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Abstract

The millions of farm workers in the Global South are an important resource for smallholder producers. However, research
on their labour organisation is limited. This article focuses on smallholder farm workers in Ghana’s cocoa sector, drawing on
insights from qualitative interviews and the concept of bargaining power. We review the labour relations and working condi-
tions of two historical and informally identified labour supply setups (LSSs) in Ghana’s cocoa sector, namely, hired labour
and Abusa, a form of landowner—caretaker relations, and identify an imbalance of horizontal power. Further, we analyse the
labour relations and working conditions of an emerging and formal LSS in Ghana’s cocoa sector: private labour providers
(PLPs). We argue that PLPs are likely to address the imbalance of horizontal power between farm workers and smallhold-
ers and bring about significant improvements in the working conditions of farm workers. We also assess the sustainability
potential and limitations of PLPs and argue that tensions exist. We contribute to the growing horizontal power perspective
by providing avenues for research and policy related to promoting sustained labour rights for farm workers in smallholder
agriculture in the Global South.

Keywords Labour supply - Horizontal power - Bargaining power - Cocoa - Ghana

Abbreviations the large proportion of small-scale, low-skilled and migrant
COCOBOD The Ghana cocoa board workers, who often face significant barriers to accessing
GHS Ghana cedi decent working conditions and fair wages (Barrientos et al.
LBCs License buying companies 2011; Thompson 2021; Kissi 2021). In the agricultural sec-
LSSs Labour supply setups tor, different actors, such as lead firms (including manu-
PLPs Private labour providers facturers, processors and traders from the Global North),
RSCs Rural service centers Global South governments and local actors, address the

working conditions of suppliers through various labour

standards, ranging from voluntary approaches to hard laws
Introduction (FAO 2018; ILO 2019).

While poor working conditions can be found across differ-
ent global production networks, the agricultural industry is
particularly susceptible to social injustice. This is due to
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These labour standards have led to several empirical stud-
ies on their impact on labour relations and working condi-
tions in agriculture. According to Kissi and Herzig (2020),
previous studies have focussed more on examining vertical
solutions (i.e., the role of lead firms from the Global North)
than on horizontal solutions (i.e. the inclusion of govern-
ments and local actors from the Global South) for addressing
labour rights violations (Raynolds 2014; Schuster and Mae-
rtens 2017; van Rijn et al. 2020). However, recent studies
have begun to consider horizontal solutions to labour rights
violations in agriculture (Alford et al. 2017; Gansemans and
D’Haese 2020; Louche et al. 2020).

Despite the increase in research from a horizontal per-
spective, the literature has focussed more on the labour
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relations and working conditions of workers in a planta-
tion farm context than on those of workers in a smallholder
farm context (Kissi and Herzig 2020; Riisgaard and Okinda
2018). Millions of workers on smallholder farms are part of
complex global agricultural production networks, yet they
remain invisible. These workers are an important resource
for smallholder producers in the Global South. Therefore,
research on the struggles of workers on smallholder farms in
rural areas is crucial (Gyapong 2021; Kissi 2021).

This article focusses on smallholder farm workers in
Ghana’s cocoa sector, drawing on insights from qualitative
interviews and the concept of bargaining power. We review
the labour relations and working conditions of two histori-
cal and informally identified labour supply setups (LSSs)
in Ghana’s cocoa sector, namely, hired labour and Abusa, a
form of landowner—caretaker relations. Further, we analyse
the labour relations and working conditions of an emerg-
ing and formal LSS in Ghana’s cocoa sector: private labour
providers (PLPs). Finally, we critically evaluate the potential
sustainability and limitations of PLPs.

Such an assessment is crucial for improving our under-
standing of how power dynamics within production systems
shape labour issues through horizontal power struggles
among non-governmental actors of the same class, identity
and status (Pettas 2019). Incorporating the horizontal power
perspective in our study helps to enhance our understand-
ing of the extent to which workers on smallholder farms
in the Global South are recognised and remunerated. This
knowledge can contribute to sustainable improvements in
agricultural working conditions and labour relations in the
Global South (Mohan 2016; Phillips 2011).

We address questions about labour relations and work-
ing conditions using bargaining power theory. The literature
suggests that workers in the informal sector, including agri-
culture, are not necessarily powerless (Selwyn 2007). They
derive their labour agency from different bargaining powers,
including associational and structural power (Gansemans
and D’Haese 2020; Riisgaard and Okinda 2018; Thomas
2021). Associational power refers to workers’ ability to
improve labour conditions through collective efforts, while
structural power refers to the power workers have because of
their position in the economic system (Wright 2000).

Ghana, the second-largest producer of cocoa in the world,
presents an interesting case due to the presence of more than
800,000 smallholder farmers, who cultivate an average of
2—4 hectares of land (GSS 2014; ICCO 2020). Additionally,
Ghana has a strong government presence through the Ghana
Cocoa Board (COCOBOD) and its trade policy, which is
partially liberalised compared to Cote d’Ivoire, the largest
producer, with relatively low numbers of smallholders and a
fully liberalised trade policy (Bymolt et al. 2018; Kolavalli
and Vigneri 2018). Despite the strong COCOBOD presence,
issues of ethical consumption and sustainability in Ghana’s
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cocoa sector are mostly governed by Global North lead firms
through various sustainability initiatives (Barrientos and
Asenso-Okyere 2009; Fold and Neilson 2016; Kolavalli and
Vigneri 2018). In addition, Ghana’s cocoa sector is charac-
terised by labour fragmentation (Vigneri et al. 2016), many
unemployed youths who are uninterested in cocoa farming
(Anyidoho et al. 2012) and an increasing number of young
farmers who perceive better opportunities outside of cocoa
farming and are likely to leave (Amon-Armabh et al. 2022).
In the next section, we explore relevant literature on
labour organisations on smallholder cocoa farms in Ghana
and the bargaining power of farm workers on smallholder
farms. We then present our qualitative methods for collect-
ing data on smallholder farmers, Abusas (a form of land-
owner—caretaker relations), hired labourers and other rel-
evant actors. In subsequent sections, we present our results
and a discussion on the labour relations and working condi-
tions of various labour forms. Finally, conclusions are pre-
sented, along with further research avenues and policy rec-
ommendations for improving labour in Ghana’s cocoa sector.

Labour organisation on smallholder cocoa
farms in Ghana

Labour on smallholder farms in the Global South is mostly
organised based on different irregular labour sources, such as
communal labour support, landowner—caretaker relations or
sharecropping labour arrangement, hired labour and contract
farming (Barrientos et al. 2011; Mukhamedova and Pomfret
2019; Oya 2012). Despite the heterogeneity in labour organ-
isation, there are several common elements in almost all
agrarian societies. These elements include a clear division
of labour (Barrientos 2019; Masambha et al. 2018), gender-
based land tenure systems and agricultural roles (Contzen
and Forney 2017; Padmanabhan 2007), different classes and
identities (Bernstein 2011; Morgan and Olsen 2011), a low
wage rate (FAO et al. 2019) and frequent movement into and
out of labour arrangements as well as into non-farm activi-
ties (Bernstein 2011).

In cocoa production in Ghana, various labour sources are
important, including family, hired labour, landowner—care-
taker relations, communal labour support, government
labour subsidy programmes and private labour. Since 1910,
unpaid family labour, hired labour and landowner—caretaker
relations have played a significant role in establishing and
expanding cocoa production in Southern Ghana (Amanor
2010; Hill 1961). Hired labour and landowner—caretaker
relations for managing cocoa farms have traditionally relied
mainly on migrant workers (Amanor 2010; Hill 1961; Tor-
vikey 2021; van Hear 1984). Although migrant labour in
Ghana’s cocoa sector has decreased due to demographic



Labour relations and working conditions of workers on smallholder cocoa farms in Ghana 1M

changes and institutional factors, it still remains relevant for
hired labour and sharecropping setups.

Recently hired labourers and sharecroppers consist of
both male and female farmers and non-farmers, including
landless migrants and non-migrants (Amfo et al. 2022).
However, male labourers dominate, as cocoa farming is
perceived to require physical strength and is labour inten-
sive (Bymolt et al. 2018). Hired labourers typically per-
form a variety of tasks, such as spraying and weeding, on a
day-labour or piece-rate basis (Bymolt et al. 2018; Vigneri
et al. 2016). Landowner—caretaker relations, on the other
hand, take the form of an agreement between the cocoa
farm owner and caretaker for the use and management of
the farm.

In Ghana’s cocoa sector, landowner—caretaker relations
are organised as ‘Abunu’ and ‘Abusa’ based on verbal agree-
ments (Amanor 2010; Barrientos 2014). In Abunu, which
means to divide into two, the caretaker bears all the costs of
production on virgin farmland and shares the income from
cocoa sales at a ratio of 1:1 with the landowner. The Abunu
sharecropper takes full control over production decisions
and benefits solely from other staple food crops intercropped
with cocoa. Abusa, on the other hand, means to divide into
three. In this model, a fully mature cocoa farm is given to
a caretaker to manage for a certain period. The income is
shared at a ratio of 1:2, with the landowner taking two-thirds
and the caretaker receiving one-third. Here, the landowner is
expected to bear all costs of production and to have control
over production decisions. There is also another category of
caretakers, usually young migrants, who work seasonally on
cocoa farms on negotiated terms with landlords, which may
not necessarily be Abunu or Abusa.

Since Ghana’s independence in 1957, engendered com-
munal labour support, locally known as ‘Nnoboa’, has pro-
vided labour on cocoa farms through verbal agreements to
exchange labour with neighbouring farms for weeding, har-
vesting, pod breaking and other activities (Amanor 2010).
However, recent studies have noted a significant decline
in the use of Nnoboa due to some members’ opportunistic
behaviour, such as not reciprocating the labour exchange or
demanding compensation beyond the agreed terms, leading
to a lack of trust (Bymolt et al. 2018; Vigneri et al. 2016).
For example, some Nnoboa members may demand payment
or more labour than they are willing to provide, causing dis-
putes and straining relationships among farmers.

Regarding labour subsidy programmes, the Ghanaian
government has been providing support to young farm-
ers and non-farmers to provide labour services since 1989
(Kolavalli and Vigneri 2018). For instance, the Cocoa Dis-
eases and Pests Control Programme has been offering ‘mass
spraying’ services to cocoa farmers since 2001 to combat
capsids and black pod diseases. Cocoa farms are sprayed
3 times a year against black pods and twice a year against

capsids, free of charge. Additionally, COCOBOD’s hand
pollination programme, which began in 2017, employs
young people to carry out artificial pollination on small-
holder farms to boost agricultural productivity.

Beyond the historical and government setups, it is impor-
tant to note that the emergence of PLPs from rural service
centres (RSCs) is a recent development in Ghana’s cocoa
production landscape. These RSCs can be compared to small
and medium-sized enterprises that offer various services,
including entrepreneurial and agronomic training, input and
agrochemical shops, access to credit through private cocoa-
buying companies and labour service delivery on cocoa
farms. The PLPs that have emerged from the RSC model can
be seen as a type of formal sharecropping arrangement, simi-
lar to Abusa. In this arrangement, the PLP and the farmer
each receive one-third of the sales of the harvested beans,
while the remaining one-third is set aside for farm manage-
ment. Production decisions are controlled by the PLP.

Of the labour forms outlined above, we will focus on
two historical setups: hired labour and Abusa as well as the
emerging PLPs, because of the existence of a relationship
between a worker and a farmer. While this article is not the
first to review the labour relations and working conditions
of hired labour and Abusa (Bymolt et al. 2018; Vigneri et al.
2016), to the best of our knowledge, it is the first to examine
an alternative and emerging model, the PLP, through the
concept of bargaining power.

Bargaining power of workers on smallholder
farms

The notion that informal wage workers in agriculture are not
powerless and that they derive their bargaining power from
various sources has been discussed by many scholars, par-
ticularly in the context of plantation work (Gansemans and
D’Haese 2020; Riisgaard and Okinda 2018; Selwyn 2007;
Thomas 2021). To comprehend how workers on small-
holder cocoa farms in Ghana may derive their bargaining
power, we begin with the concept of labour power sources.
As conceptualised by Wright (2000) and Silver (2003), the
sources of labour power in the global economy consist of
two components: structural power and associational power.
Subsequently, Schmalz et al. (2018) extended these power
resources to include institutional and societal power. How-
ever, institutional and societal power are not relevant in the
smallholder farm context because they arise from formal
cooperation between workers and other organisations, which
is heavily rooted in trade unions and hegemonic structures
(Schmalz et al. 2018).

Therefore, we focus on associational and structural power
in this study. Associational power is defined as a workers’
ability to improve labour conditions through collective
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Table 1 Area selection

Region District Villages and towns

Western North ~ Sefwi-waiso Municipality and Juabeso ~ Sui, Ahidam, Bramajato, New Somanya, Bunso-Nkwanta, Madina, South Sonka,
Caiphas 2, Domeabra

Ashanti Adansi-South Ataase, New Edubiase, Asare Krom, Wuruyie, Obonsu community, Kotwea, Nyame
Bekeyere and Adansi Sweduru

Ahafo Asunafo-North Municipal Goaso, Mehame Nkwanta, Kukuom, Ahyiresu, Anwiam, Abetirenewom

Bono Sunyani Muinicipality Duayaw Nkwanta, Sunyani, Ansen and Yamfo

Central Assin Central Municipal District Assin Fosu and Mantekrom

efforts, such as unions and parties, as well as workers’ coun-
cils, community organisations and institutional representa-
tion (Wright 2000). Structural power is defined as the ‘power
that results simply from the location of workers within the
economic system’ (Wright 2000, p. 962).

While Wright (2000) contended that structural power
may influence associational power, Silver (2003) posited
that there are two distinct forms of structural power, work-
place bargaining power and marketplace bargaining power,
both of which are disruptive in nature. Workplace bargaining
power arises from a worker’s ability to refuse to work, while
marketplace bargaining power is derived from having rare
skills or qualifications that are in high demand by employ-
ers (Schmalz et al. 2018; Silver 2003). Associational and
structural power concepts were initially developed to ana-
lyse bargaining power in the context of formal labour (Silver
2003; Wright 2000). However, Riisgaard and Okinda (2018)
adapted the framework to apply it to the informal labour
context, particularly smallholder farms, which had not been
studied previously (Rizzo 2013; Selwyn 2009).

As union rates are generally low or non-existent for
informal workers in Global South agriculture (ILO 2021),
Riisgaard and Okinda’s (2018) model includes all modes of
engagement, both formal and informal, as well as access to
information, information sharing and withdrawal of labour
in the analysis of associational power. This adjustment is
crucial, as smallholder farmers often rely on informal net-
works and relationships rather than on formal organisations
for access to resources and support. Their model analyses
workplace bargaining power based on labour withdrawal,
access to information and information sharing and market-
place bargaining power based on smallholder farm workers’
dependence and access to alternative employment of small-
holder farm workers (Riisgaard and Okinda 2018).

Given our focus on smallholder farms, we follow Riis-
gaard and Okinda (2018) in analysing our data. We employ
labour withdrawal, access to information and information
sharing among cocoa farm workers in both associational
and workplace bargaining power analyses, while we uti-
lise cocoa farm worker dependence and access to alterna-
tive employment in the analysis of marketplace bargaining
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power. Overall, both associational and structural power in
all forms and contexts are largely a function of the bargain-
ing power of cocoa farm workers (Gansemans and D’Haese
2020; Riisgaard and Okinda 2018; Schuster and Maertens
2017). Our aim is not to examine power differences but
rather to understand how horizontal power shapes labour
relations and working conditions in Ghana’s cocoa sector
(Pettas 2019).

Methodology

Based on insights from qualitative interviews with small-
holder producers, cocoa farm workers, LBCs and other rel-
evant actors in the cocoa sector of Ghana and the concept of
bargaining power, we review the labour relations and work-
ing conditions of hired labour and Abusa. Following the
same structure, we examine the labour relations and working
conditions of PLPs. The qualitative research method offers
an opportunity to explore and explain how horizontal power
shapes labour relations and working conditions in Ghana’s
cocoa sector.

We conducted fieldwork between May and August 2019
in four major cocoa-growing areas of Ghana: Western North,
Ashanti, Ahafo and Bono Regions. These are the largest
producing regions and are known for their practice of all
the labour forms, particularly PLPs. For each region, we
selected at least one district and some villages and towns
(Table 1) that are most actively involved in various local
labour forms.

In addition, we conducted interviews' in December
2022 to particularly complement the PLP data due to recent
changes in its dynamics. This was mainly conducted in Assin

! We interviewed one LBC worker in the Adansi district who had
been involved in the implementation of the PLPs. Additionally, we
interviewed two PLP operators in the past, one each from the Adansi
and Juabeso districts. Further, we interviewed an individual currently
operating a PLP and three farmers in the Assin Central Municipal
district.
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Fig. 1 Two-stage data collection Stage 1

process

— 2 in-depth interviews with the representatives of the Cocoa Health and Extension

Division of COCOBOD.

— 5 in-depth interviews with the representatives of LBCs that are part of the

implementation of PLPs (including Produce Buying Company and Agro-Ecom).

— 2 in-depth interviews with key actors in the development of the PLPs (incl. Touton and

Solidaridad).

— 4 in-depth interviews with PLPs (all males).

Stage 2

— 29 semi-structured interviews with smallholder cocoa farmers (16 males; 10 females)

— 7 focus group discussion sessions with smallholder farmers of about 6-10 members (3 all-

female groups; 3 all-male groups; 1 mixed group)

— 18 semi-structured interviews with Abusa sharecroppers (migrants: 7 males and 3

females; non-migrants: 4 males and 2 females; farmers: 2 males).

— 3 focus group discussion sessions with Abusa sharecroppers (all males)

— 12 semi-structured interviews with hired labourers (migrants: 4 males and 2 females;

non-migrants: 3 males and 1 female; farmers: 2 males).

Fosu of the Central Region, given the continuous presence
of a PLP.

We used purposive sampling to select smallholder pro-
ducers from various communities and villages that were
visited through LBCs. As that there are about 40 LBCs in
Ghana, we purposely selected farmers from the top two
LBCs, the Produce Buying Company and Agro-Ecom Lim-
ited, which together account for more than 40% of internal
cocoa bean purchases (COCOBOD 2017). In contrast, we
did not have pre-existing information on the availability and
accessibility of hired workers, Abusas and PLPs, so we used
snowball sampling methods to select a variety of workers. In
total, we interviewed 72 different actors and conducted 10
focus group discussions with smallholders and Abusa. We
followed a two-stage data collection process, as illustrated
in Fig. 1.

In stage one, we focussed on supply chain actors other
than farmers and workers to learn more about the poten-
tial communities and towns involved in PLPs. In the sec-
ond stage, we focussed on different categories of workers
and farmers to understand the labour relations and work-
ing conditions of various labour forms. It is important to
note that distinguishing between smallholder farmers,
Abusa and hired labourers can be challenging, as they often
move between different labour forms. This could partially
explain the small number of hired labourers interviewed and
the absence of a focus group discussion for that category.
Additionally, it is not surprising that the number of female

producers and workers was low, as cocoa production is gen-
erally a male-dominated industry in Ghana.

We conducted a few interviews in English but mostly
used Twi, a dialect widely spoken as a first language in
all the cocoa-growing areas we selected for the study. We
sought participant consent and gave careful consideration to
ethical research issues, including anonymity, confidential-
ity and convenience. We conducted individual interviews
and focus group discussions, which, on average, lasted 45
and 90 min, respectively. We recorded the interviews in the
local dialect and then transcribed them into English. Using
qualitative content analysis (Lewis 2015; Silverman 2017),
we explored how horizontal power shapes labour relations
and working conditions in Ghana’s cocoa sector. In sum-
mary, we gathered qualitative information from respondents
regarding the history, organisation and necessity of various
labour forms. We also examined labour relations and work-
ing conditions in the context of bargaining power.

Results and discussion

History and organisation of hired labour and Abusa
Since 1910, hired labour and Abusa have dominated the
establishment and expansion of cocoa production in Ghana
(Amanor 2010; Hill 1961). Traditionally, these forms of

labour relied heavily on migrants from the Volta region
of Ghana, neighbouring Togo as well as the Northern
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part of Ghana and neighbouring Burkina Faso (Amanor
2010; Hill 1961, 1997; Torvikey 2021; van Hear 1984).
Migrant labourers played an essential role in expanding
Ghana’s cocoa production, leading the country to become
the world’s number one producer between 1911 and 1976.
However, Cote d’Ivoire took over in 1978 and remains the
leading producer today (Hill 1961, 1997).

Agrarian capitalism, abundance and easy access to
land have historically attracted migrants to invest in land
acquisition through their profits from cocoa farming, oil
palm farming and non-farm activities in the Eastern region
(Hill 1961). However, the number of migrant labourers in
Ghana’s cocoa sector has significantly decreased recently
due to demographic changes, such as increased educa-
tion levels, smaller family sizes and migration, as well as
institutional factors, such as low wages, inadequate farm
land and high farm job insecurity (Anyidoho et al. 2012;
Dzanku and Tsikata 2022; LeBaron and Gore 2020). Thus,
current hired labour and Abusa setups include both land-
less migrants and non-migrants as workers.

In our study, we acknowledge the diversity of class,
ethnicity and identity that exists among migrant and non-
migrant labourers. Migrant labourers are mostly internal
and originate from communities outside the farming region
(Amfo et al. 2022), with the majority identified in our study
being Dagatis, Kusasis and Gurunsis from Northern Ghana
and Ewes, Krobos and Akuapims from Southeastern Ghana.
In the Sefwi-waiso municipality and Juaboso district, we
found additional migrant labourers from the Bono ethnic
group from the centre of Ghana, and there are increasing
numbers of labourers from Togo in the Adansi-South dis-
trict. Both migrant and non-migrant labourers possess gen-
eral farming skills (e.g. harvesting, pest and disease control
and weeding) but not necessarily on cocoa farming. Migrant
labourers come from agricultural commodity-growing
regions and migrate to cocoa-growing communities during
their off-seasons.

We found that migrant labourers are often married with
children and have lower levels of education than non-migrant
labourers. Non-migrant labourers are often single and, on
average, have completed senior high school. Additionally,
we observed that most non-migrant labourers do not aspire
to become future farmers owning their own land. They see
cocoa farming as a means of income accumulation to ven-
ture into non-farm occupations. Conversely, most migrant
labourers aspire to own their own farms. Their aim is often
to gain experience in Abusa sharecropping first and then
look for old and obsolete farms neglected and enter into
Abunu sharing arrangements with the landowners.

The evidence on labour relations from this research
is consistent with the reports of other studies that have
examined labour issues in Ghana’s cocoa sector (Bymolt
et al. 2018; Vigneri et al. 2016). In the hired labour setup,
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smallholders employ workers through a verbal contract,
sometimes in the presence of a witness, to carry out various
tasks either on a day-labour or piece-rate basis for a short or
longer period of time. On the other hand, the Abusa setup
takes the form of a landowner—caretaker relationship, where
landowners may be either absent or present farmers or non-
farmers, while caretakers, like hired labourers, may also be
farmers or non-farmers, including both non-migrants and
migrants.

In the Abusa model, a fully-grown cocoa farm is given
to a caretaker to manage for a specific period. The income
or harvest is shared at a ratio of 1:2, with the caretaker
receiving one-third and the landowner receiving two-thirds.
The landowner is expected to set aside one-third of their
share for input costs. However, hired labourers receive a
daily wage of about Ghana Cedi (GHS) 30-100, depend-
ing mainly on the type of task and the size of the farm.
For example, labourers who engage in weeding and pruning
receive higher wages of about GHS 60-100 per day, while
those who engage in harvesting, gathering and pod breaking
receive about GHS 30-50. Likewise, larger farms may pay
less per day overall, as the contractual agreement is likely
to be longer. Hired labourers receive their payments either
daily, weekly, monthly, at the end of the activity or in some
combination. According to a hired labourer in the Ahafo
region, for example, “Hired labourers on long contracts often
receive an agreed initial deposit of their total payment and
the rest during the ensuing task and/or after the harvesting
period, while the short-term contract is often remunerated
daily or weekly”.

In Ghana, cocoa farming is generally regarded as a male-
dominated activity, and the tasks associated with cocoa
farming are gendered. Moreover, the tasks that are typically
associated with women in Ghana’s cocoa sector, such as
harvesting, gathering and pod breaking, tend to be lower
paid than tasks assigned to men, such as weeding, pruning,
fertiliser application and spraying. This reinforces gender
inequality in the industry (Barrientos 2014; LeBaron and
Gore 2020).

The findings from our focus group discussions and indi-
vidual interviews suggest that women and large-scale farm-
ers are more likely to engage the services of hired labourers.
As one female farmer in the Western North pointed out,
“Most female farmers here do not have the strength that
men do, and we no longer have enough family labour as
we had some years back. Hence, we engage the services of
hired labourers from time to time”’. Meanwhile, farmers with
multiple farm ownership prefer the Abusa model. This was
noted in a focus group discussion in the Ashanti Region by
one farmer who said, “In this community and other farming
areas, most farmers have multiple farms in multiple loca-
tions. Thus, such farmers prefer to arrange with caretakers
to manage some of their farms”.



Labour relations and working conditions of workers on smallholder cocoa farms in Ghana 115

Overall, the evidence suggests that the recruitment pro-
cess for both hired labourers and the Abusa model is often
informal, with either the farmer or labourer making direct
requests or announcements through social networks and
community channels. In some cases, potential workers may
present themselves as available for work. We also found that
depending on the task, the farmer may or may not be pre-
sent to supervise and assist the labourer in both types of
labour setups. For example, one farmer we interviewed in
the Bono Region reported that they typically supervise and
assist labourers with tasks such as spraying agrochemicals,
pruning, harvesting and fertiliser application. However, for
tasks such as weeding, farmers do not provide any supervi-
sion but inspect the work upon completion.

Cocoa labour is not the only source of income for hired
labourers and Abusas. Beyond some being farmers, most
labourers engage in other non-farm income-earning activi-
ties, including off-season migration by hired labourers to the
city and other rural areas. As explained by one farmer in the
Western North, “Most of the migrant labourers and the youth
are engaged in income earning activities, such as Galamsey,
mobile money vending, motorcycle transportation business
and also often migrate to nearby communities and Kumasi
during the off-season to engage in other business activities”.

Despite the importance of hired labour and Abusa to
Ghana’s cocoa production, there is evidence of challenges
and complexity associated with affordability and sometimes
availability, as reflected in the following views. According
to one farmer interviewed in the Bono Region, “The use of
hired labour has become less popular in many cocoa-grow-
ing areas in Ghana because labourers often charge exorbitant
prices that we cannot afford”. On the contrary, a sharecrop-
per who also works as a hired labourer and was interviewed
in the same region emphasised a divergent view on costs,
stating, “The refusal of labourers to work on cocoa farms is
due to low wages given the laborious nature of the tasks”.

Bargaining power of hired labourers and Abusas

Based on our assessment of the labour relations and work-
ing conditions of the hired labour and Abusas, we argue that
there is an imbalance of horizontal power relations between
farmers and workers in Ghana’s cocoa sector. In line with
the broader discussion on bargaining power, we found that
hired labourers and Abusas have limited or no associational
and structural bargaining power due to imperfect informa-
tion and low labour withdrawal opportunities.

For example, since hired labourers and Abusas, whether
migrants or non-migrants, move in and out of agriculture
and non-agricultural activities, they have no means of
accessing and sharing information. Additionally, the varying
interests and aspirations of migrant and non-migrant labour-
ers result in an absence of collective efforts to access and

share information. Most respondents noted that Abusa and
hired workers have limited access to information regarding
input resources and premium payments and do not partici-
pate in sustainability programmes. These conditions reflect
a lack of access to and sharing of information among cocoa
farm workers.

Although cocoa labour is not the only source of income
for hired labourers and Abusas, the seasonal nature of cocoa
work makes labour withdrawal a non-option strategy for
negotiating for better working conditions, particularly for
migrant workers. Migrant hired labourers often lack immedi-
ate alternative employment opportunities in cocoa-growing
areas. As one migrant hired labourer in the Ashanti region
pointed out, “Most labourers migrate from far to cocoa-
growing areas during the main season from October to May
to work as labourers on the farm”. Therefore, the ability of
migrant labourers to withdraw their labour is limited, result-
ing in a power imbalance in labour relations in the cocoa
sector of Ghana.

Interestingly, we identified some differences in bargaining
power for both migrnat and non-migrant Abusas based on
the location of landlords, particularly regarding associational
power. For example, we found that Abusas managing absen-
tee owners’ farms hold some level of bargaining power over
managing the farms of owners that are present in the com-
munity. This stems from control of production resources and
access to programme attendance and information. As one
Abusa noted during a focus group discussion with Abusas
in the Western North Region, “If landlords do not live close
to the farming community, caretakers often get the chance
to attend cocoa farmer group meetings and have control over
production and marketing decisions to some extent”.

Overall, our findings suggest that there is an imbalance
of power between cocoa farmers and their migrant and
non-migrant workers, which is due to imperfect informa-
tion and structural barriers, such as class and identity. As a
result, workers in the informal and traditional labour sup-
ply setups in Ghana’s cocoa sector have limited bargaining
power, which makes it difficult for them to negotiate for
better working conditions (Carswell and Neve 2013; Coe
and Jordhus-Lier 2011). This power imbalance could lead
to rising inequality between workers and smallholder farm-
ers and potentially exacerbate the low labour supply in the
cocoa sector. Moreover, this finding reflects existing evi-
dence of labour exploitation in Ghana’s cocoa sector (LeB-
aron and Gore 2020).

History, organisation and bargaining power of PLPs
Considering the challenges, complexities, and the horizontal
power imbalance associated with hired labour and Abusa,

several actors began pushing for the adoption of PLPs in
2015 to complement informal labour setups. Our interviews
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revealed that a private company called EMFED FARMS
began providing labour services to smallholder cocoa farms
in the Central Region of Ghana in 2012, and their success
led to several actors, including Solidaridad (an international
civil society organisation from the Netherlands), Touton (a
cocoa trader), Produce Buying Company (a cocoa licence
buying company in Ghana) and the Mastercard Foundation,
actively cooperating with private actors, such as EMFED
FARMS, to operate more PLPs in the Ashanti, Western
North and Bono regions through the RSCs described above.
Although Touton referred to these private actors as ‘fran-
chisees’ under the RSCs, there is no officially agreed-upon
name for this model, so we refer to them as PLPs.

In this model, a PLP provides management services to
an established cocoa farm on behalf of a smallholder farmer
for about 5 years through a formal contract. The contract is
signed by both the PLP and the farmer, and witnessed by a
third party. In case of disagreement, a sub-committee set
up by the district assembly resolves the situation. PLPs are
often business people who come from farming communities
and are either farmers or non-farmers.

The PLP primarily hires male labourers and sometimes
female labourers who live in the farming communities and
invests in the agronomic capacity development of the work-
ers. This includes offering workers training in their basic
rights and responsibilities on the farm. The labourers are
a mixture of farmers and non-farmers, mostly between the
ages of 18 and 35. As explained by one PLP operator in the
Western North, “The PLP concept does not recruit migrant
labourers but hires workers trained on agronomic practices
from the community—and where workers are inadequate
in some farming communities, excess workers trained from
nearby communities are employed”.

The main role of the PLP is to pre-invest in input costs
(including labour, fertiliser and chemicals) and manage the
farm to improve productivity. Farmers are required to honour
the terms of the agreement and be present during the har-
vesting and marketing of the produce. Smallholder farmers
pay the PLP through the landowner—caretaker arrangement
model. The income or harvest is shared at a ratio of 1:2, with
the farmer receiving one-third and the PLP receiving two-
thirds. The PLP is expected to set aside one-third of its share
for input costs. The PLP labourers are paid slightly less than
the market price of labour in the community, but in return
they are offered a longer contract duration. It is worth noting
that PLP labourers receive around 20 to 40% higher wages
than the minimum wage in Ghana.

While we observed that all types of farmers utilise the
services of PLPs, it seems that elderly and impoverished
farmers are more inclined to engage with PLPs. This was
corroborated by a PLP operator in the Ashanti Region who
stated, “Mostly, cocoa farmers who are very old and unable
to work on their farms, and farmers who lack the financial
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resources to invest in their farms frequently seek the services
of PLPs”.

Based on our assessment of the labour relations and
working conditions of the PLP, we argue that this model is
likely to alter the horizontal power relations among farmers
and workers in Ghana’s cocoa sector. In particular, PLPs can
secure higher associational and structural bargaining power
compared to hired labourers and Abusa. The findings from
our interviews suggest that PLPs and their workers maintain
long-term working relationships with farmers. Additionally,
PLPs emphasise the capacity development of workers and
close collaboration between farmers and workers. These
characteristics are associated with a high degree of access
to and sharing of labour rights information and possession
of high agronomic skills, which are crucial for securing bar-
gaining power.

In addition, PLPs are very cooperative, considering the
nature of the organisation, which includes transparency in
the partnership and negotiations. Both workers and farm-
ers remain committed, such that PLPs can realistically
undertake major strategies for promoting working condi-
tions without the fear that workers will lose their jobs. Such
associational and structural power that arises by involving
PLPs and their workers more actively in decision-making
processes could alter the horizontal power imbalance in the
cocoa sector. Though the PLP model primarily focuses on
non-migrant labourers, it is important to note that includ-
ing migrant labourers in the analysis would likely result
in similar balance of horizontal power. This assumption is
supported by the findings of the bargaining power analysis
conducted in informal labour settings, which indicate that
the distinction between migrant and non-migrant labourers
on smallholder cocoa farms in Ghana has minimal impact
on horizontal power dynamics.

Sustainability potential and limitations of the PLPs

While considering the sustainability potential and limita-
tions of PLPs, we argue that tensions exist. In general, we
can identify the main potential of PLPs in terms of improv-
ing investment and productivity, innovation and decent work
in Ghana’s cocoa sector. First, cocoa farmers’ poverty per-
sists in Ghana, coupled with inadequate capital for invest-
ment in their farming businesses (Fountain and Hiitz-Adams
2022). PLPs invest in better production practices to provide
higher productivity. Because PLPs make money from higher
productivity, there is an inherent incentive to invest more
in quality inputs and professionalism. Second, the average
cocoa farmer in Ghana is aging and may not be able to easily
adopt innovative practices (Bymolt et al. 2018; Fountain and
Hiitz-Adams 2022). However, there is a popular narrative
that young people are more likely to adopt innovative prac-
tices in Ghana’s cocoa sector (Anyidoho et al. 2012; Mabe
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et al. 2021). PLPs recruit young workers who are more likely
to understand and adopt innovations on farms. Third, consid-
ering the rising concerns about indecent working conditions,
such as child labour and poor occupational health and safety
in Ghana’s cocoa sector (Fountain and Hiitz-Adams 2022;
Vigneri et al. 2016; Kissi 2021), the PLP model is likely
to promote decent work through availability, affordability
and skilled adult labour. While PLPs reduce farmers’ labour
costs and the temptation to employ child labour, the model
trains workers on health and safety issues and provides per-
sonal protective equipment to workers.

Despite their potential for higher innovation, productivity
and decent work, the main limitation of PLPs are their lim-
ited reach compared to hired labour and Abusa. Our findings
show several reasons for the low adoption of PLPs. First,
evidence from the study indicates that the end of financial
support through RSCs in 2019/2020 hindered the expansion
of PLPs to other cocoa-growing areas. As explained by a
current PLP operator in the Central Region and a past PLP
operator in the Ashanti Region, “Most of the RSCs have
stopped because they did not have any sustainable financ-
ing plan that could generate further income at the end of the
financial grant period”.

Second, our findings indicate that the lack of investment
and access to capital is hindering the expansion of PLPs.
A PLP operator currently working in the Central Region
stated, “Despite receiving numerous requests from farmers
to manage their farms, we are unable to accept each acre
without additional capital investment, which we do not cur-
rently have”.

Third, we also found that the high turnover rate of labour-
ers during the off-season is a major challenge for the sus-
tainability of the PLP model. As noted by a PLP operator in
the Central Region, “During the off-season in January and
February, when labourers are still engaged in some farm
management practices like weeding, we sometimes struggle
to pay them due to low income, which causes some of our
committed and trained workers to leave, requiring replace-
ments at an additional cost”.

Fourth, we noted in the interviews that COCOBOD’s
labour subsidy programmes, such as mass spraying, hand
pollination and the issuance of fertilizer subsidies, are
obstacles to the expansion of PLPs. Despite the uneven
distribution, delay and insufficiency of COCOBOD’s sub-
sidies (Danso-Abbeam and Baiyegunhi 2017; Kolavalli and
Vigneri 2018), the knowledge of their existence is a signifi-
cant disincentive for some farmers who genuinely need to
participate in the PLP. Finally, there is a lack of awareness
and understanding of the PLP model among farmers, espe-
cially regarding the share of income. Most farmers inter-
viewed believe that the PLP model where the farmer only
gets one third is not fair and a cause of their disinterest.
This lack of awareness and understanding may hinder the

adoption and implementation of the PLP model, even where
it is available.

We argue that significant investment and access to capital,
sesitisation, and education on the benefits of the PLP model
are key for addressing the sustainability limitations of PLPs.
Indeed, evidence from our study suggests that capital invest-
ment particularly, could have a positive impact on PLPs. Our
findings show that investment support from various actors
to PLPs is important for training, building the capacity of
workers and retaining committed workers during the off-
season. This would allow PLPs to reach more farmers who
are interested in their services and also address the need
for improved labour relations and working conditions in
Ghana’s cocoa sector.

Conclusion

In this paper, we examined the importance of smallholder
farm workers, a group of workers often overlooked in agri-
cultural studies (Riisgaard and Okinda 2018). Our study
contributes to the limited discussion on horizontal power
dynamics in the smallholder farm context, compared to the
many existing studies that focus on plantation work (Bargawi
2015; Gansemans and D’Haese 2020; Riisgaard and Okinda
2018; Selwyn 2007; Thomas 2021).

Beyond family labour, communal labour support and gov-
ernment labour supply, smallholder cocoa farmers employ
hired labourers, Abusas’ and PLPs. The labour relations and
working conditions of hired labour and Abusa setups reveal
an imbalance in horizontal power, which the PLP setup helps
to address. In addition, our evidence shows that investment
in PLPs is key to their sustainability. By examining vari-
ous forms of labour supply and the power struggles between
smallholder farmers and their workers, our study provides
insights that can inform future policy and research on this
topic.

In addition to family labour, smallholder cocoa producers
often rely on hired labourers and Abusas, who are part of
the poorest rural workforce but are often forgotten. Future
studies and policy initiatives aimed at addressing labour
relations and working conditions on smallholders’ farms
must consider these workers. While workers on smallholder
cocoa farms in Ghana play a crucial role, it is evident that
their remuneration, working conditions, and power dynamics
are often inadequate and in need of improvement. There-
fore, future studies should focus on how workers on small-
holder farms can be fully recognised and remunerated in
value chains and production networks while also addressing
power struggles. This would help to shed light on the power
dynamics and struggles of workers in the global economy.

Further, our study reveals that informal labour arrange-
ments continue to play a significant role in cocoa production
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in Ghana. However, the weak bargaining position of workers
in these setups is often due to a lack of access to information
and transparency. This has serious implications for the sus-
tainability of Ghana’s cocoa sector. Future policies should
focus on reducing information asymmetry in negotiations
and partnerships between farmers and workers to improve
working conditions and labour relations in informal setups.
Moreover, future studies should investigate mechanisms for
revealing hidden information in informal labour arrange-
ments. This would enable proper labour supply manage-
ment and provide workers with the means to address labour
rights violations and exploitation in informal negotiations
and partnerships. Additionally, future policy considera-
tion should incorporate migrant labourers who have long
stay ambitions in cocoa farming within the PLP model, as
their inclusion would not significantly impact the horizontal
power dynamics.

Our study highlights the potential of PLPs to involve
more youths in cocoa farming, which could lead to improved
productivity. To encourage youths and landless migrants in
PLPs, it is important to strengthen policies and programmes
that incentivise their participation. For example, COCOBOD
and other local actors could provide working tools and tech-
nical advice to youths interested in working on smallholder
cocoa farms through PLPs. One successful example of such
a programme is the next-generation cocoa youth programme
known as MASO, which has promoted the interest of youths
in becoming cocoa farmers. By implementing such initia-
tives, we could help to create a more sustainable future for
Ghana’s cocoa sector (Mabe et al. 2021).

Finally, our results also suggest that a lack of investment
and capital, and understanding are a major reasons for the
lack of expansion of PLPs. To overcome this constraint,
various actors along Ghana’s cocoa value chain could come
together to create a sustainable financing framework to
promote the sustainability of the PLP model. Having such
a framework would provide incentives for youths to par-
ticipate regularly in cocoa farming. In addition, improving
farmer—worker relations could help improve the sustainabil-
ity of the PLP model. Therefore, future empirical enquiries
should examine how to promote inclusive and transparent
contractual farming arrangements between smallholders and
PLPs (Ruml and Qaim 2021). Such studies may provide a
better understanding of sharing arrangment and, promote
farmers’ interest and trust in the PLP model.

Overall, as various actors in Ghana’s cocoa sector con-
tinue to deliberate on action plans to support the labour sup-
ply on smallholder cocoa farms, it is essential to recognise
that horizontal power is critical to the sustainable supply of
labour. Research and policy strategies for each labour supply
setup on a smallholder farm should reflect the constraints
on labour relations and working conditions in the context of
bargaining power.
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