangulation of research findings served to increase the validity of such data
sources. Without access to a complete sampling frame, it cannot be established beyond any
doubt whether the survey sample is representative of the larger population. However, data
collection was conducted with special considerations to assure that randomness was in
place. The number of skipped cases was small, resulting in an overall response rate of more
than ninety percent. This methodology complies with generally accepted requirements for
the use of statistical inference and common hypothesis tests in analyzing the collected data
(Halperin and Heath 2012).
Results derived from the primary data may be distorted due to various possible biases,
in particular with respect to the household survey. A sampling or response bias could have
occurred because surveys could only be administered in households where potential
interviewees were both available and willing to participate, but the high response rate
diffuses such concerns. Yet, participant answers may be distorted due to flawed memories
or social desirability bias. Even the presence of a Caucasian interviewer throughout the
study may make interviewees feel exposed to undesirable perceptions of social power
differentials that may distort their responses. For these reasons, local interviewers were
carefully trained to conduct the surveys both in the presence and absence of the main
researcher. In subsequent statistical validity tests, no significant differences were found in
the results between interviews conducted alone versus under direct supervision.
It is recognized that recall questions are notoriously prone to misreporting, although
this did not appear to be a serious issue with regard to the central food security scale
measures – no participant had trouble recalling the food that was consumed the previous
day, or to evaluate food access over the course of a month. However, since the observations
for entire households are often based on the data supplied by a single respondent, they
might not accurately account for all food items consumed by all members on the previous
day (e.g. because respondents are simply not aware of what type of fruit their spouse ate as
a snack during farm work). It is also conceivable that self-reported data is biased by
exaggeration or under-reporting. Whereas aspects of household food insecurity might be
exaggerated, income estimates might be purposefully underestimated in the hopes of
receiving external assistance as a result of the survey. Nevertheless, there is no reason to
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assume that these biases would be systematically more likely to occur in particular target
groups. Instead, they can be expected to affect both smallholders and salaried workers to a
similar degree rather than introducing systematic errors.
There has been considerable debate about the validity and reliability of the standardized
food security scales that are applied in this study (Cafiero, et al. 2014, Vellema, Desiere and
D'Haese 2016). The HDDS and the HFIAS are used as proxies to assess the food security
dimensions of access and adequacy in chapter 5.3.2. This does not purport to represent a
comprehensive food security framework, in the same way that the indicators chosen in
chapter 5.2.2 only represent a limited number of elements of comprehensive livelihoods
frameworks.
In two statistical tests below, the data collected through the HDDS and the HFIAS are
treated as interval data, even though they are more accurately described as ordinal
measures. To illustrate, the difference between having eaten 16 or 17 food groups the
previous day is not equally important as the difference between having consumed 2 or 3
food groups. This means that the interpretation of findings must account for the underlying
meaning of these numbers. This is a limitation, but does this imply that the statistical
comparisons conducted in the food security analysis are meaningless? No, because
research has shown that the measures of dietary diversity and food access correlate
reasonably well with other (interval) data indicating food security status, such as caloric
intake, anthropometric measures, and hemoglobin concentration (Coates, Rogers, et al.
2007, McDonald, et al. 2015). Given the limitations of the relatively simple measures of
food security, this study relies on methodological triangulation and combines the findings
about dietary diversity and food access with those of additional measures, including food
production data and MUAC.
This project seeks to contribute to the academic literature on the impacts of
transformations in the agricultural sector of sub-Saharan Africa. It is based on a rationale of
comparing the impacts of different modes of production in the Cameroonian oil palm sector
on local food security and livelihoods. By focusing on a specific sector in a specific region
and implementing interviews with relevant stakeholders and focus group discussions with
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affected groups, it was possible to achieve a significant amount of research depth. At the
same time, the information collected through a large-n household survey and
supplementary data sources allow for research breadth and provide a useful basis for
further research and cross-country comparisons to assess broader impacts in developing
regions south of the Sahara.
5.2 Empirical Findings
The analysis presented here focuses on the findings from the large-scale household
survey. The data collected previously in interviews and focus group discussions provided
necessary preliminary information about the state of the palm oil sector in Cameroon and
informed the search for a viable field site for the subsequent survey. The findings outlined
below offer a unique insight into the livelihood and food security situation of households in
the Sanaga-Maritime Division, where most livelihoods depend on the cultivation and
processing of oil palm fruits.
The data collected in the household survey was initially recorded on 400 ten-page paper
questionnaires. It was entered into Microsoft Excel and later transferred to SPSS Version 23
for statistical analysis. Below, the key findings are outlined in three major sections,
covering living conditions, livelihood indicators and food security.
5.2.1 Household Descriptives and Living Conditions
Household
Size

Gender

Ethnic Origin

Education

N

Average number
of household
members

Share of femaleheaded
households

Share of heads of
household who
originated in the
Coastal Region

Share of heads of
household with
secondary
education or higher

Sample
size

Smallholders

4.08

12.4%

99.2%

63.6%

121

Industry Workers

3.69

6.7%

9.5%

57.5%

179

Élite Workers

1.75

2.5%

27.5%

40.0%

40

Others

3.85

8.3%

71.7%

53.4%

60

Table 2. Summary of general household statistics by group.
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The first results section presents survey information collected with regard to the
household characteristics found in the sample. It covers household sizes, ethnic origins,
gender distributions, education levels, and building types of the groups of interest. Table 2
provides a summary overview of measures that are discussed in more detail below.
Household Size. The average household size in the 400 households that were assessed by
the survey was found to be 3.6 members. Rural smallholders had the largest households,
averaging 4.1 members. The largest smallholder household that took part in the survey was
home to fourteen people – a clear outlier in the data set. Most smallholder households have
two (18.2%), three (19.0%), four (13.2%) or five (14.9%) members. Only 9.9% of
smallholders in the data set are single-member households. Industry worker households
average 3.69 members. Like smallholders, most of the households of SOCAPALM Edéa
workers have between one and five members. But the proportion of single households
(22.9%) is larger than among smallholders. Élite workers differ notably in their household
composition. The majority of élite worker households are single households (57.5%). None
of the 40 households surveyed in this category had more than four members; 80% were
single- and two-member households. Overall, the analysis shows that both smallholders
and industry workers are more likely to live in family units with children, whereas élite
worker households are most often made up of singles or siblings, with relatively few
married couples. In 1991 still, household size in most regions of Cameroon averaged six
members (Lynch 1991, 17) but today, large family clans appear to be a thing of the past in
southern Sanaga-Maritime.
Ethnic Origins. Table 3 visualizes the origins of the household heads in each of the survey
groups. Among smallholders, all household heads (chefs de ménage) except one (99.2%)
had originated in the Coastal Region, belonging to the Bassa ethnic group. In terms of
origins, this group is therefore characterized by a remarkable homogeneity.
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Smallholders
Coastal
Central
South
East
West
South-West
North-West
Adamawa
North
Far North
N (= 100%)

99.2%
0.8%
121

Industry
Workers
9.5%
12.3%
8.9%
1.7%
8.9%
2.2%
40.8%
1.7%
2.2%
11.7%
179

Élite Workers

Others

27.5%
12.5%
2.5%
5.0%
40.0%
5.0%
7.5%
40

71.7%
1.7%
3.3%
3.3%
18.3%
1.7%
60

Table 3. Region of origin for household heads by group (in percent).

The group of industry workers, in contrast, was much more diverse – when asked about
the ethnicity of the head of the household, the 179 respondent households identified more
than seventy unique origins. Household heads among industry workers had come to
Sanaga-Maritime from each of Cameroon’s ten administrative regions. The largest group
had originated in the anglophone Northwest of the country (40.8%). Each of the northwesterners self-identified as belonging to one of twenty-two distinct peoples, including the
Bambalang, Esimbi, Ngeumba, Noni, and Yamba. Only 9.5% of industry workers had
originated in the Coastal Region: thirteen of the household heads were ethnic Bassa, others
included Abo, Bakoko and Duala. Larger numbers of industry workers came from the
Central Region (12.3%; mostly Ewondo and Eton) and the Far-North (11.7%; including
Tupuri, Mundang and Massa). 8.9% of industry worker households had their origins in the
South (e.g. Beti, Fang and Bagyele) and in the West (e.g. Bafang and Ngomba) of Cameroon,
respectively. The remaining households comprised migrant workers from the Southwest
(2.2%; e.g. Bamileke, Oroko, Mundani), the North (2.2%; e.g. Dugun, Mandara and Njai), the
East (1.7%; Baka), and the Adamawa Region (1.7%; Fulani and Mbum).
The group of surveyed élite workers was much smaller, but the findings reinforce the
impression that these types of operations can be conceptually situated somewhere
between smallholders and agro-industries. Almost one quarter (22.5%) of élite workers
are ethnic Bassa, from local villages. But the largest group of élite plantation employees are
migrant workers from the Northwest (40.0%) – just as it is the case with SOCAPALM
workers. Other élite workers in the dataset have originated in the Central Region, the
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Southwest, the East, the North and the Extreme North. Overall, the analysis shows clearly
that most salaried employees in the palm oil sector are migrant workers from various parts
of the country.
Gender Distribution and Allocation of Household Tasks. The proportion of female heads of
household is largest among smallholders (12.4%) and smallest among élite workers
(2.5%). Only one of the forty élite worker households surveyed in Ngwei was headed by a
woman: a 45-year old Bassa widow from a nearby village who walks to the élite plantation
each day to earn a small living collecting palm nuts. She does not live in the housing
provided by the private investor, making her one of a few exceptions among élite workers.
Among industry workers, 6.7% of households were found to be headed by a female; half of
them were single households, the other half were women who lived in the SOCAPALM
concession with their child or children. Most of them originated from the Coastal Region,
demonstrating that single females are far less likely than male workers to migrate across
the country for a salaried position in the industrial palm oil sector. Instead, plantation
labour seems to be an attractive employment opportunity for single local women who are
otherwise left without income opportunities or family support.
Interviewees were asked about the internal distribution of household duties. In light of
the following food security analysis, households were asked: “Who takes care of the
cooking at home?” In general, wives, daughters and granddaughters are tasked with meal
preparation. Only in the absence of women do men cook for themselves. This applies
equally to all sample groups. Among élite households, for example, it is notable that in 70%
of the cases, men do the cooking. This however, is not due to their surprisingly progressive
attitude about the allocation of household duties but simply explained by the fact that most
households are made up of single men or cohabitating male co-workers.
Respondents were also asked: “Who takes care of food crops?”, since many households
in all groups were found to engage in food cultivation activities (see chapter 5.2.3). Among
smallholders, households typically split the task of food cultivation among the male head of
the household and his female spouse. The second most common arrangement in
smallholder families is that female spouses alone take care of food cultivation, food harvest,
and food preparation. Industry workers with food plots usually designate a member of the
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household to take care of the food crops, who will work on it individually outside their
work shifts. Among the few families of élite workers who keep food gardens, it is common
for spouses to work in the garden together at the end of the work day.
Education Levels. The numbers listed in Table 4 indicate the highest level of education
that the respective percentage of heads of households have attended. It does not imply that
the education level has been completed successfully: the “primary school” category, for
example, includes both household heads who have attended only a few classes, and those
who have finished it successfully (but have not gone on further to secondary school).

No Answer
No Formal Education
Literate
Primary School
Secondary School
Formal Vocational Training
University
N (= 100%)

Smallholders
0.8%
1.7%
33.9%
56.2%
4.1%
3.3%
121

Industry
Workers
3.4%
1.1%
38.0%
55.3%
1.1%
1.1%
179

Élite
Workers
5.0%
55.0%
35.0%
5.0%
40

Others
3.3%
43.3%
45.0%
1.7%
6.7%
60

Table 4. Highest level of education for household heads by group (in percent).

Most smallholders and industry workers have attended secondary school; the vast
majority of the rest has received a level of primary school education. On average, élite
workers in the sample have a lower education level than the other groups – however, the
data from the élite plantations needs to be viewed with some skepticism as it is derived
from a comparatively small sample and might not be representative of all élite workers in
Sanaga-Maritime. Unsurprisingly, very few individuals who permanently live in the rural
regions of Ngwei and Edea 1 have a university education.
Building Types. There are several distinct ways to build homes in rural areas of SanagaMaritime and the type of dwelling serves as an indirect indicator of the economic status of
the family they house. Traditionally, the most common way to build homes in rural villages
was constructing a wooden frame that is subsequently filled with adobe for insulation
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(Image 8). In some cases, concrete is used for additional plastering on the outside of these
walls to prevent the adobe from falling out of the wooden frame. Roofs used to be made
from oil palm leaves, but generally have been replaced with more durable corrugated sheet
metal today.

Image 8. Traditional rural houses made from wooden frames filled with adobe in Dingombi.
Photo: S. Hamann

Other houses have walls made of wooden planks (Image 9). To avoid rotting from the
ground up, more recent versions of this construction method add cement foundations
before raising wooden walls. In any of the prevalent building types, the metal roofs are not
always nailed to the frame of the house; in some cases, they are simply weighed down with
heavy rocks to prevent them from blowing away on windy days.
The most sophisticated common way of constructing buildings in the Sanaga-Maritime
Division is raising walls on concrete foundations with modern construction brick that is
covered by plastering (Image 10). Glass windows remain an exceptionally rare luxury item
in rural areas.
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Image 9. Workers’ accommodations with walls made of wooden planks at SOCAPALM Edéa.
Photo: S. Hamann

Image 10. Workers’ accommodations at an élite plantation built with construction brick.
Photo: S. Hamann
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Looking at the types of buildings that members of different sample groups tend to
inhabit offers insights into their living situation. Table 5 breaks down the building types
inhabited by the members of each group. More than 80% of smallholders live in traditional
housing with walls made of adobe, some of them have covered the walls with a plaster.
Twenty-two smallholders (18.2%) have upgraded their houses or built new homes using
modern construction brick, and sixteen of those homes have glass windows. In contrast to
this, almost all industry workers at SOCAPALM Edéa (93.3%) live in buildings with walls
made of wooden boards that were built on a concrete foundation without glass windows.
All surveyed élite workers in Ngwei who were housed on the oil palm plantation lived in
houses built with construction brick without glass windows. The fifteen percent of élite
workers who live in other types of buildings come from surrounding villages and walk to
work on the plantation each day. The households designated as ‘others’ are a diverse group
with respect to their housing, but since the majority of them are rural dwellers, most of
their homes resemble those of smallholders.

Wood frame filled
with adobe
Adobe covered with
cement plaster
Walls made of
wooden boards
Wood planks with
concrete foundation
Construction brick
and plaster
N (= 100%)

Smallholders

Industry
Workers

Élite Workers

Others

45.5%

-

7.5%

30.0%

34.7%

-

2.5%

35.0%

1.7%

6.7%

2.5%

3.3%

-

93.3%

2.5%

13.3%

18.2%

-

85.0%

18.3%

121

179

40

60

Table 5. Building types by group (in percent).

Housing between the groups differs not only with regard to building material, but also in
terms of size and ownership status. On average, smallholder households have six rooms
(excluding kitchens), industry worker households two rooms, and élite worker households
one room. Most smallholder homes (77.7%) have between four and seven rooms; only one
smallholder said he lives in one room by himself. He was notably also the only smallholder
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who reported to pay rent for his home. All other smallholders either own their homes or
live in them for free because they belong to the family clan. Although household sizes
between agro-industry employers and smallholders do not differ significantly, 93.3% of
industry workers live in three rooms or less, and only three of the 179 surveyed
households lived in homes with five or six rooms. Some agro-industry workers rent their
dwelling for monthly payments, others live in the company-provided housing without rent
charges as part of their work agreement with SOCAPALM. The élite workers included in the
survey generally do not pay rent – only two seasonal workers indicated that they are
charged rent, but since this is not the case for any of their co-workers, their statements
need to be viewed with caution. It can be assumed that free accommodation in the élite
plantation’s remote workers’ camp is a benefit that comes with the decision to move there.
However, workers that live on the plantation occupy only a single room; married couples
share their allocated bedroom.

Image 11. Pit latrine in élite plantation workers’ camp in Ngwei.

Photo: S. Hamann
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Smallholders usually have a separate room or building that houses a kitchen. Industry
workers’ homes come with access to a kitchen building that is shared by several
households. Élite workers do not have indoor kitchen facilities at their disposal; cooking is
done outdoors under primitive shelters built with wood and palm leaf roofs. As a general
rule, houses without glass windows do not have indoor sanitary facilities, leaving their
occupants to make use of pit latrines instead. Image 11 depicts the toilet facility in one of
the élite plantations that is shared by ten households. All of the surveyed households rely
on water collected either from constructed wells or local rivers.
In summary, living standards in the rural areas of Ngwei and in the plantation camps of
SOCAPALM Edéa are low compared to urban environments. Although salaried workers tend
to live in newer buildings compared to smallholders (who usually live in older buildings
constructed with traditional materials), their housing situation is marred by comparatively
crammed conditions.
Overall, large differences exist in the household characteristics of the target groups.
Smallholder households are larger than those of salaried workers, although industry
workers also usually live as a family unit. In contrast, most élite workers live by
themselves. Approximately one-eighth of smallholder households are headed by a woman;
salaried worker households are generally headed by a male. Where women are present in
the household, they are most likely to be tasked with cooking duties, however, crop
cultivation activities often are shared between males and females. The household heads in
smallholder families exhibit the highest education levels in the sample. Almost two-thirds
of them have attended secondary school or more. Élite workers appear to have the lowest
education levels – but since this finding is based on a small sample only, it should be
treated with caution. Whereas almost all smallholders in Ngwei are native to the Coastal
Region of Cameroon, most salaried employees in the palm oil sector are migrant workers
who have come to the Sanaga-Maritime from various parts of the country, most commonly
from the anglophone North-West Region.
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5.2.2 Livelihood Indicators
According to the definition by Robert Chambers and Gordon R. Conway (1991, 6), “a
livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (...) and activities required for a means of
living.” Selected elements of the sustainable livelihoods framework were adopted in this
study (see chapter 2.2.2). The survey results for questions on income sources, income and
spending patterns, and household assets are reported below.
Income and Income Sources. In order to compare incomes in the Cameroonian palm oil
sector, it is necessary to untangle the sources of income for households, namely
smallholders and salaried workers.
In this study, smallholders, by definition make their living by cultivating and processing
the fruits of oil palms. Their incomes are closely linked to the productivity of their
plantation, which is primarily determined by the size of the palm groves, although the age
of the trees also plays an important role in determining harvest yields. The group of oil
palm cultivators called ‘smallholders’ in this thesis could be broken down more precisely
into two sub-groups in consideration of plantation sizes: Nkongo, Feintrenie and Levang
(2014) distinguish smallholders with plantation areas up to five hectares from mediumholders with plantations covering an area between five and twenty hectares. According to
this classification, the survey sample comprised 112 smallholders whose palm groves
ranged from 0.3 to 5 hectares (average: 1.99 ha) and nine medium-holders with plantations
ranging from 6 to 12 hectares (average: 8.67 ha). Apart from the size of their plantations,
there is little that distinguishes these two. They are all typical rural palm cultivators with
family-run operations producing crude palm oil – in this thesis, they are all grouped into
the category of ‘smallholders’. The average palm grove in Ngwei covers an area of 2.4
hectares, with a standard deviation of 2.1 – indicating an average dispersion on the low end
of the spectrum of palm grove sizes. Sixty-five percent of the smallholder palm plantations
in Ngwei are two hectares or smaller and ninety percent are smaller than five hectares. The
age of palms in these groves ranges between one and thirty-five years and on average, the
youngest trees in the groves are twelve years old, the oldest trees fifteen years. Plantation
productivity is best measured by assessing the number of tons harvested in FFB (fresh fruit
bunches) per month. Smallholders in the region have different habits – some harvest
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multiple (up to four) times per month, others harvest only once. But each palm grower
knows approximately how many tons of FBB he or she collects per harvest, so a monthly
estimate can easily be calculated for every smallholder household, and an average yield
rate can be established. In the peak season (February through May), smallholders report
harvesting on average 1.3 tons of FFB per hectare; in the low season (June through
January), the mean harvest amounts to 0.36 tons of FFB per hectare. Variations in the data
depend largely on the age of the palm trees. Modal values reveal that most smallholders
harvest 1.0 ton per hectare in the high season and 0.25 ton per hectare in the low season –
a general estimate that justly characterizes this sample group. One ton of FFB, processed in
artisanal mills, yields ten 20-litre canisters of crude palm oil. The 20-litre canisters can sell
for 6,000 to 8,000 XAF each, depending on the season. According to the self-reports, in
February 2015, the average price per canister was 7,345 XAF, meaning the typical
smallholder could earn about 73,000 XAF (approximately 110 EUR) per hectare of palm
grove. With an average plantation size of 2.4 hectares, a typical monthly income for a
smallholder household in February 2015 was 175,200 XAF, or approximately 263 Euros.
However, there is another type of palm grower that differs from the small- and mediumholders quite substantially. The survey sample contained eleven rural households with
palm groves that have been classified as part of the group of ‘others’ in this study. These
households make most of their living as outgrowers, meaning they seldom engage in the
processing of palm oil, but instead opt to sell the majority of their fresh fruit bunches to
agro-industrial mills. It should be noted however, that relatively few of them sell all of their
FFB, most continue to process part of their harvest themselves at times. It is difficult to
make generally valid statements about outgrowers because they are a very heterogenous
group: some of their operations resemble small- or medium-holders, others are
reminiscent of élite plantations, with groves ranging up to seventy hectares. Some
outgrowers started delivering to agro-industrial mills during the FONADER era and have
continued to do so even after the demise of the National Support Fund for Rural
Development and its extension services. Others are rural entrepreneurs that started their
palm oil operation more recently and negotiated commercial relationships with élite
investors or agro-industries on an individual basis. Most outgrowers employ day labourers
irregularly for maintenance and harvest activities in the grove, but they are not large
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enough to act as reliable employers like élite investors or agro-industrial operations. In
light of this, the outgrowers in the survey sample can be considered a group located
somewhere between smallholders and élite investors. Their small sample size, however,
makes statistical analysis of mean values comparatively tricky, because this measure of
central tendency is heavily skewed by outliers. Generalizations therefore are not highly
dependable for this relatively heterogenous group. For these reasons, they have been
grouped in the ‘others’ category and this study’s analysis focuses primarily on the much
more homogenous group of smallholders.
During field work, the research team was initially puzzled by the low proportion of
outgrowers in the rural areas. Why is it that only relatively few palm growers today decide
to sell their produce to industrial mills, considering that all of Cameroon’s modern oil palm
factories work below capacity? Transportation and time pressure are obvious challenges –
palm fruits need to be processed within forty-eight hours following the harvest to avoid
rotting. But due to individual agreements with some outgrowers, SOCAPALM trucks do visit
the relatively remote regions of Ngwei at times. And one élite investor, who constructed an
industrial mill in Ngwei that began operating in 2010 also sends workers out in a tractor to
buy fresh fruit bunches from local producers. There is no doubt that industrial extraction of
palm oil is economically superior because extraction yields are much higher in mechanized
factories than in artisanal processes. It seems puzzling then, why most farmers opt to
engage in the time-consuming and inefficient process of milling their fresh fruit bunches
themselves.
Raymond Nkongho and his colleagues (Nkongho, Nchanji, et al. 2014) investigated this
issue, finding that for smallholders, selling crude palm oil is much more profitable than
selling fresh fruit bunches (see chapter 4.2.1). In their assessment among smallholders in
Eseka, Dibombari, Muyuka and Lobe, they found that smallholders usually reap higher
profits for themselves if they market crude palm oil independently to secondary processors
(refineries or soap factories) through middle-men who operate in the informal sector.
These findings were mostly replicated in Ngwei, but an additional important aspect that
influences smallholder decision-making was uncovered, as shown in the following analysis.
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During the time of the research in early 2015, farmers were paid up to 50,000 XAF per
ton of FFB whenever SOCAPALM picked up fresh fruit bunches in Ngwei. The élite investor,
instead, paid 48,000 XAF. However, there is a consensus among locals in Ngwei that
payments from the élite investor are more reliable, because SOCAPALM payments are
always delayed by at least two weeks and reportedly not honoured at all sometimes.
Smallholders also reported that the prices set by the mill-owners are constant throughout
the year. In contrast to this, crude palm oil prices vary depending on the season, yielding
between 6,000 and 8,000 XAF per 20-litre canister (see above). But even when prices are
relatively low, the average producer in Ngwei makes significantly more money
transforming one ton of FFB into ten canisters of crude palm oil and selling them (60,000 to
80,000 XAF), than by selling one ton of fresh fruit bunches directly to a modern factory
(48,000 to 50,000 XAF per ton). Clearly, for most smallholders, the difference in profits
outweighs the hardship and extra work required to process their own palm harvest.
So far, the field work results echo the findings of existing research (Nkongho, Nchanji, et
al. 2014). But the dataset raises an obvious question that requires further investigation.
Why do some people sell to the mills at all? It appears that it might be a matter of
remoteness – an important dimension that needs to be taken into consideration. Figure 10
shows a detailed map of the region where palm cultivators were surveyed, and the
geographical locations of their villages.
The two largest villages in southern Ngwei, Makondo (Number 1 in Figure 10) and
Ndjock-Loumbe (Number 9) are hub locations in Ngwei. Each connects to a major roadway
in Cameroon; Makondo to National Road 3 (Douala-Yaounde) and Ndjock-Loumbe to
National Road 7 (Edea-Kribi). Unlike the other villages, both have weekly markets and a
secondary school. Both are connected to the national electricity network. Several of the
other villages in the dataset are located close to Makondo, within reasonable walking
distance: Seppe, Mbamblé, Leplikung and Makek. The three remaining villages Mandjab,
Mbandjock and Dingombi, in contrast, are characterized by their relative remoteness. A
comparison of the prices that smallholders receive for 20 liters of crude palm oil in the high
season reveals important differences between these villages.
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Villages covered in the
household survey:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Makondo
Seppe
Mbamblé
Leplikung
Makek
Mandjab
Mbandjock
Dingombi
Ndjock-Loumbe

Figure 10. Map of villages in southern Ngwei selected for the survey.
Image created by S. Hamann

In February 2015, people in or near hub locations (villages 1-5 and 9 in Figure 10) could
sell their crude oil for 7,448 XAF on average. In the remote locations (villages 6-8), the
average self-reported price received for a 20-litre canister was 7,034 XAF. The difference of
roughly 400 Francs per canister is explained by the additional distance required to travel
to comparatively remote villages. For middlemen, who purchase crude palm oil from
village producers, it is more difficult to access Mandjab, Mbandjock and Dingombi. Even
when acknowledging that self-reports can be biased, and that absolute numbers from this
dataset can only be considered estimates, it seems credible that households that are
located closer to the main roads receive more money from the middlemen.
In line with these findings, the dataset also reveals that in some villages, the proportion
of outgrowers is larger than in others. It is particularly notable that almost half (43%) of
the palm cultivators in Mbandjock and Dingombi opt to sell some, or even all, of their FFB
to the élite investor, whose plantation is located near Dingombi, but whose tractors drive to
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most villages in the district to pick up FFB. The proportion of outgrowers in Mbandjock and
Dingombi surpasses the proportion of outgrowers in any of the other villages by far. Also,
the remote palm growers who opt to deliver their harvest to modern mills are a
surprisingly diverse sub-group, covering palm plantations as small as one hectare and as
large as fifteen hectares. It turns out that the option to sell FFB to a modern mill is more
attractive in these villages: although profits are still greater when selling crude palm oil,
relative gains are less impressive and consequently, fewer people engage in the extra work
required for palm fruit processing. Price structures play a crucial role in decision-making
processes among palm cultivators in Ngwei.
Gender is another factor that needs to be examined in connection with smallholder
incomes. The dataset only contains fifteen female-headed smallholder households. On
average, they own 1.5 hectares of oil palm plantations. Their incomes, accordingly, are
below those of the average smallholder household. In most other aspects, female-headed
smallholder households do not differ significantly from male-headed households. But in
one noteworthy exception, a 39-year old widow with her young child continued operating
the 0.5-hectare plantation of her deceased husband by herself. In cases like this, it becomes
obvious that it makes a difference to have the combined labour power of multiple family
members. This small family, which does not receive any support from relatives or
acquaintances, faces the serious threats of poverty and food insecurity.
Income sources necessarily differ for the group of salaried workers. Unlike smallholders
and outgrowers, workers employed in agro-industrial and élite plantations make their
living as wage-earners. Overall household incomes – calculated by summing up the
estimated monthly incomes reported for each household member in the dataset – reveal a
large dispersion. According to the self-reports, monthly household incomes for industryand élite plantation workers range from 10,000 XAF (15 EUR) to 270,000 XAF (225 EUR).
The mean household salary is 72,189 XAF, with a standard deviation of 43,105.
These numbers need to be regarded with caution for three reasons. Firstly, they include
households of different sizes, ranging from single-member households to one that houses
eleven people. Secondly, few households keep records of their financial transactions – élite
workers in the dataset, for example, were paid in cash several times a month. The same is
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true for most industry workers. Only 13.7 percent of salaried workers report having a bank
account. Some workers had difficulties estimating how much money they earned over the
course of a month, although most appeared to have a relatively good grasp of the typical
monthly income, at least for the main wage earner. Thirdly, it would be a mistake to
assume that salaried workers are a homogenous group with regard to income. Closer
analysis reveals a wide range of income groups based on the various jobs filled by workers
that live in plantation camps. To avoid the trap of comparing households of different sizes
and to focus on the most dependable income estimates, the following analysis scrutinizes
the incomes of each household’s main wage earner (usually the head of the household)
exclusively.
Salaried workers in the palm oil sector can be organized into five groups, in order of
income levels: plantation workers, factory workers, drivers & security guards, plantation
supervisors and skilled workers. Table 6 lists the self-reported job descriptions (in French,
with English translations) of wage workers in each of the categories, along with the average
monthly salary they reported during the harvest season in February 2015.
Plantation workers make up the largest sub-group of labourers living in the workers’
camps, approximately fifty-eight percent of the work force. They are in charge of clearing
forest for plantation expansion, harvesting FFB and collecting loose nuts, and applying
chemical treatments of pesticides, herbicides or fertilizers to the palm trees. They are
generally paid by performance, for example, depending on how many kilograms of fruit
bunches they cut in a month. Self-reports for monthly incomes of plantation workers
collected in the survey in February 2015 were characterized by their large variance. One
particularly industrious harvester at an élite plantation boasted he earns 175,000 XAF per
month, but this was an outlier in the dataset. Another worker, who makes his living at
SOCAPALM carrying harvested fruit bunches to the tractors, claimed he earns only 10,000
XAF per month, which appears to be remarkably low compared to the rest of the dataset.
The mean monthly income of plantation workers during the harvest season in February
2015 was 52,812 XAF (80.53 EUR). This value is above the legal minimum wage in
Cameroon, which was set to 28,216 XAF (42.32 EUR) by a government decree following the
riots in 2008. A notable difference exists, however, between plantation workers in the élite
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plantation in Ngwei and in SOCAPALM Edéa’s agro-industry plantation. Plantation workers
working for the élite investor report significantly higher earnings than their counterparts
at SOCAPALM: the average salary for élite workers in the plantation was 76,363 XAF,
compared to 46,623 XAF for plantation workers at SOCAPALM. Again, these numbers need
to be viewed with caution because the group of élite plantation workers in the dataset only
comprised twenty-two individuals, compared to 101 plantation workers at SOCAPALM.

Plantation Workers
(€80.53)

Factory Workers
(€66.40)

Drivers & Security Guards
(€80.50)

Plantation Supervisors
(€99.97)

Skilled Workers
(€147.62)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Abatteur – Logger
Défricheur – Forest clearer
Coupeur/scieur – FFB cutter and sawyer
Entretien chimique (herbes/insectes/engrais) – Chemical
maintenance (herbicides, pesticides, fertilizer)
Porteur – FFB carrier
Ramasseur/ramasseuse de noix – Fruit collector
Chargeur d’usine – Loader
Manœuvre huilerie – Oil mill labourer
Convoyeur – Conveyor belt labourer
Presseur – Press labourer
Machiniste – Machinist
Service conditionnement – Product packer
Conducteur de camion – Truck driver
Conducteur de tracteur – Tractor driver
Gardien – Security guard
Chef d'équipe coup/récolte – Harvest/collection supervisor
Chef d'équipe des encadreurs plantation – Plantation
boundary supervisor (forest clearing)
Chef département menuiserie – Woodworking supervisor
Chef service entretien – Maintenance supervisor
Sous-chef chantier – Deputy worksite supervisor
Electricien – Electrician
Soudeur – Welder
Maintenancier/operateur usine – Factory equipment
operator
Operateur de la chaudière – Boiler operator
Operateur palmistérie – Kernel press operator
Operateur raffinerie – Refinery operator
Operation malaxage usine – Churn operator
Laborantin – Laboratory technician

Table 6. Self-reported job descriptions of salaried employees (industry workers and élite workers), grouped into
categories with average monthly incomes reported in February 2015 (converted into EUR).
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Factory workers make up approximately 8.5 percent of the labour force. Their earnings
are slightly lower than those of plantation workers. These are unskilled labourers
performing physical tasks in the oil mill – usually moving fruit bunches and tending the
machines. The average self-reported monthly salary in this category is 43,550 XAF (66.40
EUR). There are fewer outliers, which can be explained by the fact that work in the factory
is not typically remunerated according to performance criteria in the same way as it is for
plantation workers. Factory workers typically earn between 30,000 and 50,000 XAF per
month. Once again, factory workers in the élite plantation reported higher incomes (mean:
53,000 XAF) than SOCAPALM workers (mean: 40,400 XAF).
Salaries of both drivers and security guards are comparable to those of plantation
workers, albeit less dispersed. Workers in these categories made up twelve percent of the
work force and earned 52,800 XAF (80.50 EUR) on average. Interestingly, in this category,
pay rates were higher among SOCAPALM employees (mean: 54,524 XAF) than élite
employees (mean: 43,750 XAF).
A plantation supervisor (French: chef d’équipe) is responsible for organizing the activities
of a group of plantation workers. Supervisors make up roughly 15.5 percent of the labour
force. They decide, for example, which section of the plantation to harvest on any given day,
where to apply pesticides and herbicides, or where to clear the forest surrounding the
plantation to prepare for its expansion. They manage their group of workers by recording
their performance and allocate incomes on pay day. Generally, supervisors are experienced
workers who have been promoted to lead a group of workers themselves. They earn more
than regular workers; 65,571 XAF (99.97 EUR) on average. Twenty-seven plantation
supervisors were surveyed at SOCAPALM, they reported a mean salary of 64,296 XAF. At
the élite plantation, only one chef d’équipe was interviewed; he was the main work group
manager for the entire plantation and earned 100,000 XAF per month.
Finally, the large plantations also employ skilled workers, but they represent the smallest
group of employees. Among the 219 worker households that were surveyed in this study,
only fourteen individuals (six percent) were found to carry out skilled work. They included
electricians and welders, factory equipment operators and one laboratory technician.
These workers earn much higher salaries – 96,821 XAF (147.62 EUR) per month on
average. Skilled workers at the élite plantation and at SOCAPALM had similar incomes
148

ranging around 100,000 XAF per month, but only three skilled workers were employed in
the élite factory.
In analyzing salaries, attention also needs to be paid to the gender dimension. Women,
when they are not the primary salary earner in their household, most often stay at home as
ménagères (housewives). Others run small businesses from their home to service the camp
population – for example as a seamstress, hairdresser or dough fritter baker. Several of the
wives and female siblings living in workers’ households are also employed on the
plantation. They typically work as fruit collectors, gathering palm nuts that fall to the
ground in the process of harvesting. Collectors earn between 25,000 and 30,000 XAF per
month. In female-headed households, the self-reported primary monthly income amounts
to 35,416 XAF (approx. 53 EUR), which is more than 15 EUR below the overall mean salary
for plantation workers at SOCAPALM (46,623 XAF).
Employees in the ‘modern’ plantation sector are not a homogenous lot but need to be
separated into groups to allow for meaningful analysis. Simplified assumptions about the
‘stereotypical proletarianized worker’ are often misleading because they obscure
important variations among salaried employees in the agricultural sector. Although skilled
workers can make a good living in an agro-industrial plantation, they represent the
smallest group of workers in these operations. The majority of employees in the modern
palm oil sector are plantation workers with low incomes. Interestingly, some employees
supplement their company income with secondary occupations. Six of the household heads
surveyed at SOCAPALM had a secondary income as food farmers or storekeepers. Two
household heads in the SOCAPALM workers’ camp even earn the family’s primary income
by farming outside the plantation. In both cases, the spouses work for SOCAPALM and
make less money with their salary. Farming activities of plantation employees are explored
in the food security analysis (chapter 5.2.3).
The problem of precarious work conditions in agro-industrial plantations must be
mentioned here. In the agro-industrial palm oil sector of Cameroon, most employees are
not directly hired by the plantation companies. Skilled workers like laboratory assistants
and electricians at SOCAPALM Edéa have permanent work contracts with SOCAPALM, they
receive health services and pension benefits from the company. But many more workers
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who live in SOCAPALM’s camps are temporary workers hired in one of two ways. Many of
them are registered with an agency in a major city (like ‘Interima’ in Douala), which
allocates workers depending on the seasonal needs of companies. Unlike the workers hired
directly by SOCAPALM, Interima workers report that they do not receive benefits such as
family health coverage or support for their children’s tuition. Other workers are hired by
independent ‘contractors’ – enterprising individuals who are under contract with
SOCAPALM for seasonal tasks (e.g. harvesting or clearing) and who employ and manage
their own group of temporary workers. These contractors and their sub-contractors do not
receive any benefits such as health insurance or old-age pensions. Insights into the
different employment conditions of workers in the agro-industrial plantations were more
or less accidental in this research project, which focuses primarily on food security and
livelihood indicators of people in the palm oil sector – further investigations into the
subject needed to explain the complex employment structures that have been generated.
In summary, the analysis of income and income sources shows that in general terms,
smallholder households in the palm oil sector have greater incomes than worker
households. As shown above, the typical smallholder household earns approximately
175,000 XAF per month in the harvest season, whereas average individual worker salaries
hover around 72,000 XAF. Due to large within-group variability and the questionable
validity of self-reported data, generally valid statements about incomes drawn from this
dataset need to be treated with caution. The discussion serves merely as one of multiple
indicators which characterize the livelihood situation of households in the Cameroonian
palm oil sector.
Household Expenditure. When analyzing financial assets as household livelihood
indicators in survey data, it is sensible to consider both income and spending data. Among
experts studying survey design, there is a shared consensus that in datasets which rely on
the voluntary disclosure of financial figures by interviewees, income is typically underreported (McKay 2000, Beegle, et al. 2015). Field work experience substantiates this
impression because it was soon evident that families are generally much more reluctant to
reveal income levels than to talk about household expenditure. This, in turn, might lead to
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an overestimation in self-reports about household spending. Acknowledging these
methodological threats to the validity of the analysis of livelihood indicators, this research
purposefully avoids overemphasizing a single measure and relies on the strategy of
triangulation. Both income and expenditure were assessed in participating households.
Income levels were recorded relatively early in the household questionnaire (Question 19),
whereas questions on household spending were asked towards the end (Question 63),
when the interviewees had a better idea about the purpose of the survey and generally
seemed more comfortable answering questions. As a third measure of livelihood indicators,
household assets were recorded separately; the results for this analysis are reported
below. As with income data, expenditure is very likely affected by seasonality. The
estimates calculated below can therefore only be viewed as a basis for comparison, and do
not represent actual annual expenses.

Figure 11. Survey question assessing estimated household expenses (in French).

Household spending was assessed by asking interview partners about various types of
expenses that occurred for households in the recent past. They had the choice to answer
these questions with reference either to the past week, or the past month, or the past year
(Figure 11). This was done because items such as food expenses are most easily estimated
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per week or month, whereas items such as schooling expenses are best assessed per year.
Although this presents a possible limit to the comparability of the data, it accounts for
different habits among households, and gave respondents the opportunity to reply for the
time frame, for which they could provide the most accurate estimate.25
The items on this list included: Food for at-home preparation, food purchased outside
the home (e.g. market vendors), telecommunication (usually mobile phone credit), water,
transportation (e.g. petrol, taxi, bus, train), rent/housing, clothing, medical expenses,
scholastic expenses for students (e.g. tuition, supplies), agricultural expenses (e.g. for
grains, fertilizer, pesticides), expenses for domestic animals, other expenses for incomegenerating activities (e.g. buying raw materials for further processing), ceremonies (e.g.
weddings, funerals, holidays), and remittances sent to relatives who live outside the
household. In the data analysis, household spending was then established by calculating
the annual expenses for each of the categories for each participating household26: If
responses related to weekly expenses, the estimate was multiplied by 52; if responses
related to monthly expenses, they were multiplied by 12. Responses that estimated annual
expenses for a category did not require any additional transformation. Finally, the results
were divided by the number of household members to control for household size and to
arrive at an estimate for annual household spending per capita for each of the assessed
expense categories. Once again acknowledging validity threats and seasonal bias in the selfreported dataset, results serve as indications only. Given that the same validity threats are
likely to affect all sample groups in a similar way, they still allow for a rough comparison of
the survey participants in relative terms. Results reveal disparities between the groups of
interest, but even greater variances among individual households within each group.
Appendix D details the annual per capita household expenses by groups, listing measures of
central tendency (mean, median, mode) and dispersion (standard deviation, minimum and
maximum estimate, quartiles) for each expense category.
Question 63, relating to household expenses, took the longest of all questions to assess during data
collection. Interviewers were trained to coach respondents in calculating details and providing the most
accurate estimates possible.
26 Annual estimates were calculated only to allow for a standardized comparison. Given that this information
was collected during the harvest season, it should not be assumed that the same expense levels are
maintained throughout the year. The absolute numbers reported in the findings are therefore less valid than
the relative differences between household types.
25
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Overall, food purchases were the main annual expense for all household types. On
average, the interviewees estimated to spend 138,220 XAF (approximately 210 EUR)
annually per household member on food for at-home preparation, and 66,370 XAF
(approximately 100 EUR) on food that was prepared and purchased outside the home27.
For Figure 12, expenses for food prepared inside and food purchased outside the home
have been combined to depict between-group differences in annual per-capita food
expenses. For visualization purposes, six extreme outliers have been excluded from this
graph: two smallholders, two industry workers, one élite worker and one ‘other’ indicated
food expenses exceeding 800,000 XAF per year and per household member.

Figure 12. Boxplot depicting self-reported annual per capita food expenses (in XAF) by group.
Note: Six extreme outliers have been excluded from this graph for visualization purposes.

The graph in Figure 12 shows that annual expense levels for food are fairly similar
among the groups. Although mean values in Appendix D are slightly skewed by the existing
outliers, the median values for smallholders (144,833 XAF), industry workers (114,000

Prepared food purchased outside the home, most typically a breakfast of dough fritters with kidney beans,
is typically consumed at (or near) one’s own home (cf. chapter 5.2.3).
27
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XAF) and ‘others’ (132,000 XAF) indicate a relatively similar central tendency for these
three groups. In this analysis, only élite workers indicated substantially higher food costs
(median: 240,000 XAF), which may be due to their relative remoteness, or affected by the
small group size (n=40). This issue will be discussed in more detail in the food security
analysis below. The most striking aspect revealed by the graph is that salaried workers at
SOCAPALM do not appear to spend more money on food than smallholders do. In fact, both
mean and median per capita food expenses for industry workers are below those of
smallholders. Do SOCAPALM workers eat significantly less or significantly cheaper food?
Where does their food come from? These questions require further analysis and are
addressed in chapter 5.2.3.
Three of the other expense categories – expenses for telecommunications, transport and
clothing – reveal a similar pattern: roughly comparable annual spending levels for
smallholders, industry workers and ‘others’, but slightly higher expenses for élite workers.
An examination of the inter-quartile range in the self-reports shows that most households
in the southern Sanaga-Maritime Division annually spend between 5,000 and 50,000 XAF
(approx. 8-76 EUR) on telecommunications, between 15,000 and 85,000 XAF (approx. 23130 EUR) on transportation and between 5,000 and 40,000 XAF (approx. 8-60 EUR) on
clothing for each member of the household. In each case, expenses reported by élite
workers were higher than those reported by the other groups.
Household spending on other expense categories show slightly different patterns. Water
does not constitute a significant expense in the districts of Ngwei or Edea 1. Most villages
have one or two manually operated water wells, usually financed by a local élite resident or
a church foundation, where residents can collect water at no charge. SOCAPALM’s workers’
camps have boreholes too, although not all of them were functional at the time of the field
visits. They, as well as the resident workers in the élite camps, were left to collect river
water near the plantations. Only a small number of people, twelve in total, reported buying
bottled water at all – often in families with bottle-fed infants.
Rent expenditure differs quite significantly between the groups. Only one smallholder
indicated that he pays 10,000 XAF annually for his building on a family compound, none of
the other surveyed smallholders pay rent. (Expenses for housing construction were
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assessed separately, see below.) Few of the households categorized as ‘others’ pay rent
because their living situation in the villages is generally quite similar to that of
smallholders. In one of the two élite camps, two seasonal workers indicated that they paid
rent, but this was not the case for any of the other élite workers. Among industry workers,
on the other hand, rent payments are often a significant item in the annual household
budget. As with incomes, rent charges depend on the status of the employees. Workers
hired directly by SOCAPALM live in their camp homes for free. Seasonal workers and those
hired by independent agencies or contractors pay between 7,000 and 9,000 XAF per month
for their room. Larger homes inhabited by families are more expensive. Extrapolated to
annual costs, rent accounts for approximately 100,000 XAF (approx. 150 EUR) per year for
single-household SOCAPALM employees that are charged. With average salaries of 50,000
XAF per month for some worker categories, this represents one sixth of their annual
income. For larger dwellings, the annual rent can exceed 200,000 XAF per person. Overall,
the discrepancies within the group of industry workers make it difficult to generalize rent
expenses, as they range from 0 EUR to more than 300 EUR per year.
Medical expenses differ from household to household. Large homes with elderly family
members or family members with medical conditions face much higher annual cost than
small households without special medical needs. This explains fourteen cases of extreme
outliers – households which reported annual financial strains for medical reasons
exceeding 200,000 XAF (approximately 300 EUR) per person, which exist in all four groups
considered in this study. For most households in the survey sample, annual per capita
medical costs range between 10,000 and 60,000 XAF (approx. 15-90 EUR), and are
distributed relatively equally across the groups.
Schooling costs are highly dependent on the number of relatives attending school or
university in each family. According to Cameroonian law, primary education – from grade 1
to 6 – is compulsory. It has been free of tuition fees since the year 2000, but families must
still pay fees for uniforms and books. At the secondary level, tuition fees are not covered by
the government and remain unattainably costly for some families. Twenty percent of
smallholders do not report any annual expenses for school or university tuition, school
equipment or the like. The same is true for 42% of industry workers, 53% of élite workers
and 50% of ‘others’. When comparing only those households that face annual cost for
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education-related activities, there is a broad range in spending patterns. In the survey
sample, most households caring for dependents that attend school or university annually
pay between 10,000 and 75,000 XAF (approx. 15-115 EUR) in schooling-related cost per
household member. Six extreme outliers reported schooling costs exceeding 400,000 XAF
(600 EUR) per household member annually. The interquartile range among élite workers
and ‘others’ is quite large (see Appendix D) – but the small sample size of these groups
weakens the validity of the data. More interesting is the difference between industry
workers and smallholders. Among households that support a household member’s
education financially (i.e. excluding everyone who reports no schooling expenses), the
annual costs for industry workers are only approximately half of the schooling-related
expenses that smallholders face. This reflects the fact that SOCAPALM workers with
permanent contracts receive some tuition support for their school-aged children from the
company. Seasonal workers do not enjoy the same benefits – but then again, most of
SOCAPALM’s temporary employees are young migrant workers who live in single-member
households.
Expenses for agriculture and husbandry are a significant budget item for most
smallholders and those among the group of ‘others,’ who make their living in the primary
sector, but not for the other groups in the sample. Apart from a few extreme outliers (e.g.
households with a secondary business in commercializing poultry), most smallholders
report annual per-capita cost between 15,000 and 90,000 XAF (approx. 22-135 EUR) for
agricultural purposes. There are some smallholders who report no agricultural expenses at
all – it is indeed possible to maintain an oil palm plantation without additional material
input once it is established, thanks to the beneficial natural conditions in the SanagaMaritime Division. Eighty-four industry worker households also report agricultural
household expenses (one of them even reporting as much as 280,000 XAF; approx. 420
EUR) – an indication that some worker households engage in agricultural activities, which
will be discussed in more detail in the food security analysis below. Husbandry, in contrast,
is not a significant budget item for any group. Even though more than half of the surveyed
smallholders and approximately one in five industry workers keep either chickens or goats
around their homes, few of them expend any financial resources on them.
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Household expenses for other income-generating activities are usually household
members’ investments in small businesses such as village- or camp eateries. Very few
households report any such spending – although for those that do pursue other incomegenerating activities outside the palm oil sector, annual spending can reach more than
500,000 XAF (approx. 750 EUR) per household member. This does not, however, serve as
an indication for ‘typical’ livelihood expenses in the region, as only twelve out of 400
households report expenses exceeding 100,000 XAF (150 EUR) per year per household
member. Seventeen households report expenses on a much smaller level, representing all
four groups of interest without any particularly noteworthy trends. The analysis shows
that except in a very small group of outliers, this expense category does not contribute
significantly to household expenses in the regions studied, where livelihoods generally are
based on the agricultural sector, and the palm oil sector specifically.
Money spent on ceremonies includes special financial allotments on the occasion of
weddings, funerals, as well as religious or secular holidays. These expenses are irregular
and do not reveal a clearly discernable pattern across all groups, but they do provide some
important insights into the household dynamics of different groups of people in the
Cameroonian palm oil sector. With regard to household spending for ceremonial purposes,
there is a clear divide between smallholders and ‘other’ village-dwellers on the one hand
and salaried workers on the other. Seventy-four percent of smallholders and 62 percent of
‘others’ report spending money on ceremonies, whereas only 36.3 percent of industry
worker households and 42.5 percent of élite worker households report doing so. One food
cultivator in Dingombi, living by himself, reported having spent 130,000 XAF (approx. 200
EUR) on a ceremony the previous month – but since this was an exceptional contribution,
this outlier case can hardly be translated into an annual household budget. Most of those
who spend money on ceremonies spend between 6,000 and 40,000 XAF (approx. 9-60
EUR) per year per household member, but villagers generally spend more than those living
in workers’ camps.
The analysis of remittances revealed an unexpected pattern, because they are not an
expense item for migrant workers only. In the context of this project, remittances refer to
any monetary contributions sent to acquaintances or family members outside the surveyed
household, which have not been assessed through any of the other categories. For example,
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whereas tuition fees for secondary schooling of children living in the household would be
assessed through the ‘schooling expenses’ category, an older child or grandchild attending
university in the city might be allocated additional money for living expenses, which would
be recorded as a ‘remittance’ item. More than half of the households in all three groups
reported sending money to people outside the household – the share ranged from 55
percent of households among élite worker households and ‘others’ to 61.5 percent of
industry worker households and 62.8 percent of smallholder households. The majority of
households who send remittances is found spending between 15,000 and 100,000 XAF
(approx. 22-150 EUR) on remittances per year and household member without major
differences among the groups. Figure 13 compares the mean annual expenses on
remittances (controlled for household size) of the 229 households that engage in
remittances spending.

Figure 13. Average annual expenses for remittances per capita (in XAF).
Note: Includes only the 229 households that reported allocating money to remittances.
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The differences in spending between the groups are not statistically significant, according to
the results of a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA): F(3,384) =1.102; p=0.387.28 This
analysis shows that money sent to family members is not only relevant for migrant
workers but occurs in all types of households in the Cameroonian palm oil sector. This is
likely due to large within-group variations and the relatively small sample size in two of the
groups.
Survey question No. 63 (see Figure 11 and Appendix C) sought to assess all regular
household expenses. For special budget items that were not assessed through this method,
interviewees were asked the additional question No. 64: “What other expenses (or
investments) greater than 50,000 XAF did you have over the past twelve months?” The
responses to this question were diverse. Special expenses at values exceeding 75 EUR
included the following items:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Household devices like televisions or pressing irons and a refrigerator;
Furniture, including chairs, tables, beds and mattresses;
Construction material such as cement and roof tiles;
Vehicles, including motorcycles, bicycles and cars;
Farming equipment such as wheelbarrows, oil presses and a water well;
Repair of various items including cars, motorcycles and oil presses and
Supplies for new-born babies.

They occurred in various households across all groups and did not indicate a specific
pattern distinguishing smallholders or salaried workers from any of the other types of
households.
When asked whether their funds cover their household needs sufficiently, more than
two thirds of the households in all groups answered with ‘no’. Only 11.8 percent of the
interviewees stated that their funds are adequate for their needs. A handful of interviewees
in all types of households stated that had received funds from friends or family members
outside their household during the twelve months preceding the survey; but this was
Pairwise comparisons reveal that only the difference between ‘others’ (mean = 151,492 XAF per year and
household member) and industry workers (mean = 78,679 XAF per year and household member) is
statistically significant.
28
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relatively uncommon, affecting only 20.7 percent of the households. In contrast, 31 percent
of the household heads report having taken out loans in the past three years. The highest
ratio of households that took out loans is found among élite workers (41.5%), followed by
industry workers (35.8%) and smallholders (22.8%). Loans are mostly taken from
storekeepers (35.8%), from parents or friends (29.3%) and from village tontines (20.3%).
In francophone Africa, the term tontine refers to an informal communal fund, created from
regular contributions of all tontine members, which provides financial resources for those
lacking sufficient access to formal financial institutions. Bank loans (8.1%) are relatively
rare among the survey participants. Five SOCAPALM employees stated that they had taken
out a loan from the company in the past three years. Whereas smallholders mostly get
loans from friends and family members (41.4%) and tontines (24.1%), salaried workers
received most of their loans from stores (58.8% among élite workers and 32.8% among
industry workers). Families and friends are also a source of credit for worker households
(29.4% among élite workers and 25.0% among industry workers). Some tontines exist in
SOCAPALM’s camps, but they only account for 8.4% of the loans taken out by industry
workers.
The majority of heads of household (57.3%) do not have any financial accounts. The rest
state that they have an account either at a bank (15.5%) or with the local tontine (27.3%).
It is more common to keep an account among smallholders than among salaried workers.
More than half (53.5%) of the chefs de ménage in smallholder households state that they
have an account, but among élite workers, the share is much smaller (23.0%).
The analysis of household expenses provides various insights into the livelihoods
situation of people in the Sanaga-Maritime Division, who make their living in the palm oil
sector. The largest expense item for all household types is food-related spending.
Surprisingly, there is not a substantial difference between the SOCAPALM employees and
smallholders with regard to the amount of money they annually allocate to food expenses.
This is an indication that food habits and -sources might not differ fundamentally between
those engaged in ‘traditional’ and in ‘modern’ modes of production in the palm oil sector
and is analyzed in more depth in the food security section below.
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Some household expenses affect all household types similarly, others reveal stark
differences. Costs for telecommunications, transportation and clothing seem comparable
among three of the four groups of interest, only élite workers report slightly higher
spending levels in these categories. Rent payments however, are almost exclusively
applicable to some industry workers. Temporary SOCAPALM employees without secure
contracts face significant financial burdens through rent charges, which account for as
much as two full months of pay annually for some of the low-income workers. These are
the same industry workers that do not benefit from SOCAPALM’s support for schooling
costs or corporate health insurance schemes, leaving some of them in precarious
conditions. Agricultural expenses, on the other hand, are relevant for villagers. But
surprisingly, almost half of all industry worker households in SOCAPALM’s camps also
report spending money on agricultural activities. This, too, is examined in more detail in
the food security analysis below.
Finally, money sent to family members outside one’s own household is done not only in
the classical sense of ‘remittances’ by salaried migrant workers, but also practiced among
smallholders. In fact, the share of households that report sending money to friends or
acquaintances is larger among smallholders than any of the other survey groups. Among
industry workers, household income does not serve as a predictor for the amount of
remittances sent by a household.
Because this analysis of household incomes and household expenses relies on selfreports, it suffers from some inherent shortcomings, since the validity of the financial data
cannot be validated based on the method of data collection. For this reason, the livelihoods
analysis is based on multiple measures. The third metric, household assets, is less reliant
on estimates and thus provides an additional objective insight into the living conditions in
different household types.
Household Assets. For this analysis, survey participants were asked about their material
possessions to allow for an objective comparison across different household types. Survey
question number 62 assessed the existence of seventeen different household devices and
modes of transportation in each participating household. Based on the preliminary field
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visits, it had been established that several items in a household provide useful indicators to
assess its relative prosperity. For example, in villages or camps without a central electrical
power supply (and even those that are connected to the grid, where power outages remain
a frequent occurrence), a diesel-fuelled power generator typically only exists in
comparatively wealthy homes. Other homes might own solar-powered portable lamps to
provide light after sundown. The poorest households, in turn, often only have petrol
lanterns at their disposal. Similarly, families that possess one or more motorcycles, or even
a car, are generally better off than families without these means of transportation.

Smallholders
Cell phone
Refrigerator
Freezer
Ventilator
Radio
Television
Petrol Lantern
Flashlight
Solar Lamp
Bicycle
Motorcycle
Car
Hand cart
Wheelbarrow
Generator

90.1%
18.2%
1.7%
18.2%
49.6%
43.8%
90.9%
43.0%
36.4%
2.5%
30.6%
6.6%
24.8%
73.6%
8.3%

Industry
Workers
89.9%
12.8%
0.6%
26.8%
33.0%
58.7%
25.1%
24.6%
7.3%
1.1%
20.7%
0.0%
0.6%
3.9%
0.0%

Élite Workers

Others

80.0%
0.0%
0.0%
7.5%
15.0%
10.0%
65.0%
42.5%
5.0%
0.0%
10.0%
0.0%
0.0%
5.0%
0.0%

78.3%
18.3%
1.7%
16.7%
46.7%
35.0%
78.3%
45.0%
25.0%
5.0%
30.0%
3.3%
6.7%
33.3%
6.7%

Table 7. Material assets owned by different types of household. Note: The percentage indicates the share of
households in each category that owns at least one piece of each listed household asset.

Table 7 depicts the share of households in each group that own at least one of each of the
household assets that were assessed by the interviewers. Thirteen households claimed that
they owned none of the devices in the list: ten industry workers (5.6%), one élite worker
(2.5%) and two ‘others’ (3.3%). Overall, smallholders are best endowed with material
assets, élite workers have the fewest possessions.
Mobile phone usage is widespread. Only 51 households (12.8%) do not own a single cell
phone. They are most commonly found among smallholders – nine out of ten smallholder
households own at least one cell phone. Roughly a third of smallholder households (29.8%)
owns two cell phones, and roughly one quarter (24.0%) has more three or more. Cell phone
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use is also common among the other household types, particularly among industry
workers, where cell phones are almost as pervasive as in smallholder homes. Landlines, in
contrast, do not exist in any household in Ngwei or Edea 1.
Since not every village is electrified and the power supply is unreliable even in those
villages and workers’ camps that are connected to the electric grid, electronic household
devices (refrigerators, freezers, ventilators) remain relatively uncommon in the region.
Even when considering only villages that are electrified, only a third of smallholders
(33.3%) has invested in a fridge. Radios, which can be powered by cord or battery, are
much more common and serve as a main source of information in rural communities. They
can be found in half of the smallholder households and a third of industry worker
households. Radios are less common among élite workers. Televisions, interestingly, are
most prevalent in the SOCAPALM camps. More than half (58.7%) of the industry worker
households own a TV. This is because the houses of the SOCAPALM workers are connected
to the power grid in the camps, although they frequently experience blackouts. The smaller
share of smallholder households and ‘other’ villagers with televisions is due to the fact that
in villages without electricity, only a small number of households (3.0%) have purchased a
TV, all of them among the group of homes that that also possess a power generator. Only
one in ten élite workers has a TV in their dwelling.
Lighting up homes in the evening was traditionally done using petrol lanterns. They
remain the most common artificial light source in village households, where typically at
least two can be found in each household. Even among SOCAPALM workers, whose houses
are usually electrified, one fourth of homes still keeps handheld lanterns. Battery-powered
lamps are also relatively common. Modern solar lamps, mostly Chinese imports, are
becoming very popular in villages that still lack electric power. More than half (51.5%) of
the households in these communities now own at least one. These hand-held devices can be
placed on the roof of a house during the day to charge in the sunlight, and be used at night
both to light up a room and to recharge mobile phones. Unsurprisingly, they are less
prevalent in electrified communities.
Mobility is a challenge in almost all of the rural locations visited during this research
project, which are not reached by public transportation. Few households possess bicycles,
and mopeds are virtually unknown in the region. Most people get around walking or hiring
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‘moto-taxis’ – drivers that take people from village to village or to Edea on motorcycles.
Having a motorcycle for oneself is an object of prestige and provides numerous
opportunities to generate income. As a moto-taxi, it can be hired out to transport people or
goods. It also allows smallholders or small business owners to transport their products to
larger markets, where they fetch greater profits than in remote communities. A car is even
more prestigious, since it allows for the transport of more people or goods, and because it
has a better chance to reach its destination even in the rainy season, when most rural roads
are impassable for motorcycles. Camp residents in large-scale plantations often rely on
company trucks or tractors to take them from one place to another, but without their own
means of transportation they cannot make independent decisions relating to their
everyday mobility. Salaried workers possess relatively few motorcycles – they can be found
in 20.7% of industry worker households and only 10% of élite worker households. The
largest share of motorcycles was found in smallholder households, where almost one in
three households (30.7%) owns at least one. There is no significant difference between
smallholders in remote locations and those in ‘hub’ locations. Cars are very rare in the
region, but whereas none of the salaried workers in the survey owned one, some villagers
did have a car at their disposal.
Hand-drawn carts or wheelbarrows are often used in farming, and quite commonly used
in small-scale palm oil operations in the region. They are usually found in the households of
villagers involved in farming activities, but rarely in the homes of salaried workers.
So far, the analysis of household assets focused on household type only. Looking instead
at gender distributions reveals that, compared to the group averages, female-headed
household in each group own fewer cell phones, televisions, or motorbikes. The only
household asset that is slightly more prevalent in female-headed households is the
refrigerator: among smallholders and ‘others’, the share of female-headed households with
a fridge is 20.0%, compared to approximately 18% overall in those groups. Among salaried
workers, this difference is not replicated.
In summary, the findings presented here provide answers to the first part of the
question that guides this research: What are the impacts of different modes of production in
the Cameroonian oil palm sector on local livelihoods? Based on the analysis of income and
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income sources, household expenditure, and household assets, three main conclusions can
be drawn. Firstly, smallholders enjoy higher livelihood standards than salaried workers
employed in the sector. Smallholder farmers generally have higher incomes and more
material possessions than wage labourers. Secondly, noteworthy within-group differences
exist with regard to factors such as seasonality, gender, occupation, plantation size and
remoteness. The findings above are based on data collected during the peak harvest
season. Future research projects could supplement the results with data from the low
season. The existing findings showed that on average, female-headed households have
lower incomes and fewer assets than male-headed households. They also demonstrated
that neither smallholders nor salaried workers are homogenous groups, and attention
needs to be paid to factors such as skill-level among employees, and both plantation size
and relative geographical remoteness among farming families, as they significantly impact
the livelihood situation of each household. Thirdly, a sub-group of households face serious
and difficult livelihood conditions. Among smallholders, these are exceptional cases (e.g.
widowed women), but a number of industry workers in SOCAPALM’s camps live under
precarious conditions. This applies especially to seasonal workers who do not receive
health and pension benefits, and also face higher expenses with regard to schooling and
rent charges than their counterparts with permanent contracts. The employees affected by
these conditions are migrant workers from the western and northern regions of Cameroon.
When one of them was asked directly about his motivation to stay in this position, he
answered: “It is still better to work for a low salary here than not to work at all where I
come from.”
5.2.3 Food Security Analysis
Food security serves as an important indicator of wellbeing in the world’s least
developed regions. It is defined as a condition that exists when all people, at all times, have
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food
preferences for a healthy and active life (FAO 1996). This section seeks an answer to the
second part of the research question: “What are the impacts of different types of
production in the Cameroonian oil palm sector on local food security?” The survey
instrument was designed to assess the three dimensions of food security – availability,
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adequacy and accessibility. Through the methodology outlined in chapter 5.1.4, it was
possible to detect differences among smallholder farmers and salaried workers, but also
within each group. Because the group of ‘others’ is too diverse to derive generally valid
conclusions, the analysis presented below focuses on data from the households of
smallholders, industry workers and élite workers (n=340).
Food Availability. To assess food availability, different sources and procurement
channels of household foods – including own cultivation, wild foods and food purchases –
were examined. Findings are summarized in Table 8.

Own Food Cultivation
Husbandry
Fishing
Hunting
Wild Plants
Food Purchases

Smallholders
(n=121)
99.2%
52.1%
33.9%
20.7%
61.2%
100%

Industry Workers
(n=179)
65.9%
15.6%
10.1%
7.8%
7.3%
100%

Élite Workers
(n=40)
57.5%
12.5%
20.0%
23.3%
12.5%
100%

Table 8. Food procurement channels by group. Note: Percentages indicate the share of households that rely on
each category of food procurement for their own provisions.

Unsurprisingly, it was found that ninety-nine percent of smallholders grow at least some
of their own food. Using primitive shifting cultivation and slash-and-burn methods,
villagers clear forested land and scorch any remaining surface vegetation to provide a
fertile layer of nutrients on which they grow food crops year-round. With only a single
exception, these crop fields serve as a source of food for all smallholder households. An
unexpected finding however, was that even among salaried workers, the majority grows
their own food crops. Two-thirds (65.9%) of industry workers and more than half of the
surveyed élite worker households (57.5%) kept personal food crop fields at locations
outside the oil palm plantations to feed their families. The élite workers in Ngwei clear land
for cultivation or rent land from nearby villagers. SOCAPALM employees, in turn, always
have to rent land from villagers in the vicinity of the industrial plantation. From informal
interviews among survey participants, it became clear that most of the industry employees
have only started cultivating food within the two or three years preceding the survey.
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According to the reports, the practice to grow food privately has grown substantially
among migrant workers since 2012. Approximately four kilometres from the main
workers’ camp, workers can rent land that customarily belongs to villagers in the area. For
40,000 XAF, they can rent one cleared hectare of land per year, or half a hectare for 20,000
XAF. If they are willing to clear land themselves, they can rent a forested hectare of land for
25,000 XAF per year. Workers usually reach their plots using moto-taxis.
Cultivation practices differ slightly among smallholders and salaried employees. Among
those that grow their own food, smallholders cultivate a significantly greater variety of
food crops than salaried workers. The average food plot of surveyed smallholders
contained 14.7 different crops, whereas industry workers only grew an average of 8.6 and
élite workers an average of 9.1 crops. The most common food products found in all plots
were plantains and various tubers – staple foods including cassava, yams, and cocoyam
(‘macabo’). The majority of food growers also cultivate maize and okra. Chili peppers, bitter
leaf (‘ndolé’), ground nuts, and a limited number of fruit trees (especially papaya) are also a
fairly common sight. Other fruit and green leaf vegetables including oranges, mangos,
melons, bananas, avocados, bush pears (‘safou’), and amaranth (‘folong’) are much more
common among smallholders than among employees. Interestingly, in the survey sample,
the surface area for food crop cultivation does not differ significantly among smallholders
(mean food field size: 1.4 ha; standard deviation=2.7; n=120) and salaried workers (mean
food field size=1.3 ha; standard deviation=1.1; n=141). Although the area under cultivation
was found to be similar, the average smallholder has large surfaces of fallow land available
(mean=3.8 ha), which is not the case for workers.
With regard to husbandry, the survey showed that smallholders keep more animals than
industry workers. More than half of the surveyed smallholder households (52.5%) kept
either poultry, goats, sheep or pigs around their homes, but only 23.4 percent of workers
reported keeping animals – usually poultry – as a food source.
Wild foods are not the main source of food in the Sanaga-Maritime Division, but they
contribute to local diets. A minority of people reported fishing activities, but the proportion
is much larger among smallholders (33.9%) than among industry workers (10.1%). An
even smaller proportion of SOCAPALM workers (7.8%) reported hunting activities. In
contrast, 20.7% of smallholder households indicated that they hunted game for
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consumption. Employees in rural élite plantations interestingly resemble smallholder
households more than industry worker households in this case. Twenty percent of élite
workers fish, and 17.5 percent of them go hunting in the forest for food. Popular bush meat
includes palm rats, porcupine, hedgehogs, hares, monkeys and birds.
Smallholders are more likely to gather wild plants as food sources. More than a third of
the smallholders reported gathering eru (‘okok’), mushrooms and ‘mbongo’, a traditional
spice derived from a tree bark that is used to prepare a popular black fragrant sauce in
Bassa households. Among salaried workers, the number of people reporting to gather wild
foods is negligible. From engaging with households in the vast industrial plantation of
SOCAPALM it became obvious that those living in camps surrounded by palm monocultures
(rather than on the edge of the company land) suffer most from a loss of non-timber forest
products: wild foods, game, and medicinal plants.
Not all of the food grown or gathered by the household members is destined for at-home
consumption. Among smallholders and industry workers, only about one-third eat
everything they grow. Another third sell more than half of their cultivated crops in markets,
the rest sell about half of their harvest. Élite workers tend to sell slightly more of their
harvest than the other two groups because those who have food plots also supply fellow
workers through an informal camp market. Smallholder food traders tend to travel to the
city market for highest profits. Industry workers sell in the local camp market or simply
from their own doorstep. This indicates that having your own food crops is not just a
means of improving your food intake. For most, it is also a strategic income opportunity on
the side.
Regardless of whether or not people cultivate food in their own gardens, every family
also purchases certain food items. Almost all households reported regularly buying rice,
fish, oils and fats (e.g. butter and refined cooking oil), vegetables (e.g. tomatoes, onions)
and condiments (e.g. spices). The survey showed that salaried workers rely slightly more
on purchased foods than smallholders do. Smallholders buy a smaller diversity of food
groups: hardly any smallholder indicated buying roots and tubers and very few purchase
fruits regularly. These food needs seem to be well-covered by smallholders’ food gardens.
Notably, the vast majority of both smallholders (85.1%) and workers (89.0%) complained
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that they sometimes or even often cannot buy their preferred foods on the markets because
the food supply on both local and city markets is unreliable.
Food Adequacy. To go beyond food availability and better understand levels of food
adequacy and utilization, dietary diversity was examined through a recall method.
Participants were asked to list all foods and drinks that were consumed by the household
members at home on the previous day (Swindale and Bilinsky 2006). Typical lunch and
dinner dishes in the region are made up of tubers or other staples rich in carbohydrates
(rice, pasta or bread) – sometimes these are served by themselves, more often they are
accompanied by fish, meat or vegetables. A local favourite among smallholders is Poisson
Mbongo, fish served in a black sauce made from tree bark. Industry workers most typically
eat fried plantains or fufu, a staple dish made of water and a flour that can be derived from
cassava and yams, but is most often made with corn flour.29
The practice of eating out in restaurants is rare in the survey areas. People do purchase
prepared foods outside their home; most typically beignets – wheat dough fritters served
with sweet maize porridge and savoury kidney beans – a popular breakfast meal both in
smallholder households and in workers’ camps. In each camp, there are several women
(usually the spouses of plantation workers) who earn their living by preparing and selling
these foods from their doorstep. The workers then typically either take the meal back to
their dwellings or eat them communally just outside their homes. In the framework of this
study, these meals were considered as part of the regular meals eaten ‘at home’ for the
assessment of a household’s dietary diversity. ‘Eating out’ in more formal restaurants, in
contrast, was so rare that it could be reasonably neglected for the sake of comparing
overall food consumption. Both in rural villages and in workers’ camps, restaurants are
places that offer a seating area and a small menu of foods and drinks. They are most often
frequented by groups of men and women to share a drink at the end of the day or to
celebrate a special occasion, but this is not part of any regular routine of the smallholders
and workers surveyed in this research.

29

None of these dishes are affected by seasonality, they are consumed throughout the year.
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The initial analysis of food groups consumed in participants’ homes revealed only
slightly divergent levels of dietary diversity across different types of households.
Smallholders reported having consumed more roots and tubers, but salaried workers had
eaten more cereals the previous day. Smallholders consumed more vitamin A-rich fruit (e.g.
ripe mango, papaya or watermelon), but workers had eaten more dark green leafy
vegetables, which are also rich in vitamin A. When summing up all food groups that were
consumed in a home the previous day, each household’s individual Dietary Diversity Score
can be established. The locally adapted assessment was set up in a way that the maximum
score was 17 – which would be achieved if all of the relevant food groups were consumed
in one household in a single day. According to the survey responses, the most food groups a
single household had consumed the previous day was 15. Analysis results are summarized
in Table 9.

Sample sorted by
production sector
Sample sorted by
food cultivation

Smallholders
Industry Workers
Élite Workers

Dietary Diversity Score
7.27
6.90
6.88

Sample Size (N)
121
179
40

Food Growers
Non-Growers

7.14
6.66

261
79

Table 9. Mean Dietary Diversity Score by group.
Note: calculated as the sum of the number of different food groups consumed in different household types on
the previous day. Higher scores indicate higher levels of dietary diversity.

Household dietary diversity scores differ slightly between smallholder households
(mean: 7.27), industry worker households (mean: 6.90), and élite worker households
(mean: 6.88) (see Table 9, top). Closer inspection and a means comparison through a oneway between-groups ANOVA reveal that this difference is not statistically significant:
F(2,337)=1.574; p =0.209. According to this finding, the type of production sector does not
have a significant effect on household dietary diversity. Instead, dietary diversity is
determined by another factor. If we disregard whether a household belongs to the group of
smallholders or salaried workers, and only consider food cultivation practices instead (see
Table 9, bottom), the difference is clearer. As would be expected, food growers (mean:
7.13) enjoy a higher level of dietary diversity than non-growers (mean: 6.66). The results of
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an independent samples t-test show that this difference is significant at the conventional
0.05 level: t(338)=2.007; p=0.46. Unlike production sector, food cultivation has a
statistically significant effect on dietary diversity. Since 99 percent of smallholders are food
cultivators, the households that exhibit comparatively low levels of dietary diversity are
salaried worker households without their own food plots.
A striking difference in dietary diversity that is indeed affected by production type is
that more smallholders reported fresh meat consumption. In most cases, they were
referring to bush meat, since meat derived from poultry and other domestic animals are
expensive and generally only slaughtered for special celebrations. Although salaried
workers consumed less meat than smallholders, this does not appear to indicate a serious
nutrition problem because the majority of workers reported fish consumption, which
contains many of the same important nutrients (e.g. protein and iron) as meat. Fish is
healthy, can be preserved by smoking or drying and turns out to be a common dish in
Sanaga-Maritime: about two thirds of the survey participants in all groups had consumed
fish in their home the previous day. But a serious problem, which was brought up in most
surveys, is the lack of refrigeration in people’s houses. Due to either a lack of electrification
or frequent long-term power outages in the selected communities, food products like fresh
meat and fish, milk or eggs cannot be preserved in most homes. They have to be consumed
on the same day they were obtained, which explains the popularity of bush meat especially
in remote smallholder communities and the low level of meat consumption in remote
workers’ camps.
The assessment of the mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) of children living in the
homes of smallholders and salaried workers is another indicator of the adequacy of the
food consumed in these households. As a development indicator, MUAC serves to identify
the nutritional status of a child by comparing its anthropometric characteristics with other
children in its age group. Figure 14 depicts the measurements taken during fieldwork of
children between six and sixty months of age. The graph also shows the median mid-upper
arm circumference (combined for boys and girls) according to the Child Growth Standards
of the World Health Organization (WHO 2009).
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Figure 14. Mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) of children aged six to sixty months in
smallholder households and salaried worker households. Image created by S. Hamann

The measurements taken in Ngwei and Edea 1 generally reflect healthy growth levels in
the infants and young children of the region. The data points collected in the field cluster
around the median standards for children around the globe. Only one child – a nine-month
old in a smallholder household – was at an elevated risk of experiencing severe-acute
malnutrition (SAM), with a MUAC of 11.5 centimetres. The child in question was recovering
from a lengthy illness and represented an exception in the dataset. Two other children –
both of them housed in industry worker households – were found to be at risk for
moderate-acute malnutrition (MAM), with MUACs less than 12.5 centimetres. Their
unusually small arm circumference could not be traced back to recent illnesses. Of the
ninety-three children included in this assessment, twenty-eight were found in smallholder
households, sixty-two in industry workers’ households, and three in élite workers’
households. Taking a closer look at the pattern in the graph reveals some differences. In
this relatively small sample, it is striking that the majority of smallholder children are
found above the line indicating the median MUAC, whereas worker children are mostly
found below. Sixteen of the smallholder children (57.1%) have an arm circumference that
172

is equal or above the median standard value for their age. Among worker children, in
contrast, the majority (55.4%) have arm circumferences below the median standard value.
Combined with the fact that two of them appear to be at risk of experiencing a moderate
form of malnutrition, the data suggests that children in the households of salaried workers
are slightly less well-nourished than children in smallholder households.
Food Accessibility. Food access was measured using the Household Food Insecurity
Access score (HFIA Score), which is calculated by summing up the responses to each
frequency-of-occurrence question of the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (Coates,
Swindale and Bilinsky 2007). In this survey, this number could range from 0 to 27. The
higher the number, the more frequently people face challenges accessing the food they
prefer. Fortunately, the most frequently occurring HFIA Score in the dataset was zero.
Overall, 65 out of 400 households (16.3%) indicated that they did not experience any
significant difficulties accessing their preferred foods. Nevertheless, the data reveals that
some households face significant food access challenges. The central question here is: Is
there a difference between smallholders and salaried workers?
The comparison of mean HFIA Scores between smallholders (7.32; s.d.=5.176; n=121),
agro-industry employees (8.91; s.d.=5.840; n=179) and élite workers (7.23; s.d.=4.588;
n=40) reveals some differences. A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to
compare the effect of production sector on food access, which was significant
[F(2,337)=3.679; p=0.026]. Élite workers report the lowest number of food access
challenges, but the comparatively small sample size of this group weakens the external
validity of the findings. The difference between smallholders and industry workers is more
striking. Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test indicated that industry employees
report significantly more access challenges than smallholders (p=0.043).
Intriguingly, the difference is much smaller if only food cultivators are considered.
Among those who grow their own food, there is no significant difference in mean food
access scores between smallholders (7.38; s.d.=5.153; n=120), agro-industry employees
(8.26; s.d.=5.340; n=118), and élite workers (7.52; s.d.=4.708; n=23) [F(2,258)=0.884;
p=0.414]. Given that almost all smallholders cultivate food crops, and taking into account
the small sample size of élite workers, this indicates that the households with the greatest
173

access problems are industry workers who do not have their own food production fields
(mean HFIA Score: 10.16; s.d.=6.568; n=61).
Apart from production type and food cultivation, there is an additional dimension that
influences food accessibility: remoteness. To examine the within-group differences of food
access for SOCAPALM workers, their relative location was considered by comparing the
findings from different camps. Below is a more detailed description of the three workers’
camps on the SOCAPALM plantation that were surveyed for this project (see also Figure 15
below):
•

V1 (Village 1), SOCAPALM Edéa’s largest camp and main hub, is located at a major
paved road, approximately twenty-five kilometres from the city of Edea. Palm oil
operations have dominated this camp since German colonial occupation in the
early twentieth century. V1 is more than twice as large as the other workers’
camps combined. The local school, a health center and the biggest informal
market of the SOCAPALM concession are located in V1.

•

V2 is located in a remote edge of the oil palm plantation, ten kilometres from V1.
It was established as a workers’ camp in 1977 by incorporating the original
settlement at this site, a rural village called Ongue. Today, V2 comprises
approximately 100 households. It is connected to the main hub with a dirt track.
There is no community market in the camp, although some food cultivators sell
produce from their doorstep.

•

V3 is also located in the plantation grounds, but at distance of two kilometres
from V1, it is closer to the hub. The buildings for the camp were built in 1981. It
can only be reached on a dirt track. V3 does not have a central market, but the
traders from V1 are within walking distance. As in V2, food growers often sell
produce to their neighbours.

A means comparison using a one-way ANOVA revealed that there is a significant effect of
remoteness on HFIA Score [F(2,176)=3.950; p=0.021]. A post-hoc pairwise comparison
indicated that the mean score for V1 (8.12; n=102) is significantly different from that of V2
(10.54; n=39; p=0.012). The distribution of the mean scores (see Figure 15) suggest that
food access is a function of remoteness – the more remote a camp, the greater the food
access challenges for the community members. Without community markets and with
limited transportation options, it is more difficult for worker households in the distant
camps to access food than it is for people who live in the hub location of V1.
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Figure 15. Schematic representation of SOCAPALM Edéa camp locations and respective mean Household Food
Insecurity Access Scores. Note: Higher scores indicate greater levels of difficulties accessing preferred foods.
Image created by S. Hamann

But once again, if we take into account food cultivation and repeat the analysis for food
growers and non-growers, the result changes and reveal a more complex picture (Figure
16).

Figure 16. Mean Household Food Insecurity Access Scores in different workers’ camps; controlled for food
cultivation. Note: Higher scores indicate greater levels of difficulties accessing preferred foods.
Image created by S. Hamann
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Pairwise comparisons among food growers show no significant differences in mean food
access scores between V1 (7.96; n=73); V2 (8.29; n=17) and V3 (9.21; n=28). Households
that cultivate their own food sources endure fewer food access challenges than the average
camp inhabitant. But among non-growers, the mean food access scores are distributed as
follows: V1 (8.52; n=29); V2 (12.27; n=22) and V3 (10.3; n=10). A pairwise comparison
shows that the difference in HFIA Scores between V1 and V2 is significant (p=0.042).
Clearly, households in the most remote location (V2) without their own food production
face by far the greatest food access challenges. Informal interviews with survey
participants in the remote locations indicated that a major concern for households relying
on own cultivation is the extension of plantation boundaries into land areas that had been
used for food cultivation in the past.
These findings show that being located far from the paved road is a disadvantage, but
the situation is improved when households provide for themselves with homegrown food
crops. In other words, remoteness matters, but its negative effect on food access can be
mitigated by food cultivation.
In summary, the analysis of the food security situation of smallholders and salaried
workers in the Cameroonian palm oil sector reveals several noteworthy differences, but
also shows that food security outcomes are not simply determined by production sectors
alone. Food security impacts were assessed with respect to food availability, food adequacy
and food access. By studying food procurement channels, it was found that salaried
workers rely slightly more on food purchases than village smallholders, because
smallholders purchase a lesser variety of foodstuffs. The difference however, was
surprisingly low, and according to the data analysis on household expenses, industry
worker households actually allocate less money annually per household member to foodrelated expenses. A related unforeseen finding was that the majority of salaried workers
resorts to an additional coping mechanism to ensure their food security. Almost two thirds
of industry workers and more than half of the élite workers surveyed in this study engage
in farming activities in order to grow enough food to sustain their families – a practice that
is traditionally characteristic of the smallholder sector. Workers rent plots outside the
corporate plantations or élite palm groves to offset their food purchases with homegrown
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produce. Nevertheless, the food security status of salaried workers, assessed with the help
of standardized instruments, is slightly inferior to that of smallholders. Whereas the
majority of young children in smallholder households were found to have above-median
mid-upper arm circumferences, the opposite applies to the children of salaried workers.
Overall, agro-industry employees experience higher levels of food access challenges
compared to independent village farmers. This difference can be ascribed primarily to
industry workers without their own food plots. Their households suffer from more food
security challenges, including inferior dietary diversity, compared to food cultivators in all
household types. Additionally, remoteness was found to be a factor that negatively impacts
household food security. Those who experience the greatest number of food security
challenges among the households included in this research are landless wage labourers in
remote camps of the agro-industrial concession.
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CHAPTER 6
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND GOVERNANCE IMPLICATIONS
This study of the Cameroonian palm oil sector has been designed to explore the subject
of a big-picture divide in existing perspectives on different modes of agricultural
production and their impacts on rural development. Neo-modernization and market liberal
narratives consider the rural smallholder inefficient and potentially redundant, and favour
economies of scale as a pathway to agricultural development. The counter-narratives,
inspired by post-development and neo-Marxist thinkers, instead favour smallholder
agriculture and agri-food decentralization.
The content of the three preceding chapters of this dissertation provides data that
contributes concrete evidence to the ongoing debate. The study builds on empirical
findings from micro-level contextual work in the Sanaga-Maritime Division of Cameroon,
without getting caught up in excessive particularism in the wider analysis. The narrow
household study informs a much broader context of politics and socio-economic
development. Chapters 3 and 4 mapped out Cameroon’s historical evolution and the
institutional landscape that has emerged today. They addressed the multiplicity of
stakeholders and the competing ideas, institutions, and power relations that shape the
politics of the country’s palm oil industry. Chapter 5 subsequently presented the findings of
a comparative assessment of the livelihood and food security situation of rural
smallholders with that of employees in private agro-industrial operations.
This chapter begins with a summary of findings, derived from the study’s three research
lenses. It then discusses the contributions of this project to the academic literature by
revisiting the existing debates and the central research puzzle. The last part of the chapter
discusses the governance implications of these research results.
6.1 Summary of Findings
Three types of analyses were outlined in chapter 2.2.2, which informed the design of this
study: (1) a political analysis that scrutinized the overarching ideas, institutions, and power
relations that animate the Cameroonian palm oil sector, (2) a livelihoods analysis with a
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commitment to local realities and an emphasis on how people make a living, and (3) a food
security analysis that considered aspects of food availability, accessibility, and adequacy as
measures of wellbeing. Each lens raised a number of questions which are addressed below.
Political Analysis. The principal themes for the political analysis of the Cameroonian
palm oil sector were summarized in three questions: Which stakeholders hold the power to
realize their interests? How do groups in society and within the state interact with each
other? What are the processes by which land access is granted or denied to different
actors?
The relevant stakeholders in the Cameroonian palm oil production sector are
government actors, agro-industrial operations, rural smallholders, and national élite
investors. Each of these exerts agency, but acts within a context that is constrained by
structural factors and power dynamics. The Cameroonian government emerged from a
turbulent colonial history as an undemocratic and highly centralized regime, which is
dominated by a circle of privileged élites. The government uses its agenda-setting powers
to support the extension of palm oil production, based on a development narrative that
prioritizes economic growth in the neoclassical sense, i.e. ‘bigger is better’. Through its
Investment Promotion Agency, the state seeks to attract private investors to the
agricultural sector to modernize production systems, extend plantations, and raise outputs.
Agro-industries are the main beneficiaries of this strategy. They are represented by
powerful lobby organizations, which exert influence in high-level meetings with
government officials, for example, through open calls for a land reform that would facilitate
land access for corporations. Agro-industries engage in intensive agriculture on large-scale
plantations. They have successfully resisted numerous calls of activist groups to comply
with existing certification schemes that demonstrate corporate social responsibility. None
of the existing agro-industries in Cameroon are currently a member of the Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil, which indicates the considerable amount of power they wield vis-àvis civil society organizations. Low-skilled agro-industry employees are structurally
disempowered as a result of this. Temporary workers in particular, suffer from precarious
work conditions and a lack of social benefits. Rural smallholders in the palm oil sector have
a relatively large degree of autonomy, but they too, are affected by structural constraints
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and remain comparatively disempowered. Few of them are organized in well-functioning
farmers’ associations or cooperatives. In the absence of mutually beneficial partnerships
with agro-industries and due to a lack of government subsidies, independent smallholders
face difficulties accessing financial resources to invest in the development of their palm
groves. A government support program for smallholders was initiated in 2004, which has
provided subsidized palm seedlings and supported the construction of oil processing
facilities in some localities, but its reach remains very limited in Cameroon’s vast artisanal
palm oil sector. The most recent group of actors that entered the palm oil industry in
Cameroon are national élites. These domestic investors have sufficient capital at their
disposal to invest in land purchases, establish medium- to large-scale plantations, and
employ a work force. Employees in élite plantations are typically migrant workers who face
a similar situation as agro-industry workers, and it appears that élite investments in rural
regions result in few positive spillovers for neighbouring communities. Élites benefit from
the government’s ‘Agropoles’ program, which seeks to promote revenue- and employmentgenerating activities. It subsidizes investments in rural areas and facilitates access to bank
loans for entrepreneurs.
All of stakeholders are affected by Cameroon’s complex land tenure system, which is
characterized by the coexistence of customary and modern legal rights. The government is
pushing for a formalization of tenure rights through the establishment of land titles. Private
investors in the palm oil sector have to obtain the necessary legal documents. Yet, few
farmers are willing or able to go through the arduous processes of direct or indirect land
registration. Instead, they continue to occupy land in their communities based on
customary systems. Meanwhile, the government proclaims that sufficient ‘vacant’ land
resources are available for future investments. Unregistered land users face the possibility
of losing access to land areas that secure their livelihoods and food security – a fact that has
created numerous disputes in the past and continues to provide the basis for future
conflicts.
Livelihoods Analysis. The questions that related to the second empirical lens of this study
were: Who has access to what, and what do they do with it? Do livelihood indicators of
female-headed households resemble those of male-headed households? Who receives jobs
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in agro-industrial operations? What is the nature of socio-economic inclusion and exclusion
dynamics that determine livelihood outcomes?
The empirical study conducted in the Sanaga-Maritime Division during the palm oil
harvest season in early 2015 showed that the average independent smallholder was
objectively better off than the average salaried worker with regard to education, income,
and household assets. It must be emphasized, however, that these are not homogenous
groups, and important distinctions need to be made according to factors such as gender,
employment status, and the relative remoteness of a household.30 Female-headed
households have lower incomes and fewer assets than male-headed households. Plantation
workers surveyed at élite operations reported higher salaries than plantation workers at
the agro-industry company. Yet, they also appeared to have higher household expenses and
to own fewer assets. It was also found that agro-industrial and élite plantations employ a
large number of migrant workers, some of whom live under precarious conditions. Unlike
their co-workers with permanent contracts, they do not receive company health and
pension benefits, and at the same time face higher living costs. Finally, sub-sections from all
target groups struggled with problems endemic to rural Cameroon, including a lack of
reliable infrastructure, insufficient formalized organization, as well as inadequate access to
loans and financial support.
Food Security Analysis. The three main questions guiding the food security analysis were:
Do all rural households have access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their
needs and preferences? What are the food procurement channels for smallholders and
salaried workers in the palm oil sector? How do measures for dietary diversity and food
access compare among different types of stakeholders?
This study’s comparison of smallholders in the artisanal palm oil sector with salaried
workers in agro-industrial and élite-owned plantation sites showed that the target groups
experienced divergent levels of food security. Sub-groups within each category exhibit
significantly lower levels of dietary diversity and increased food access challenges. Children

Remoteness is understood in terms of a household’s geographical distance from a major road or market
place.
30

181

in worker households appear to be less well-nourished than those in smallholder
households. In general, workers rely slightly more on food purchases than rural
smallholders, but this does not appear to be a sufficient source of food procurement. One of
the key findings of this research project was that most salaried workers cultivate food
crops as a coping strategy to ensure their food security. For this purpose, they rely on
rented land from villagers outside the palm plantation, and they often have to travel
considerable distances to reach their plots. Food security challenges are greatest for
industry workers who live far away from paved roads and major markets, and who do not
supplement their food purchases with homegrown produce.
This study was designed to compare the situation of households that make their living
based on different modes of palm oil production. However, it is important to note that
production sector alone (artisanal smallholder vs. salaried worker in industrial or éliteowned plantations) is rarely the single determinant of a household’s livelihood- or food
security status. Not all smallholders are food secure, and not all salaried employees in the
Sanaga-Maritime Division experience precarious work conditions. Other factors, including
employment category, relative remoteness, land access, and food cultivation, play crucial
roles in determining these outcomes. The expression ‘salaried workers’ describes a broad
category of people and needs to be broken down further. Overall, the study shows that
many of the promises attached to investment initiatives and large-scale agricultural
production – such as job creation, infrastructure modernization, and economic
development – have scarcely been realized in Cameroon’s Sanaga-Maritime Division.
Almost one and a half centuries after the initial colonial land grab, the country’s agrarian
transformation remains incomplete and problematic.
6.2 Research Puzzle Revisited
In view of the research findings, this section briefly recounts the contradictory
arguments in the academic literature about the local impacts of different modes of
agricultural production in developing countries. Proponents of agribusiness investments
and agro-industrialization argue that these processes will bring about development
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through an augmentation of productivity and capital accumulation. In the eyes of market
liberals, state intervention will often impede the efficiency of market forces. Neomodernization thinkers instead consider institutions to be important in co-ordinating
development efforts, which should seek to emulate the historical experiences of highly
developed countries. Despite minor differences between them, scholars ascribing to both of
these perspectives believe in the ideal of economic growth as the root of development.
Opponents to agro-industrialization and large-scale farming are often inspired by postdevelopmental and neo-Marxist approaches. They reject the expansion of modern capitalist
agriculture and liberal western conceptions of ‘development’ in general. This project
employed an inductive methodology to put existing perspectives to the test. Based on the
results summarized above, it finds the arguments opposing the dominant market-driven
and western-style development paradigm to be more convincing. Below, core claims from
both sides of the debate are presented with regard to large-scale farming, spillover effects,
and impacts on livelihoods and food security. Each subject area is supplemented with
specific observations from the Cameroonian palm oil sector. The implications for the
broader theoretical perspectives that informed the research puzzle are subsequently
discussed.
Large-scale farming. According to those who favour agro-industrialization processes,
they represent an improvement over traditional modes of production because they allow
for the realization of efficient economies of scale. Those on the opposing side of the debate
downplay the advantages of intensive farming practices and argue that the large-scale
farming model causes a devastating loss of land resources. In Cameroon, agro-industrial
operations have been found to meet the efficiency imperative when compared to
smallholder production. Nevertheless, even Cameroon’s best palm oil yields still lag far
behind industrial averages in Southeast Asia. Smallholder oil palm cultivation may be less
efficient, but it has also been found to be less invasive, as it seldom relies on total
ecosystem disruption and the rigorous use of fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides.
Problems related to the loss of land resources were not directly observed in the SangaMaritime Division, because the large-scale plantations in the region were installed a long
time ago. During periods of plantation extension however, conflicts still occur at the fringes
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of the existing large-scale estates. Elsewhere in Cameroon, this is a much more prevalent
issue. The infamous Herakles Debacle serves as an illustrative example. Near the town of
Yabassi in the Coastal Region, local residents are also currently beginning to feel the land
squeeze, as Greenfil Plantations Ltd. installs its new operation (Same and Sonkoué 2015).
Spillovers. Supporters of the neo-classical economic model argue that the modernization
and mechanization of agricultural production will result in positive spillover effects into
smallholder production systems. For example, local producers can be integrated in
commercial value chains as outgrowers, and benefit from the transfer of knowledge and
technical equipment. In addition, agro-investments should lead to increased tax revenues,
which can be used to support local communities. Opponents who contradict this
perspective argue that positive spillovers rarely materialize, and that commercial
agribusinesses create enclaves that are poorly integrated into their surroundings. In the
Cameroonian palm oil sector, the administration of outgrower programs has shifted from
state institutions to private entities with the demise of the FONADER system. Today,
smallholders only choose to deliver their fruit bunches to mechanized mills if they receive
low prices for their artisanal palm oil. The potential for tax benefits is diminished because
oil palm businesses benefit from investment promotion activities. Any public income
increases that might have resulted from the privatization of oil palm giant SOCAPALM in
the year 2000, have not yet translated into significant improvements of rural infrastructure
in surrounding districts.
Impacts on livelihoods and food security. The pro-industrialization narrative emphasizes
that agribusinesses create jobs and new market linkages. According to this perspective,
food security will be improved for people who take up salaried work, because they no
longer need to grow their own food and can rely on food purchases instead. This is
countered by the opposing narrative, which argues that large-scale private operations
usually result in limited employment opportunities and destroy vital food self-sufficiency
by decreasing land access. The empirical study in Cameroon has shown that the largest
group of people employed in commercial plantations are low-skilled migrant workers.
Those among them that are registered with temporary job agencies or individual sub184

contractors, receive few or no social benefits. Because salaried employees, like
smallholders, depend on land access to feed themselves, some face significant food access
challenges. Particularly in remote workers’ camps, the lack of transportation options and
market access renders some households food insecure.
On-the-ground realities in Cameroon correspond to various elements of the theoretical
perspectives introduced in the literature review. Market-liberal and neo-modernization
ideals of economic growth through liberalization or western-style development dominate
decision-making processes in Cameroon’s palm oil sector today. The existing system
appears primarily to serve the interests of businesses and affluent élites, without providing
sufficient support to salaried workers and rural smallholders.
Post-development approaches criticize the dominant development model and instead
view development as a grassroots affair, embracing indigenous practices and the informal
sector. In doing so, post-development thinkers tend to trivialize tangible achievements that
have been brought about by classical development efforts. Rural dwellers in Cameroon –
smallholders and salaried workers alike – do not reject conventional development notions.
And, in the words of Stuart Corbridge, “shortcomings of development should not be read as
the failure of development.” (Corbridge 1998, 145). Improvements in outcomes for
stakeholders in the Cameroonian palm oil sector could objectively be achieved, for example
through government interventions and the effective formalization of smallholder and
worker associations.
Neo-Marxists are concerned with processes of class formation and de-peasantization.
Philip McMichael’s reformulated agrarian question: “Who shall farm the land, and to what
socio-ecological end?” speaks to this. Arguing that capitalist narratives establish an image
of peasants as ‘backward’ or ‘pre-modern’, neo-Marxists point to proletarianization
processes caused by agrarian change. The realities in Cameroon have shown that workers
often still behave like agriculturalists and engage in subsistence farming, because they are
left with no other choice. The process of proletarianization therefore has not been
completed, creating a situation which is described as ‘semi-proletarianization’ (Bryceson,
Kay and Mooij 2000, McMichael 2012).
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The broad classical world views that informed the academic debate on rural
development and agrarian change were based on conflicting ontologies of development.
Modernization narratives envisioned development in Africa to unfold in the same way that
development has unfolded in the global north. This perspective ignored the history that
shaped contemporary development and underdevelopment. Industrial agriculture in
Cameroon was originally set up as a means of resource extraction by colonial regimes. It
has not transformed the country’s economy in the same way as the Industrial Revolution
has transformed countries like England or Germany. Dependency theory, in turn, was based
on the premise of unequal relations between former colonies and the advanced economies
of Western Europe and North America and therefore appears more relevant in this context.
Today, crude palm oil in Cameroon is not an export commodity and therefore not directly
affected by the dynamics of declining terms of trade. Yet, the findings of this study have
shown that foreign capital, which dominates the Cameroonian palm oil producing sector,
has not resulted in many tangible development benefits. Instead, the data suggests that
people who are least connected to circuits of transnational finance and direct investment
seem to experience a higher quality of life than workers in agro-industrial operations.
The realities of rural development in Cameroon’s palm oil sector are most accurately
described by Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach. Socio-economic outcomes for different
households in the sector are contingent upon each individual household’s substantive
freedoms (or ‘capabilities’). Low incomes, food access challenges, and poor rural
infrastructure restrict people’s ability to improve their situation. The sustainable livelihoods
approach provides the most comprehensive way of assessing these matters. The study of
the Cameroonian case has shown how important it is to combine a focus on local realities
with an understanding for the wider political processes. Overarching governance
structures and power relations in the sector affect localized rural livelihoods in a
substantial way.
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6.3 Governance Implications
This overview of research findings culminates in a normative question: How should
sustainable development in the palm oil sector of Cameroon be governed? Global palm oil
production is booming, and those making their living in this industry should be the
beneficiaries. Alas, the findings of this study have shown that rural development in the
palm oil sector is impeded by numerous factors that need to be addressed through
governance intervention. In the following, the current governance situation is
characterized briefly, before policy recommendations are advanced with regard to three
areas: (1) social protection and infrastructure investments, (2) regulating industrial palm oil
production, and (3) smallholder support.
Governance structures exist at international, national, regional, and local levels, but the
brunt of the governance burden in this case falls on the Cameroonian state apparatus.
Among international development experts, the subject of ‘good governance’ is frequently
discussed. In the words of former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, “good
governance is ensuring respect for human rights and the rule of law; strengthening
democracy, promoting transparency and capacity in public administration” (Weiss 2000).
Whereas the exercise of governance in Cameroon is constrained mainly by relatively weak
institutions and a lack of funds; the exercise of ‘good governance’ in Cameroon is
constrained by corruption (Mbaku 2010, GIZ 2011, World Bank 2014). Governance power
in Cameroon is entrenched in the hands of a privileged political élite and influential
corporate actors. Concerning the palm oil sector, existing government strategies are
disproportionately geared towards productivity increases, private investments, and largescale cultivation. This study uncovered the exigencies of large-scale monocultural
cultivation on the ground, showing that plantation agriculture in Cameroon does not bring
about the socio-economic advantages that are claimed by the decision-makers. Only a small
subgroup of labourers in this sector appear to be truly well-off, many more are trapped in a
vicious cycle that revolves around low skill levels and temporary employment. Cameroon’s
push for the expansion of plantation agriculture leaves many Cameroonians in a precarious
situation. In consideration of the tensions and inequalities that exist in the country’s agro187

industry sector, it is almost surprising that public demonstrations of contention are rare.
The rigid regime imposed by a culture of patrimonialism and centralization successfully
precludes them.
Agro-industrialization is not stoppable, but neither is it the singular solution to rural
development. Just like smallholder agriculture, plantation agriculture is not going to
disappear anytime soon from Cameroon’s palm oil landscape. And in a healthy socioeconomic context, it can play an important role – but not at the cost of deteriorating rural
livelihoods, environmental damage, and potential social conflict. Existing government
initiatives appear to be creating more harm than they are helping, as they are motivated by
a desire for economic growth rather than socio-ecological needs and sustainability. The
results of past and current government initiatives in Cameroon’s palm oil sector are
unsatisfactory. In fact, the segment that receives the least government support – the
artisanal smallholder sector – seems to result in the best outcomes for Cameroonians who
make a living producing palm oil. In light of the insights gained from studying Cameroon’s
palm oil sector in considerable depth, several policy recommendations are summarized
below.
Social Protection and Infrastructure Investments. There is an urgent need for a
commitment to rigorous social protection of vulnerable workers facing precarious
employment. Those at the bottom of the corporate hierarchy of agro-industrial operations
suffer from irregular payments, a lack of social security, and high living costs. At the same
time, many of them cannot afford to leave their position. The fact that most temporary
migrant workers are grateful to be employed at all, is not a sufficient justification for their
very low living standards. The results of the household survey that was conducted among
SOCAPALM employees in 2015 revealed that that most workers need to grow their own
food because their salary is insufficient to sustain themselves and their families.
Particularly in remote rural areas, households face significant challenges accessing markets
and essential services because of a lack of transportation options and the poor state of
rural infrastructure. According to the reports of locals, this is especially true during the
rainy season, when unpaved roads become impassable. In general, those living closer to
well-maintained roads exhibit higher living standards.
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The state is called upon for the provision of basic social safety nets, infrastructure
improvements, and the enforcement of labour rights protection. Third-party agencies or
individual sub-contractors, who hire labour power and lease it to large plantation
corporations, should be obliged to provide more security for workers, including medical
and pension benefits.
Regulating Industrial Palm Oil Production. The Cameroonian government needs to take a
more active role in transparently regulating palm oil production standards and enforcing
them. This can be done in multiple ways, through central legislation, through existing
certification schemes like the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil, or through alternative
schemes. The Africa Palm Oil Initiative, endorsed by members of the Tropical Forest
Alliance, is currently in its establishment phase. Within this framework, Cameroon and nine
other African countries, through a collaboration of government actors, businesses, and civil
society groups, seek to develop a set of regional principles for responsible palm oil
production. As with any other certification scheme, the important question is whether the
principles that have been agreed upon are enforced and effective. Labour rights issues
should be part of these considerations. Another important aspect is environmental
protection. Deforestation, especially the conversion of High Carbon Stock (HCS) forests, are
an issue of great ecological concern. The loss of forest areas through the expansion of
monoculture plantations also has a bearing on socio-economic dynamics, because it creates
land use conflicts. In many cases, locals who are displaced from customary areas, will
search elsewhere for hunting grounds and farm land, further exacerbating the land
pressure problem. Land tenure issues therefore require transparent regulations that
protect customary land access rights. Given that the majority of agro-industry employees
also seems to depend on food plots to secure their livelihoods, guaranteed access to farm
land should also be provided for industrial labour forces. The Cameroonian administration
has been working on a land policy reform, but whether it provides significant
improvements over the existing legislation can only be assessed once it has been published.
Smallholder Support. Smallholder oil palm cultivation has been shown to be more
environmentally friendly because rural farmers tend to engage in a diversified land use
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scheme and use fewer chemical inputs. In the oil palm basin of Cameroon – a relatively
densely populated area in comparison to most other rural Africa regions – smallholder
agriculture represents a more sustainable model than large-scale agro-industrial
monocultures. As a consequence, the government should focus less on promoting largescale production, and more on supporting smallholders effectively. This includes the
provision of extension services and subsidized farm inputs, the construction of oil
extraction- and transformation facilities for village producers, infrastructure maintenance,
and transportation services. Smallholder cooperatives require more financial and
organizational support to ensure farmers understand and take advantage of the benefits of
formal association and resource-sharing. The existing Smallholder Palm Grower
Development Program (PDPV) already provides some of these services, but its
interventions would need to be scaled up dramatically to reach households in remote
areas. These households would benefit most from such support because it would, in effect,
automatically render them ‘less remote’. In light of reports about corrupt practices within
the administration, processes need to be traceable and based on transparent decisionmaking to ensure that resources reach their intended destination.
Another option is the promotion of partnerships between agro-industries and
smallholder oil palm cultivators through outgrower schemes. Some of the aspects of the
schemes that existed during the FONADER era are remembered fondly by the older
generation of palm growers. The research has shown that even today, some smallholders in
the Sanaga-Maritime Division limit their activities to the production of fresh fruit bunches,
and deliver their harvest to industrial-scale oil mills. However, most choose to engage in
artisanal crude oil transformation. This is due to two reasons. Firstly, transportation
remains a major challenge. Secondly, in most cases, selling crude palm oil is significantly
more profitable than selling fruit bunches. With degraded rural roads and without
appropriate vehicles, many farmers are unable to transport their harvest over long
distances. Furthermore, crude palm oil prices are kept artificially low by government
regulation as an appeasement mechanism to prevent another wave of ‘food riots’ – but this
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has effectively resulted in a ‘race to the bottom’ with regard to the price smallholders
receive for delivering their fresh fruit bunches to industrial mills.31
Overall, the potential of Cameroon’s artisanal palm oil sector appears to be largely
underestimated, and needs to be acknowledged more prominently. So far, government
élites and strategy documents (while purporting a commitment to the ‘national interest’)
are excessively focused on ‘efficient’ large-scale development and the neoclassical ideal of
economic growth. Meanwhile, they pay insufficient attention to the development
opportunities that are concealed within the country’s vast smallholder sector. For
Cameroon to experience widespread rural development in a way that benefits more than
just a select few, analysts and policy-makers must consider the smallholder sector more
conscientiously.
6.4 Concluding Remarks
This dissertation project speaks to the literature on the impacts of agro-investments and
industrialization processes in developing countries. It links an understanding of ‘who does
what in a particular place?’ with a wider appreciation of the contextual, structural,
historical, and political drivers that shape opportunities and constraints. This work offers a
critique of the dominant development orthodoxy of capital-intensive, large-scale
agriculture, which is supported by decision-makers in many sub-Saharan African nations. It
shows that, while economic development has been preached, a division of labour and
precarious work conditions have emerged in the agricultural sector. The findings of this
research are derived from an empirical case study conducted in the country of Cameroon.
However, these results are not unique to Cameroon, but offer insights into processes that
are taking place in countries around the world whose agricultural sectors employ the
majority of their populations. The ‘vacant’ land narrative, which creates an immense
potential for socio-economic and political conflict in Cameroon, is also commonly
propagated in other African countries.

Another reason for their reluctance is the fact that agro-industrial operations like SOCAPALM Edéa face
liquidity problems and have a reputation for delaying payments for the delivery of FFB.
31
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In what respect does this research purport to be an original and significant contribution
to the academic literature? The bulk of existing investigations into industrial crops and
rural development processes deals with smallholders, not with the life realities found in
large-scale commercial estates. This study instead offers unique insights about the
livelihood situation of hundreds of plantation workers living and working within the
boundaries of a privately owned large-scale oil palm plantation. It is able to draw objective
conclusions by combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies, in order to provide a
broad and in-depth account of both macro-level contexts and micro-level local realities.
Some of the observations described here require further research, including the
differences between salaried workers with temporary and permanent contracts, the extent
of élite investments in the agribusiness sector, and the impacts of formalization in the
smallholder sector. Future research designs need to investigate factors that could not be
captured with the research methodology employed here, for example, to explore longerterm seasonal variations and cross-country comparisons.
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APPENDIX A
SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION ON KEY-INFORMANT INTERVIEWS

Appendix A1: Interview Guide (English)

COLLEGE OF SOCIAL AND APPLIED HUMAN SCIENCES
Department of Political Science and
Collaborative International Development Studies

Interview Questions (with probes)
1) (Warm-up.) Could you start out by briefly characterizing Cameroon’s oil palm sector
for me? Who are the main actors and what is its economic importance compared to
other sectors of the economy?
o Industrial and non-industrial actors
o Public and private corporations
o Smallholders and elites
Alternative: Please tell me a bit about your work in Cameroon.
2) In your opinion, what has been the most successful approach to palm oil production
in Cameroon? Which approaches have been proven less successful? Can you name
concrete examples?
o Purposefully open-ended. In case of question: For you, what does ‘success’ mean in
this context? When can we call an oil palm production scheme successful?
3) People in Cameroon sometimes talk about the principal ideas that animate the oil
palm sector. In your view, what ideas about oil palm drive the governance of the
sector or the day-to-day life of oil palm in this country? What ideas in your opinion
would you like to see direct, govern or drive the sector moving forward?
o What role does the local/regional/national government play in the successful
implementation of palm oil investment schemes?
o What role do traditional local leaders play?
o International standards: RSPO? ISO 14001? Proposed national certification or
standardization scheme?
o What is the role of Cameroonian elites, international investors and national and
international NGOs?
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4) From the reports, articles and policy documents I have reviewed on oil palm in
Cameroon it is clear that experts believe that certain institutions dominate the sector
today. In your view, what are the primary institutions involved in the production,
exchange and marketing of oil palm in this country? What institutions, if any, in your
opinion should have big roles in the future of Cameroonian oil palm?
5) Oil palm experts and media commentators often associate Cameroonian oil palm with
political conflicts that have gained international attention, and also with the day-today exercise of political power over the oil palm market. In your view, who or what
exercises power in these oil palm conflicts or in the day-to-day life of Cameroonian oil
palm? In your opinion, who or what should exercise power over the sector moving
forward?
6) What are the main benefits of the growth in the palm oil sector for the rural
population? Can you share some specific examples for success stories?
o Spill-over, knock-on, multiplier effects?
o Who benefits?
7) In your opinion, have modern oil palm investments contributed significantly to
infrastructural development?
o Do you perceive an improvement of road quality, electric grid extensions,
(processing mills) in the vicinity of oil palm schemes? Examples?
o Who, in your view, is in charge of infrastructural development in this context?
8) What are the main drawbacks of the growth in the palm oil sector for the rural
population? Can you share some specific examples?
o Land loss?
o Conflict?
o Social inequality?
9) How would you characterize the rural food security situation in the Western, Littoral,
Southern, and Center Regions of Cameroon? How have rural food systems changed
due to the dynamics in the palm oil sector?
o Food availability, access, adequacy
o Own-production vs. food trade
o Food procurement channels
o Dietary diversity
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Appendix A2: List of organizations represented by key informants
Government and Administration
• Prime Minister’s Office
• Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MINADER)
• Ministry of Economy, Planning and Regional Development (MINEPAT)
• Cameroon Investment Promotion Agency (IPA)
• Prefecture, Sanaga-Maritime
• Sub-Prefecture, Ngwei
• City Council of Makondo
Oil Palm Businesses
• SOCAPALM
• SAFACAM
• SOCAPALM-Edéa
Research Institutions
• Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
• French Agricultural Research Centre for International Development (CIRAD)
• French Research Institute for Development (IRD)
• Specialized Research Centre for Palm Oil/Agricultural Research Institute for
Development (CEREPAH/IRAD)
Development Organizations and Non-Governmental Organizations
• German International Cooperation Agency (GIZ)
• Centre for Environment and Development (CED)
• Network Fighting Hunger in Cameroon (RELUFA)
• Greenpeace
• Forest Peoples Programme (FPP)
• Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA)
• Zoological Society of London (ZSL)
• Global Centre for the Environment and Sustainable Development (CEGED)
• Network of Community Forestry (RFC)
• Support for the Protection of the Environment and for Development (APED)
• Citizens Association for the Defense of Collective Interests (ACDIC)
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APPENDIX B
DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS (French)

Questions pour les groupes de discussion
« Ice Breakers »
1. Comment la situation économique a-t-elle évolué à votre village pendant les cinq dernières
années? (Amélioration, sans changement, dégradation). Explicitez.
2. Quel est la place du palmier à huile dans l’économie du village? (Primordiale, secondaire,
insignifiante.)
Questions sur la situation économique et alimentaire
3. Pourriez-vous caractériser la situation des points suivants dans ce village? Ces sont quelles
choses qui fonctionnent relativement bien et quelles sont les besoins prioritaires dans le village?
Mettez-les en ordre d’importance, s’il vous plaît.
Bonne, Médiocre ou
Mauvaise Qualité

Commentaires

Ordre

Rues et transport
Approvisionnement
d’eau
Approvisionnement
d’électricité
Boulots
Éducation
Santé
Sécurité
Autres?
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4. Comment évaluez-vous la situation alimentaire des ménages dans ce village?
a. Quelles sont les denrées alimentaires de base à vos ménages?
b. Qu’est ce qui ne manque jamais ? Qu’est ce qui manque parfois ? Qu’est ce qui manque
souvent ?
c. Mangez-vous la même chose chaque jour ou est-ce que ça change souvent ?
d. Est-ce que tout le monde mange à sa faim tous les jours pendant toute l’année?
e. Est-ce que tout le monde a assez à manger tous les jours pendant toute l’année?
f. A quelles heures du jour est-ce on mange normalement?
g. Comment est-ce qu’on se procure la nourriture en général? Veuillez spécifiez vos
habitudes. (Production propre, marchés,…?) Pouvez-vous trouver tout ce que vous désirez
au marché?
h. Normalement, est-ce que tout le monde possède du bétail (poulets, chèvres, vaches)?
i. Combien des fois par semaine (mois, an) consommez-vous de la viande? Du poisson?
j. Les enfants, qu’est-ce qu’ils mangent à l’école? Qui est chargé d’approvisionner la
nourriture?
k. Quel est votre plat favori?
Questions d’exploration
5. Comment les investissements dans le secteur agriculture peuvent-elles bénéficier la sécurité
alimentaire aux ménages? (Boulots? Qualité/quantité d’infrastructure? Diversité
alimentaire?...)
6. Comment les investissements dans le secteur palmier à huile peuvent-elles compromettre la
sécurité alimentaire aux ménages? Pourriez-vous spécifier des exemples de votre village?
(Perte de terres? Conflits? Inégalité sociale?)
7. Qu’est-ce que les villageois et les administrations devraient faire, ou ne pas faire, afin
d’appuyer les impacts positifs et afin d’éviter des impacts négatifs des investissements
sur la sécurité alimentaire?
Question de conclusion
8. Que faudrait-il faire pour améliorer la sécurité alimentaire des ménages?
9. Y at-il autre chose que vous aimeriez dire à propos la croissance du secteur palmier à huile et
ses impacts sur l’économie rurale et la sécurité alimentaire aux ménages?
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APPENDIX C
HOUSEHOLD SURVEY
1. N° du questionnaire
2. Nom du village

QUESTIONNAIRE POUR LES MENAGES

3. Date de l’interview
JJ-MM-AAAA

Steffi Hamann, Projet de Recherche 2015

4. Petit producteur
Cultivateur sous-traitant
Ouvrier

1 
2 
3 

PLEASE CONTACT THE AUTHOR WITH INQUIRIES ABOUT THE SURVEY TOOL
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GROUP
Smallholders

Annual per
capita food
expenses
(home)
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Industry
Workers

N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Elite
Workers

N

APPENDIX D
HOUSEHOLD EXPENSES

Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Others

N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75

118
3
143242.02
100000.00
52000
147380.294
5143
884000
52000.00
100000.00
173333.33
177
2
121678.01
85714.29
60000
117453.397
6000
910000
52000.00
85714.29
150000.00
40
0
205116.67
180000.00
120000a
122648.469
15000
480000
120000.00
180000.00
309000.00
59
1
132451.78
100000.00
120000a
123672.926
4000
520000
57600.00
100000.00
156000.00

Annual per
capita food
expenses
(outside
home)
118
3
59775.60
26000.00
0
86734.134
0
520000
7857.14
26000.00
65000.00
179
0
55291.16
24000.00
0
150829.492
0
1820000
10000.00
24000.00
52000.00
40
0
122637.50
60000.00
60000
163098.566
0
780000
30000.00
60000.00
167500.00
60
0
74880.52
33583.33
0
139058.107
0
780000
12714.29
33583.33
60500.00

Annual per
capita
telecom.
expenses
119
2
39077.11
17333.33
0
65944.672
0
504000
7200.00
17333.33
45500.00
179
0
28418.65
12000.00
0
62737.139
0
650000
4800.00
12000.00
27000.00
40
0
48654.17
31000.00
0
50359.228
0
208000
12250.00
31000.00
65000.00
59
1
31843.28
13000.00
0
58806.516
0
390000
4000.00
13000.00
39000.00

Annual per
capita
expenses for
water

Annual per
capita
expenses for
transport

Annual per
capita
expenses for
rent/housing

Annual per
capita
expenses for
clothing

119
2
6616.57
0.00
0
45483.410
0
436800
0.00
0.00
0.00
179
0
309.50
0.00
0
3282.516
0
43200
0.00
0.00
0.00
40
0
0.00
0.00
0
0.000
0
0
0.00
0.00
0.00
60
0
4166.67
0.00
0
22646.260
0
130000
0.00
0.00
0.00

119
2
59659.03
34285.71
0a
67352.008
0
390000
15000.00
34285.71
80000.00
178
1
41671.57
22916.67
0a
61963.761
0
416000
10850.00
22916.67
43333.33
40
0
80800.00
55000.00
60000
98300.481
0
520000
30000.00
55000.00
90000.00
60
0
76650.80
30600.00
0
116240.155
0
600000
12000.00
30600.00
86000.00

118
3
84.75
0.00
0
920.575
0
10000
0.00
0.00
0.00
179
0
25688.24
12857.14
0
36626.436
0
246000
0.00
12857.14
36000.00
40
0
4500.00
0.00
0
20994.505
0
120000
0.00
0.00
0.00
59
1
6916.38
0.00
0
19638.248
0
84000
0.00
0.00
0.00

114
7
23383.39
16666.67
0
26276.999
0
150000
5000.00
16666.67
33333.33
177
2
21608.39
12500.00
20000
28994.572
0
200000
6666.67
12500.00
25000.00
38
2
72719.30
30000.00
10000a
113960.619
0
600000
19166.67
30000.00
70000.00
59
1
36719.70
16666.67
50000
54397.618
0
240000
6666.67
16666.67
40000.00

a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown
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GROUP
Smallholders

Annual per
capita
medical
expenses
N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Industry
Workers

N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Elite
Workers

N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Others

N
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Dev.
Minimum
Maximum
Percentiles

Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75
Valid
Missing

25
50
75

115
6
56547.40
22222.22
0
94749.681
0
600000
10000.00
22222.22
60000.00
178
1
31050.82
10000.00
0
90587.579
0
920000
2553.57
10000.00
30000.00
39
1
48717.95
15000.00
0
110080.760
0
600000
0.00
15000.00
36000.00
59
1
54193.57
12500.00
0
144223.270
0
1050000
4000.00
12500.00
45000.00

Annual per
capita
expenses for
schooling

Annual per
capita
expenses for
agriculture

Annual per
capita
expenses for
husbandry

Annual p.c.
expenses for
other incomegenerating
activities

Annual per
capita expenses
for ceremonies

Annual per
capita
expenses for
remittances

116
5
66283.69
26388.89
0
120857.174
0
875000
4041.67
26388.89
75000.00
179
0
18619.72
5000.00
0
64275.513
0
800000
0.00
5000.00
17142.86
40
0
50031.25
0.00
0
107940.543
0
600000
0.00
0.00
50000.00
59
1
32316.49
0.00
0
78236.328
0
500000
0.00
0.00
35714.29

118
3
72855.43
32291.67
0
194016.665
0
2000000
13625.00
32291.67
87500.00
178
1
13182.27
0.00
0
31468.622
0
280000
0.00
0.00
14464.29
40
0
10770.83
0.00
0
42189.619
0
250000
0.00
0.00
0.00
59
1
56402.76
12500.00
0
160664.077
0
1200000
0.00
12500.00
50000.00

119
2
9821.85
0.00
0
62776.270
0
600000
0.00
0.00
0.00
179
0
670.39
0.00
0
7921.509
0
105000
0.00
0.00
0.00
40
0
0.00
0.00
0
0.000
0
0
0.00
0.00
0.00
60
0
0.00
0.00
0
0.000
0
0
0.00
0.00
0.00

119
2
26978.43
0.00
0
86990.063
0
562500
0.00
0.00
0.00
179
0
5039.90
0.00
0
44387.585
0
540000
0.00
0.00
0.00
40
0
1250.00
0.00
0
7905.694
0
50000
0.00
0.00
0.00
60
0
13890.04
0.00
0
55969.158
0
300000
0.00
0.00
0.00

112
9
29569.36
7500.00
0
69784.859
0
500000
0.00
7500.00
25000.00
175
4
9779.06
0.00
0
30883.837
0
300000
0.00
0.00
7500.00
40
0
20135.42
0.00
0
44667.415
0
200000
0.00
0.00
10000.00
59
1
50014.58
5000.00
0
204154.357
0
1560000
0.00
5000.00
33333.33

115
6
55575.47
15000.00
0
141508.553
0
1200000
0.00
15000.00
60000.00
175
4
47657.14
10000.00
0
118706.536
0
1200000
0.00
10000.00
40000.00
39
1
76335.47
10000.00
0
143978.308
0
600000
0.00
10000.00
100000.00
59
1
82165.20
7500.00
0
225488.423
0
1200000
0.00
7500.00
60000.00

a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown
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