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ABSTRACT: This research shows the peculiarities of the cocoa Global Value Chain (GVC) in 
Ecuador. The first is the predominance of “fine aromatic cocoa” type (81 percent of its produc-
tion in 2021). The second is the difference between the fine aromatic cocoa value chain struc-
ture and the conventional one: it is shorter, an important share of the value is generated locally 
because both production and processing are suitable for small-scale units which invest less 
capital and more labor, and there is a continuous exchange of information between the links 
and the buyers, to secure the supply and quality of the specialty product. Using the methodolo-
gy “Spatially Explicit Information on Production to Consumption Systems” (SEI-PCS), which 
connects exporters, importers and destination countries, it is established that: in the year 2022, 
although the representations of companies such as Cargill and Barry Callebaut were among the 
main exporters, Ecuadorian domestic traders predominate (which is the third peculiarity); 
among the importing companies are the two previous ones in addition to Olam and Guan 
Chong. The main destinations for Ecuadorian cocoa are the European Union, Malaysia, the 
United States, and Indonesia. The Ecuadorian extractivist model requires governance of natural 
resources (such as cocoa, bananas and oil) that goes beyond the role of countries, supranational 
institutions, and other international organizations in the governance of GVCs, a role in which 
they have not succeeded in managing the negative externalities that harm the population and 
the environment.
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RESUMEN: Esta investigación muestra las peculiaridades en la Cadena Global de Valor 
(CGV) del cacao en Ecuador. La primera, el predominio del cacao tipo “cacao fino de aro-
ma” (81 por ciento de su producción en 2021). La segunda, la diferencia entre la estructura 
de la cadena de valor del cacao fino de aroma y la convencional: es más corta, una parte 
importante del valor se genera localmente porque tanto la producción como el procesamien-
to son adecuados para las unidades de pequeña escala que invierten, y hay un intercambio 
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continuo de información entre los eslabones y los compradores, para asegurar el suministro 
y la calidad del producto especializado. Utilizando la metodología “Información Espacial-
mente Explícita sobre Sistemas de Producción a Consumo” (SEI-PCS), que conecta a expor-
tadores, importadores y países de destino se establece que: en el año 2022 si bien las repre-
sentaciones de empresas como Cargill y Barry Callebaut se encontraban entre las principales 
exportadoras, los comerciantes ecuatorianos domésticos predominan (lo cual constituye la 
tercera peculiaridad); entre las empresas importadoras están las dos anteriores además de 
Olam y Guan Chong. Los principales destinos del cacao ecuatoriano son la Unión Europea, 
Malasia, Estados Unidos e Indonesia. El modelo extractivista ecuatoriano requiere una go-
bernanza de los recursos naturales que va más allá del papel de los países, las instituciones 
supranacionales y otras organizaciones internacionales en la gobernanza de las CGV, papel 
en el que no han tenido éxito gestionando las externalidades negativas que perjudican a la 
población y al ambiente.

PALABRAS CLAVE: cadena global de valor, cacao, cacao fino de aroma, Ecuador, gober-
nanza.

1.   �INTRODUCTION

In the 19th century, Ecuador was the world’s largest cocoa exporter, and the country’s 
first financial institutions were created thanks to the role played by this product in the 
Ecuadorian economy (Anecacao, 2023: 2). In the 20th century, first bananas and then 
oil took its place. At the beginning of this century, from January to July 2023, for the first 
time, shrimp surpassed oil as Ecuador’s first export product (El Universo, 2023: 1).

Analyzing the evolution of Ecuadorian shrimp exports from 2011 to 2021, Graph 1 
shows a 454 percent increase in export volume, while revenues in USD grew by 452 
percent during the same period. In 2022, this growth had significant impacts on the 
international shrimp trade, making Ecuador the world’s leading shrimp exporter from 
January to September. On the demand side, China became the top importer, surpassing 
the United States, as Ecuadorian shrimp compensated for reduced supplies from Asian 
producers (FAO, 2023: 44).

Additionally, from January to July 2023, shrimp surpassed crude oil (excluding de-
rivatives), which had been Ecuador’s primary export since the 1970’s. Shrimp exports 
reached USD 4.396 billion, USD 314 million more than the USD 4.082 billion generated 
by crude oil during the same period (El Universo, 2023: 1).

In order to characterize the world cocoa market, some statistics presented by FAO 
are included below: (i) cocoa is among the top 10 most traded commodities in the 
world; (ii) 5 million tons are produced annually for a global market of $44,35 billion 
(annual growth of 4 percent); (iii) global production involves 5 to 6 million farmers 
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providing a livelihood to 40 to 50 million people; (iv) 95 percent of the world’s cocoa 
comes from smallholder farmers cultivating an average of 3 hectares each; (v) Africa 
produces 65 percent of the world’s cocoa (2019); (vi) Latin America and the Caribbean 
produce about 15 percent of global cocoa, and 80 percent of the world’s prime cocoa, 
whose annual growth rate (9 percent) is double that of standard cocoa; (vii) cocoa con-
sumption is distributed among Europe (46 percent), North America (27 percent), Asia 
(15 percent) and the rest of the world; (viii) new markets are emerging in developing 
economies (China, Brazil, India and Eastern Europe); and, (ix) although countries such 
as Ecuador and Peru have almost doubled their cocoa production in the last two years, 
it is estimated that by 2027 world production will need to triple to meet global demand 
(Preissing, 2021: 1-3).

In 2021, the top five cocoa bean exporting countries by amount were Côte d’Ivoire 
with 39.6 percent of total exports, Ghana (15.8 percent), Ecuador (8.7 percent), Nige-
ria (8.1 percent), and Cameroon (5.9 percent); while the top five cocoa bean import-
ing countries were the Netherlands (20.2 percent), the United States (12.7 percent), 
Malaysia (12.1 percent), Germany (7.5 percent), and Indonesia (6.4 percent) (OEC, 
2023: 2-3).

Research by Parra-Paitan et al. on “Gaps in voluntary sustainability commitments 
covering the global cocoa trade”, funded by the European Union, divides global cocoa 
market players into transnationals and national traders (2023: 3). Each of these two 
groups are subdivided into large, medium, and small. Considering this classification, 
according to that study, in 2018, 62 percent of the cocoa bean trade is managed by trans-

Graph 1. Shrimp – Report on Total Ecuadorian Exports  
(In thousands of metric tons and millions USD).  
Source: Cámara Nacional de Acuacultura (2023).
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national traders, and 38 percent by domestic traders. The first percentage is divided 
into: 40 percent, 18 percent, and 4 percent being handled by large, medium, and small 
transnational traders, respectively; at the same time the second percentage is divided 
into: 27 percent, 8 percent and 2 percent being handled by small domestic traders, large 
domestic traders, and farmer cooperatives, respectively.

In the same paper, the case of the Ecuadorian cocoa bean trade in 2018 is com-
pletely different: two-thirds of the cocoa bean trade is managed by domestic traders 
and one-third by transnational traders; more than 50 percent is handled by small 
domestic traders (Parra-Paitan et al., 2023: 6). As a result of the research, it was shown 
that the “pattern of market concentration differs among producing countries” and 
Ecuador is one of the main producers of fine flavored cocoa; transnational companies 
rarely trade fine flavored cocoa in bulk volumes and national incentives to domestic 
traders of fine flavored cocoa produce their high market penetration (Parra-Paitan 
et al., 2023: 10).

In 2021, 331,029 tons of cocoa beans were certified for export in Ecuador, with an 
approximate FOB value of 758 million USD; the cocoa beans exported that year, ac-
cording to the quality established in Ecuadorian regulations (Ecuadorian Technical 
Standard NTE-INEN 176), 81 percent of the certified cocoa was fine aromatic cocoa 
and 19 percent was CCN-51 cocoa (Gobierno del Ecuador, 2023: 1). In the same year, 
Ecuador’s total exports amounted to USD 26,699.2 million (Banco Central del Ecuador, 
2022:3), while cocoa exports totaled USD 758.5 million (Gobierno del Ecuador, 2023: 
1), representing 3 percent of the former.

Lehmann and Springer-Heinze conducted a study of value chain development for 
cocoa smallholders in Ecuador made by the German Agency for International Coop-
eration (GIZ) (2014: 190); the authors state that in the case of fine aromatic cocoa 
when linking smallholders with specialty markets, these types of value chains have 
different dynamics from those of products oriented toward traditional markets, as 
can be seen in Graph 2.

The study explains the specificities of the value chain structure: (i) the share of 
smallholders in total value-added per unit is bigger: both production and processing are 
suitable for small-scale units which invest less capital and more labor; (ii) an important 
share of the value is generated locally; and, (iii) the chain is shorter and there is more 
coordination among participants: the need to continuously adapt to market require-
ments, specialized services and the introduction of standards, need the exchange of in-
formation between the links, as well as direct relationships to buyers, seeking a direct 
and long-term relationship with producers so as to secure the supply and quality of the 
specialty product (Lehmann and Springer-Heinze 2014: 194).
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2.   �THE COCOA PRODUCTION IN ECUADOR: SOME GENERAL REMARKS

Starting with CCN-51 cocoa production, farmers cultivate this type of cocoa to harvest 
its fruit, which contains wet beans. These beans are sold to intermediaries in associa-
tions or commercial entities. Some farmers choose to ferment and dry the beans them-
selves to sell them fermented and dried in smaller proportions to associations and in 
larger proportions to commercial (Herrera, 2023: 17).

Commercial intermediaries separate healthy beans from defective ones and pay 
farmers for the cocoa beans, while association intermediaries handle fermentation for  
8 days and natural or artificial drying (Herrera, 2023: 17). Fermented and dried beans 
are sold to exporters for the international market or to processors who produce semi-fin-
ished products such as cocoa liquor, powder, butter, or chocolate (Herrera, 2023: 17). In 

Graph 2. Ecuador - map of the conventional cocoa value chain and map  
of the specialty cocoa value chain.
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the CCN-51 cocoa value chain, the differentiation of the bean’s origin is not significant 
as the focus is on industrial quality and volume (Herrera, 2023: 17).

Fine aroma cocoa is grown by farmers to harvest its fruit containing wet beans, 
which are sold mainly to associations and less often to commercial entities, where fer-
mentation is carried out (Herrera, 2023: 18). Occasionally, farmers also ferment and 
dry beans themselves, but the volume of dried beans sold is much lower than that of 
wet beans because fermentation is preferably done by associations, where the process 
is controlled and lasts only four to five days (Herrera, 2023: 18). During fermentation, 
fine aroma cocoa acquires its organoleptic qualities that confer its fine or premium 
quality, after which the fermented beans are dried naturally or artificially (Herrera, 
2023: 18). In the case of fine aroma cocoa, differentiating varieties is crucial for proper 
treatment and price alignment (Herrera, 2023: 18). Like CCN-51 cocoa, fine aroma 
cocoa beans are sold to exporters or processors to produce semi-finished products or 
chocolates (Herrera, 2023: 18).

Regarding cocoa processing in Ecuador, starting with fermented and dried cocoa 
beans, industrial and artisanal transformation occurs in two stages: primary and second-
ary (Herrera, 2023: 21).

In the primary transformation stage, semi-finished products are obtained: i) cocoa 
nibs make up 83 percent of the transformation of fermented and dried beans, while the 
remaining percentage corresponds to husks or evaporated (Herrera, 2023: 21-22); and, 
ii) cocoa nibs are processed into cocoa liquor, followed by cocoa butter and cocoa cake, 
which is then powdered into cocoa powder (Herrera 2023: 21-22). In 2019, there were 
15 semi-finished cocoa factories in Ecuador, including Confiteca, Nestlé, Cofina, and 
Ecuacocoa (Herrera, 2023: 22).

In the secondary transformation stage, cocoa semi-finished products are converted 
into chocolate by adding ingredients that determine its classification: industrial, premi-
um, etc. (Herrera, 2023: 22). In 2019, Ecuador had 41 chocolate factories, such as Pacari, 
Edaca, Incacao, and Hoja Verde, and 27 artisanal semi-finished and finished product 
establishments (Herrera, 2023: 22).

Ecuador has approximately 500.000 hectares of cocoa cultivation across 100.000 
production units (Fontagro, 2019: 52). Fontagro outlines the characteristics of technol-
ogy used in Ecuadorian cocoa production: i) the genetic origin of over 60 percent of this 
area is unknown, and plants are between 11 to 30 years old; ii) around 40 percent of 
producers use fertilizers; and iii) fine aroma cocoa productivity is low due to inadequate 
densities, high disease incidence, old plantations, and uncertified genetic material 
(2019: 52).

With this background and for the case of Ecuador, this research seeks to answer the 
following questions: (i) Which were the top ten cocoa exporting companies by volume 
in 2022?; (ii) Which were the top ten importers of Ecuadorian cocoa by volume in 
2022?; (iii) Of these importers, which are among the leading global corporations in the 
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agricultural products market?; (iv) Which companies in the first two lists were both 
exporters and importers in 2022?; (v) Which were the top ten destination countries for 
Ecuadorian cocoa exports by volume in 2022?; and, (vi) What are the product varieties 
in which Ecuadorian cocoa was exported in 2022?

3.   �METHODOLOGY

To address the issue of Ecuador’s relationship with the cocoa GVC, a quantitative meth-
odology has been chosen, the results of which are reinforced with elements derived 
from secondary sources corresponding to the field of GVCs and the context of interna-
tional relations.

To establish the top ten exporters, importers, and destination countries of Ecua-
dorian cocoa, within the framework of the GVC theory, the work of Trase will be 
applied, which uses the methodology “Spatially Explicit Information on Production 
to Consumption Systems” (SEI-PCS), and thus reveals the actors of the GVC in 
Ecuador and the connection between exporters, importers and destination countries 
(as shown in Graph 3) (Trase, 2023b: 1). This requires linking data from private and 
governmental agencies, so its use implies a limitation in the available data. For this 
study we have chosen information from the most recent year (2022). To determine 
the amounts of cocoa volume, the methodology includes derivative products such as 
cocoa paste, cocoa butter, cocoa powder, and cocoa residue, converting them to their 
equivalents in cocoa beans.

Graph 3. Relationship between Ecuador’s cocoa exporters, importers, 
and destination countries, using the SEI-PCS methodology, year 2022.  

Source: (Trase, 2023c: 1).
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It has been highlighted how the SEI-PCS methodology allows the connection of 
activities between the agents of a GVC beyond the borders of a producing country. This 
methodology is geographic in nature and is often used to match the production and 
consumption of agricultural products with the deforestation it generates. These ele-
ments could be useful for applying the SEI-PCS methodology in other research beyond 
this paper. On the other hand, to clarify which of the cocoa GVC agents in Ecuador are 
among the ten largest corporations in the global agricultural commodities market, the 
list established in the work of Shand et al. will be used (2022:100).

4.   �RESULTS

Based on Table 1, which shows the top ten Ecuadorian cocoa exporting companies in 
2022 by volume, using the methodology described above, all of them exported 293.235 
metric tons of cocoa. As can be seen, most of them are Ecuadorian companies or local 
representatives of multinationals. The list includes two large transnational traders: 
Cargill and the Swiss company Barry Callebaut have the second and the third highest 
share of the cocoa global bean trade, 12 percent, and 11 percent, respectively (Par-
ra-Paitan et al. 2023: 5).

Volume (Tones) Percentage

Outspan Ecuador S A 42.965 18%

Barry Callebaut Ecuador S A 35.025 15%

Eco Kakao S A 27.539 12%

Inmobiliaria Guangala S A 24.988 10%

Cargill del Ecuador Cargillecuador Cia Ltd 24.812 10%

Agroindustrias Arriba del Ecuador Agroarriba S A 20.041 8%

Ecuador Kakao Processing Proecuakao S A 18.495 8%

Grandsouth S A 15.703 7%

Aromas Y Sabores Del Ecuador Aromacacao 15.302 6%

Manacao S A 14.364 6%

Table 1. Top ten cocoa exporting companies in Ecuador, year 2022.  
Source: (Trase, 2023d: 3).
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Table 2 shows the top ten importers of Ecuadorian cocoa by volume. Between 
them, they imported 139,917 metric tons in 2022. In addition to Cargill and Barry 
Callebaut, the list includes another large transnational trader: Olam has the highest 
share of the cocoa global bean trade (17 percent), and one medium transnational 
company: Guan Chong, from Malaysia, with 3 percent of the cocoa global bean trade 
(Parra-Paitan et al. 2023: 5).

Volume (Tones) Percentage

Olam 26,923 19%

Barry Callebaut 22,568 16%

Cargill 18,182 13%

Itochu 11,670 8%

Agroindustrias Unidas de Cacao S A 11,434 8%

PT Jebe Koko 10,428 7%

JB Cocoa SDN BHD 9,928 7%

PT Asia Cocoa Indonesia 9,851 7%

Guan Chong Cocoa Manufacturer 9,788 7%

General Cocoa 9,145 7%

Table 2. Top ten Ecuadorian cocoa importing companies, year 2022.  
Source: (Trase, 2023d: 5).

In the list of companies shown in Table No. 2, three are included in the list of the top 
ten trading companies of agricultural raw materials in the global market, prepared by 
Shand et al. (2022: 100). Among them is Cargill, the first in the world ranking. The in-
formation presented by Shand et al. for each of them is shown below (2022: 100).

Cargill (United States): i) private company; ii) ranking: 1; iii) sales 2020: 134.000 
million USD; and iv) business profile: America’s largest privately held company; it has a 
presence in 70 countries, 155,000 employees. Producer, distributor, processor, trans-
porter of agricultural products including sugar, oils, grains, chocolate, meat, and vege-
table protein, as well as financial management (Shand et al., 2022:100).

Itochu (Japan): i) public company; ii) ranking: 6; iii) sales 2020: 35.908 million USD; 
and iv) business profile: with operations in 62 countries, Itochu markets textiles, ma-
chinery, metals, minerals, energy, chemicals, food, real estate, information and commu-
nications technology, and finance. Raw materials and food account for approximately 
38 percent of the company’s revenue (Shand et al., 2022: 100).
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Olam International (Singapur): i) public company; ii) ranking: 9; iii) sales 2020: 
24.701 million USD; and iv) business profile: Olam is among the top 30 most listed 
companies on the Singapore Stock Exchange (based on market capitalization). With 
more than 81,000 employees worldwide and operations in more than 60 countries, 
Olam’s companies include nuts, spices, dairy, coffee, cocoa, grains and animal feed, and 
proteins, edible oils, rice, cotton, and financial services (Shand et al., 2022: 100).

In Almonacid which refers to the blueberries GVC, it is shown how companies gain 
efficiency by applying a vertical integration model within the GVCs (2018: 148). The 
vertical integration of export and import tasks can be seen by comparing Tables No. 1 
and No. 2; the matching companies (with their respective representations in Ecuador) 
are Cargill and Barry Callebaut.

Volume (Tones) Percentage %

Malasia 72,541 20%

United States 71,927 20%

Indonesia 69,930 20%

Netherlands 37,635 11%

Mexico 24,901 7%

Canada 22,177 6%

Belgium 19,856 6%

Italy 16,223 5%

Germany 15,358 4%

China 7,748 2%

Table 3. Top ten destination countries for Ecuadorian cocoa, year 2022.  
Source: (Trase, 2023d: 2).

Table No. 3 shows the top ten destination countries for Ecuadorian cocoa exports 
by volume in 2022. Ecuadorian cocoa exports to these countries total 358.295 metric 
tons in 2022; 75 percent are destined for three countries: Malaysia, the United States 
and Indonesia. If imports from all the countries that make up the European Union are 
grouped together, their volume would be at the top of the list with more than 98.000 
metric tons.

Considering the varieties of products in which Ecuadorian cocoa was exported in 
2022, it is observed that a total of 390,293 metric tons were traded in the four variants 
presented in Table No. 4.
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Volume (Tones) Percentage %

Cocoa beans 358,956 92%

Cocoa paste 20,930 5.4%

Cocoa butter 7,650 2%

Cocoa powder 2,544 0.7%

Cocoa residue 212 0.1%

Table 4. Ecuadorian cocoa varieties exported in 2022.  
Source: (Trase, 2023d: 7).

Table No. 4 also shows how 92 percent of Ecuadorian cocoa is exported as beans. 
The same happens in other cases in Latin America as, for example, in 2021 Brazil was 
the largest producer and exporter of soybeans in the world, generating annual export 
revenues of almost USD 48 billion, corresponding to a production of 105.5 million tons, 
but 82 percent was exported as raw soybeans, and only 16 percent in the form of soy-
bean meal and 2 percent as soybean oil (Trase, 2023a: 1-2). As Gereffi argues, Brazil has 
not been able to benefit from incorporating value added to soybean production, in 
2009, 95 percent of its soybean exports to China (the world’s largest soybean importer) 
were in the form of unprocessed beans and not as meal or oil (2018: 37).

Based on the previous results, this research shows how in the year 2022 and within 
the framework of the cocoa GVC in Ecuador, the Ecuadorian representations of the 
American company Cargill and the Swiss company Barry Callebaut (companies that 
have the second and the third highest share of cocoa bean global trade), are among the 
top ten Ecuadorian cocoa exporting companies. At the same time, in the list of the top 
ten importers of Ecuadorian cocoa, Olam of Singapore (company that has the highest 
share of the cocoa global bean trade) and Guan Chong of Malaysia (a medium-sized 
transnational company) are added to the above two corporations. The list of importing 
companies also includes three of the top ten trading companies of agricultural raw ma-
terials in the global market: Cargill (first in the ranking), Japan’s Itochu (sixth in the 
ranking) and Olam (ninth in the ranking). The companies that appear in the two lists 
of exporting and importing companies are: Cargill and Barry Callebaut, this shows how 
by applying a vertical integration model within their GVCs they seek to gain efficiency 
and preponderance within the value chain, in addition to improving their competitive 
position. Although Ecuadorian cocoa exports are mainly destined for Malaysia, the 
United States and Indonesia, unifying its member countries, the European Union is 
the largest importer. Ninety-two percent of Ecuadorian cocoa is exported as beans and 
not in the form of cocoa paste, cocoa butter, or cocoa powder, so Ecuador has not been 
able to benefit from adding value to its cocoa production.
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5.   �DISCUSSION

The introduction of this document showed how Ecuadorian exports are based on two 
products: oil and shrimp. These exports are supplemented by other products, such as 
cocoa, analyzed in this document, or flowers; all these exports correspond to natural 
resources. This only confirms the application of an extractive economic model by Ecua-
dor. According to Saade Hazin, there is a relationship between the extractive model, the 
governance of natural resources, and the limitations of development: the extractive 
model in Latin America and the Caribbean attracted new capital flows that favored the 
improvement of some economic and social indicators, but economic dependence on 
natural resources persists, and although according to empirical evidence, the curse of 
natural resources does not exist, it is clear that the lack of adequate governance of natu-
ral resources prevented the exploitation of the economic bonanza and this, in turn, 
hindered development (2019: 59).

Having unveiled the issue of natural resource governance as key to this discussion, 
Saade Hazin states that a coordinated set of fiscal, monetary, exchange rate and indus-
trial policies, which ensure maximizing economic benefits despite market variations, 
and the use of the revenues from exploitation in actions that contribute to achieving 
structural change with equality, without compromising its critical natural capital in the 
long term, make up the elements of an adequate governance of natural resources that 
Latin America cannot miss again (Saade Hazin, 2019: 81).

Returning to the field of GVCs to find arguments regarding the governance of natu-
ral resources, the World Bank, in its “World Development Report”, defends the positive 
effect of GVCs on economic growth, job creation and poverty reduction; but warns that 
these can be shared and sustainable only if all countries improve social and environ-
mental protection (World Bank, 2020: 3). The International Labour Organization (ILO), 
in a report on agricultural and food GVCs, also argues that GVCs have contributed to 
economic growth, job creation, poverty reduction and promoting entrepreneurship; in 
parallel, they can contribute to a transition from the informal to the formal economy, 
and can be an engine of development by promoting technology transfer, the adoption 
of both new production practices and higher value-added activities, which would im-
prove skills, productivity and competitiveness; however, at the same time ILO high-
lights that GVCs generate negative externalities (ILO, 2017), as will be shown below.

But what can be said about governance in GVCs? In Parra-Paitan et al. research re-
ferred to in the introduction of this paper, it is mentioned that power, inside GVC, is 
“the capacity of actors to dictate or influence the behavior of other actors or strategic 
market factors, and it is often used to increase value, gain competitive advantage, and 
achieve desired market outcomes” (2023: 2).

These latter objectives are consistent with ILO, who argue that global business mod-
els create situations in which strategies to shift risk, reduce labor costs, and retain con-
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trol over production and delivery requirements promote weak agreements that fail to 
provide for the safety and health of many workers in supplier companies in developing 
countries; one of the reasons why multinational corporations have outsourced produc-
tion to countries that do not have strong regulatory structures is that this is the only way 
they can continue to compete by achieving the prices and profit margins demanded by 
the global market (2017: 46).

Research by Samaniego on “Governance of the Cocoa Chain in Ecuador” shows the 
results of the types of governance and the actors in the cocoa chain in Ecuador “based 
on Le Heron et al. (2013)” (2019: 14). It uses a methodology originally designed for the 
case of the governance of the GVC of wine in New Zealand to explain the case of the 
GVC of Ecuadorian cocoa. This methodology holds that “sectoral and territorial gov-
ernance emerges from the co-constitutive agency of all firms, people in place, and the 
state” (Le Heron et al., 2013: 225). Thus, within the GVC of cocoa in Ecuador, there are 
three types of governance:

The first is local governance: “where producers and intermediaries participate, often 
having informal relationships, that is, they do not have a contract, intermediaries choose 
the product according to market demands” (Samaniego, 2019: 14). For this reason, 
farmer associations such as “La Coordinadora Ecuatoriana de Comercio Justo (CECJ)” 
are involved in offering better commercial conditions, “ensuring the rights of small and 
marginalized producers and workers” (Samaniego, 2019: 14).

The second is state governance: “where the actor involved is the promoters, with 
government support to increase productivity and improve quality” (Samaniego, 2019: 15).

The third type of governance is corporate governance: where “exporters, certifiers, 
and final consumers act, all being private and/or transnational companies” (Samaniego, 
2019: 15). According to Samaniego, “the final consumer is the one who determines the 
market needs; through the demands of the final consumer, exporters require the quality 
of cocoa from producers” (2019: 15-16).

Parra-Paitan et al. describes how “the principal-agent relation seeks to ensure favora-
ble agent behavior, and it is modulated by power, information, and goal asymmetries be-
tween the two” (2023: 2); principal actors in CGVs utilize their power on agents, like 
smaller companies or suppliers, to lead the implementation of commitments. Explained 
the power connotation in the context of the GVC, Kaplinsky and Morris detail that the 
chain power is related to the relative size of a particular firm in the chain; depending on 
various circumstances, the larger the firm, in terms of: share of chain sales, share of chain 
value added, share of chain profits, relative rate of profit, share of chain buying power, 
control over a key technology and distinctive competence, or holder of chain “market 
identity” (e.g. brandname), the more influential its role in a particular CGV (2000: 66).

Going back to the World Bank’s statement that the benefits of GVCs can only be 
exploited if countries improve social and environmental protection, there is no doubt 
that there is a role for governments in the governance of GVCs, which by its nature 
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should be extended to supranational institutions and other international regulatory or-
ganizations. In the conclusions of the study on the gaps in voluntary sustainability com-
mitments covering the global cocoa trade, one can find a criterion regarding the results 
of the management conducted so far in this role:

The current paradigm of market-led governance arguably emerged as a response to weak 
national and international regulation of environmental and social issues arising in value 
chains… Now, more than two decades since the emergence of these initiatives, there is 
growing frustration at the perceived lack of progress on sustainability goals, and even their 
unintended consequences (Parra-Paitan et al., 2023: 12).

Of course, according to what has been noted, natural resource governance goes far 
beyond the role of governments, supranational institutions, and other international reg-
ulatory bodies in the field of GVCs. Saade Hazin insists that appropriate governance is 
the main instrument with which Latin America and the Caribbean can change the eco-
nomic and fiscal management of natural resources and advance along the path of equi-
ty, sustainability, human rights and the protection of nature; but she also states that as 
long as there are no public policies that encourage investments to build infrastructure 
and increase productivity, generate innovation, technology, education and training and 
that, above all, facilitate the diversification of economic activities, Latin America will 
not be able to achieve the necessary structural change with equality (2019: 81).

On the other hand, Muñoz and Pérez-Salas argue that, at the same time as produc-
ing value, GVCs have the capacity to destroy it by generating negative externalities on 
the environment and populations (2019: 144).

Within the Latin American experience in the field of negative environmental exter-
nalities, Moreno y Moreno show the deforestation of Brazilian biomes in the soybean 
GVC, and the pollution caused by excrement ponds in the United States, in the pork 
GVC (2023: 11-12). As part of the National Climate Change Strategy, Ecuador’s “REDD+ 
Action Plan, Forests for Good Living (2016-2025)”, reflects the country’s commitment 
to reducing deforestation and associated greenhouse gas emissions (Ministerio del Am-
biente, Agua y Transición Ecológica, 2016: 13).

In the context of this plan, gross deforestation in Ecuador was quantified for the 
period between 2008 and 2014, resulting in a total of 496,504 hectares deforested (Min-
isterio del Ambiente, Agua y Transición Ecológica, 2016: 44). Deforestation linked to 
the cocoa GVC in Ecuador accounted for 3.7 percent of this area; 64.9 percent of the 
forest was converted to pastureland for livestock, 11 percent to agricultural mosaics, 3.1 
percent to hard corn, 3 percent to African palm, 2 percent to coffee, and an additional 
10.2 percent to other land cover types (Ministerio del Ambiente, Agua y Transición 
Ecológica, 2016: 47-48). In the case of Ecuadorian cocoa, in order to avoid cultivation 
by cutting down ancestral trees in an intensive monoculture system, which endangers 
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the Amazon region in particular, work is being done on alternative solutions such as the 
one developed by WWF together with local communities and indigenous peoples to 
achieve sustainable cocoa cultivation through the agroforestry system called “Chakra” 
(the name given to the traditional cultivation plot) based on polyculture that allows 
cocoa to be planted among ancestral trees (WWF, 2023: 1).

As an example of negative externalities affecting human groups, within the already 
alluded ILO report regarding agricultural and food GVCs, it is stated that GVCs gener-
ated expectations of improved working conditions for workers, suppliers and subcon-
tractors employed in developing countries, derived from the expansion of GVCs; but 
such expectations had been partially fulfilled and only particularly for first tier suppli-
ers; in the case of second tier suppliers, third tier and so on, decent work deficits persist 
(ILO, 2017: 21). That was the case of Cargill in the cocoa GVC: in September of 2023 the 
Brazilian labor courts condemned the corporation for child labor and slavery practices 
on cocoa farms (La Vanguardia, 2023: 1-4); by favoring contracting through intermedi-
aries, Cargill increasingly encourages the so-called material outsourcing system, giving 
room to make labor relations even more precarious, so the world’s largest agricultural 
company must adopt a series of measures to establish ethical relations in its production 
chain, including the formalization of labor contracts with all cocoa producers and sup-
pliers with whom it negotiates in Brazil (Murphy, 2023: 5). Meanwhile, Ecuador was 
awarded the “Academy Guy Urbain Award 2018” by the French Academy of Chocolate 
and Confectionery for prohibiting child labor and implementing strict controls in the 
cocoa production sector (Ministerio de Agricultura y Ganadería, 2024: 1).

6.   �FINAL REMARKS

It has been almost two centuries since the economy of the Republic of Ecuador, and 
especially its exports, have depended on natural products. Ecuador is once again facing 
the dilemma of finding an alternative that leads to development, poverty reduction and 
equality, using the extractivist model, now when for the first time the amounts of shrimp 
exports exceeded those of oil exports. This research seeks to clarify the peculiarities in 
the cocoa GVC in Ecuador, another natural product on which the Ecuadorian economy 
was based in the nineteenth century.

Cocoa is among the 10 most traded commodities in the world; two characteristics 
of the management of this product at the global level are related to the nature of Ecua-
dorian cocoa production for export: the first, 95 percent of the world’s cocoa comes 
from small farmers cultivating an average of 3 ha each, which has to do with the way in 
which the predominant type of cocoa in Ecuadorian exports is produced, and, the sec-
ond, it is estimated that by 2027 it will be necessary to triple its world production to 
meet global demand, which means that Ecuadorian cocoa production will have to con-
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tinue growing along the lines of shrimp (crustacean of which Ecuador has become the 
world’s leading producer), especially to meet the requirements of Asian countries.

In 2021, and with a market share of 8.7 percent, Ecuador was the third largest cocoa 
beans exporter in the world after Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. The first peculiarity of Ecua-
dor’s cocoa GVC is the predominance of premium cocoa: 81 percent of the 331,029 tons 
of Ecuadorian cocoa beans exported that year were of the type “fine aromatic cocoa”.

The second peculiarity of the cocoa CGV in Ecuador is the difference between the 
fine aromatic cocoa value chain structure and the conventional cocoa value chain one: 
the chain is shorter, an important share of the value is generated locally because both 
production and processing are suitable for small-scale units which invest less capital 
and more labor (benefiting both small producers and the environment.), the need to 
continuously adapt to market requirements need the exchange of information between 
the links, as well as direct relationships to buyers, seeking a direct and long-term rela-
tionship with producers so as to secure the supply and quality of the speciality product.

Parra-Paitan et al. research about the gaps in voluntary sustainability commitments 
covering the global cocoa trade in 2018, shows the third peculiarity of the cocoa GVC 
in Ecuador: in the case of the Ecuadorian cocoa bean trade two thirds is handled by 
domestic traders and more than 50 percent being handled by small domestic traders 
(2023: 6). A key factor is the dominance of exports by domestic traders of fine aromatic 
cocoa favored by national incentives and the fact that transnational companies rarely 
trade fine aromatic cocoa in bulk.

This study differs from the one referred to in the previous paragraph because the use 
of the SEI-PCS methodology allows it to relate the actors of the cocoa GVC in Ecuador 
beyond the tasks carried out in its territory, achieving a connection between exporters, 
importers and countries of destination of Ecuadorian cocoa (including products such 
as cocoa paste, cocoa butter, cocoa powder and cocoa residue, converted to their equiv-
alents in cocoa beans).

Considering the list of the top ten exporters, in the Ecuadorian cocoa trade, three 
quarters of the volume exported in 2022 was handled by domestic traders (if the rep-
resentations of Cargill and Barry Callebaut are not taken as Ecuadorian). Based on the 
terms of the methodology of this paper and mutatis mutandis, the third peculiarity es-
tablished in Parra-Paitan et al. for the Ecuadorian cocoa trade in 2018 would be proven, 
since in 2022 the preponderance of domestic traders would be maintained over large 
transnational traders (2023: 6).

Although Ecuador has made strides in the governance of the cocoa GVC by imple-
menting measures to benefit small producers, halt deforestation, and eradicate child 
labor, the same progress has not been achieved with other natural products that now 
make up the bulk of its exports: oil and shrimp. Thus, within this extractivist model, 
market-driven governance persists, causing negative socio-economic and environmen-
tal externalities that continue to be one of the barriers to its development.
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