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ABSTRACT
Commercialization via value-chain agriculture, under which small farmers often
collaboratewithbig companies, has becomeaprominent development strategy
across Africa. Often framed inwin-win terms, the dark sides of such projects (e.g.
project failure, related losses) are often sidelined in both academic and
practitioner discourses on agricultural commercialization. Informed by a
collaborative ethnography of a failed value-chain agriculture project in Ghana,
this paper seeks to contribute to a better understanding of how farmers,
agribusiness companies, and development organizations engage with and
shape commercialization processes, and how those most affected – farmers
and their communities – experience often risky and conflict-prone ventures.
In contrast to the win-win-rhetoric adopted by funders and corporate
partners in such projects, we foreground the uneven distribution of risk and
sacrifice/losses between farmers, communities, and corporate partners; the
socially and materially disruptive nature of commercialization projects for
host communities; and the clashes between a planner’s view of the world and
the environmental realities of commercialization.
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chains; Africa; debt; risk;
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1. Introduction

‘Commercialization’ has been a recurrent policy trope in the recent history of African agriculture.
Ranging from colonial-era efforts to ‘improve’ smallholder farming and pastoralism (while dispos-
sessing people at the same time), to post-colonial experiments in state farms, contract farming
schemes and mechanization, commercialization as a transformative process can entail that ‘small-
holder farm households shift from semi-subsistence agriculture to production primarily for the
market’ (Poulton, 2017, p. 4). Alternatively, it entails being ‘complemented or replaced by medium
and – large-scale farm enterprises that are predominantly or purely commercial in nature’ (Poul-
ton, 2017). At various moments in history, it has been pushed as the route to ‘development’ by both
colonial and postcolonial governments and their commercial allies (Baglioni & Gibbon, 2013).
After agricultural commercialization was largely unsuccessfully left to the workings of ‘the market’
as part of the structural adjustment programmes of the 1980s and 1990s, it received a comeback in
the early 2000s in the form of what McMichael (2013) calls ‘value-chain agriculture’ (hereafter:
VCA). The approach incorporates both academic and practitioner takes on value and supply
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chains, contract farming models,1 and various forms of lending instruments. Often steered by
hybrid governance models such as public-private partnerships or multi-stakeholder networks, it
quickly became a staple in development programmes across the Global South (Amanor, 2019; Nie-
buhr, 2016; Werner et al., 2014).

At first sight, VCA could be viewed as only the latest harbinger of commercialization in the che-
quered and often oppressive history of agricultural modernization in Africa. But besides compris-
ing new elements such as hybrid modes of governance and novel micro- and meso-level thinking
about how to engineer regional and global market connections, it also differs from earlier
approaches with regard to another dimension: while earlier attempts aimed at reducing rural pov-
erty and ‘backwardness’ by promoting production (‘modern’ technology adoption, increasing pro-
ductivity, promotion of extension services), contemporary VCA projects address farmers not as
merely ‘producers’ that should enter the ‘modern’ world of farming, but also as ‘subjects’ that
should view farming as a business and usually need to be nudged to do so (Ouma, 2015). As
such, compared to older contract farming models, VCA can be viewed as a more intrusive and
comprehensive political technology of commercialization (McMichael, 2013, p. 671). Because it
seeks to enrol farmers and nature more firmly into the circuits of capital, the often merely formal
subsumption of smallholder farmers of earlier periods of agricultural commercialization is reengi-
neered towards a real subsumption (McMichael, 2013, p. 675). In other words, while African farm-
ers in the past retained ‘considerable autonomy in shaping the material character, organization, and
management of production’ (Boyd & Prudham, 2017, p. 878), the tight control and surveillance
regime of VCA (quality standards, certification mechanisms, ‘mindset changing’ training sessions
etc.) further intensifies the labour process and takes away some of that autonomy.

Despite the fact that many VCA projects were started since the early 2000s by governments,
development institutions, and the private sector across rural Africa, they have received little critical
scrutiny with regard to moments of crisis, collapse, and ruination, as well as their differentiated
impacts on the farmers, workers and communities enrolled in often-risky endeavours.2 Rather,
development organizations, agribusiness and state-players usually frame VCA in win-win terms
‘as a benign facilitator of agricultural productivity and rural income’ (McMichael, 2013, p. 627).
However, classic studies on earlier rounds of agricultural commercialization in Africa remind us
for the need to attend to the crises moments of such projects and the ruins left behind by these
(Amanor, 1999; Coulson, 2015; Hagedorn & Scott, 1981). Moments of crisis, for instance, can be
conflicts about land or between farmers and businesses about the surplus generated, while ruins
can be conceptualized as the ‘blasted landscapes’ (Tsing, 2015, p. 158) that capitalist valorization
projects leave behind after divestment. This can include lost livelihood opportunities due to altered
agrarian landscapes, enduring social conflict or other ‘durabilities of duress’ (Stoler, 2008, p. 192)
that capitalist ‘formations produce as ongoing, persistent features of their ontologies’ (Kimari &
Ernstson, 2020; Stoler, 2008). Or, in other words: ‘[W]ho remains with the risks, and who is left
to pay the debts, becomes acute when some partners leave’ (Kaarhus 2018, p. 138).

We address these lacunae by revisiting one of the most prominent value chainprojects in Ghana,
which has been at the forefront of VCA in Africa since the early 2000s. We argue that a focus on
‘dark sides’ (see also Werner, 2019) reveals a number of things about ‘commercialization via value-
chain agriculture’, in which small farmers often collaborate with big companies: the uneven distri-
bution of risk and sacrifice; the socially and materially disruptive nature of commercialization; and
clashes between a planner’s view of the world and the environmental realities of commercialization.

We contribute to agricultural commercialization debates in a number of ways. We first seek to
nurture a better understanding of how farmers, agribusiness companies and development
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organizations engage with and shape commercialization processes, and how those most affected –
farmers and their communities – fare under these. Second, we demonstrate that value chain pro-
jects are poised to incorporate previously ‘un-chained’ farmers and natures deeper into market
relations and logics may fail to do so due to ontological cleavages between ‘value-chain agriculture
in theory’ and the social and ecological realities of farming in particular places. Like contract farm-
ing, VCA can be considered ‘an instrument to impose capitalist discipline for the exploitation of
land, labour and nature’ (Oliveira et al., 2020, p. 5). However, as we will show, it may also fail to
‘“impose […] its own order” on smallholdings (van der Ploeg, cited in McMichael, 2013,
p. 674)’. Besides placing crisis, collapse and ruins as ontic moments firmly in debates on agricultural
commercialization via VCA (and thus challenging donor narratives and expert discourses which
side-line issues such as bankruptcy, failure, loss and decline), we offer a distinct methodological
contribution: a triangulating, collaborative ethnography. Building on Burawoy’s (2003) notion of
the ‘revisit’, we combine the insights of three researchers who have done independent research
on the same case study, but who markedly differ in terms of their research periods, foci, theoretical
and methodological approaches, as well as positionalities. We enrich data from our original
research period (2008–2012) with data from a less extensive but collectively planned revisit in
2017 (plus one online interview in 2018). We opted for this approach because we are convinced
that collaborative research efforts over long periods of time are needed in order to acquire a ‘careful
understanding of how places and livelihoods have been transformed at the nexus of development as
capitalism and development as intervention’ (Bebbington, 2003, p. 306; see also Ponte & Brocking-
ton, 2020). This allows us to offer a truly forensic account of why the most prominent commercial
agriculture project of the 2000s in northern Ghana has failed and what ruins it left behind. Even-
tually, our collective account of the failed promises of VCA contradicts the widely held assumption
in market-oriented development circles that contract farming schemes and associated value chain
interventions3 are fundamentally symmetrical risk-sharing arrangements (Brüntrup et al., 2018).

The paper proceeds as follows. We shall first briefly sketch the rise of VCA in Ghana and situate
our case study accordingly. In order to study the complex dynamics that underpin crisis, collapse
and ruins as ontic states of commercialization, we have adopted a triangulating, collaborative eth-
nography, which we will pin down in section 3. We then introduce our case study in section 4,
before we root the collapse of our case study of agricultural commercialization in a series of accu-
mulated crises. In section 6, we engage with the ruins that commercialization via VCA left
behind in northern Ghana.

2. Agricultural commercialization’s new clothes: the rise of value-chain agriculture
in Ghana

The expansion of global food chains, backed up by structural adjustment programmes and the rise
of market-oriented agricultural policies, has led to new agricultural frontiers in Africa since the late
1980s. The rise of new agricultural spaces emerging in the 1980s and 1990s, from green beans pro-
duction in Kenya to pineapple production in Ghana, was largely supported by export promotion
strategies of the structural adjustment era and its laissez-faire approach towards markets (Ouma,
2015). From the early 2000s onwards, the increasing proliferation of value chain thinking, com-
bined with a renewed interest in contract farming models (including outgrower schemes)4 and
agricultural financing arrangements (Eaton & Shepherd, 2001), paved the way for more interven-
tionist takes on transforming agriculture into a ‘modern business’. In addition, as Baglioni and Gib-
bon (2013) note, the growing dissatisfaction with the phenomenon of large-scale land acquisitions
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since the late 2000s has reinforced those voices who have argued that VCA, underpinned by inclus-
ive agribusiness-farmer linkages, should be the future of farming in much of Africa.

Ghana is an interesting example in this regard. Since the late 1980s, the country made repeated
attempts to reform its land sector, instituted export processing zones, provided tax reliefs and infra-
structure to attract agro-based companies to help modernize its agricultural sector and improve the
lives of the small farmers (Addo & Marshall, 2000). Since at least the early 2000s, the state, in alli-
ance with ‘development partners’, has promoted ‘modern’ value chains, nucleus outgrower
arrangements, and other forms of contract farming systems through a variety of initiatives (for a
detailed overview, see Niebuhr, 2016, p. 54). Ghana now boasts of several global value chains for
commodities such as pineapples, mangoes, papaya, cashew, and yams, having slightly diversified
its export base away from colonial commodities such as cocoa and palm oil. Development players
and the state have also promoted the development of regional value chains for several other food
crops such as cassava (Amanor, 2019; Ouma, 2015).

While some early observers have painted outgrower schemes – a central pillar of VCA – as thea-
tres of exploitation (Amanor, 1999; Pérez Niño, 2016; Singh, 2002; Watts, 1994) – in today’s main-
stream development discourse they are largely presented as the panacea to overcoming marketing
and food safety challenges in both domestic and global value chains (Brüntrup et al., 2018). As was
the case for the first generation of contract farming schemes in the 1960s–1970s, they are said to
offer market access, technology transfer, and increased income for farmers (nowadays re-imagined
as ‘upgrading’) (Amanor, 2019; Werner et al., 2014). But in the early twenty-first century age of
value-chain thinking, they also claim to promise a reliable and traceable supply of commodities
to consumers.

The overall enthusiastic embrace of commercialization via value chains among development
researchers and practitioners has often tended to be blind to the ‘darks sides’ (Phelps et al.,
2018) of farmer-business linkages. There is a wide range of phenomena we could qualify as
‘dark sides’ in the context of African VCA, from power asymmetries between different value
chain players; to various producer-risks related world market dynamics; to the threat of indebted-
ness or moments of land and seed dispossession (Amanor, 2019; Bolwig et al., 2010; McMichael,
2013).

In the remainder of this paper, we shall single out three important dark sides that rarely attract
scholarly attention: the nexus between outgrower livelihoods and corporate crises, the actual col-
lapse of VCA projects, and the ruins they leave behind. Concerning the latter, Tsing (2015, p. 6)
notes: ‘When its singular asset can no longer be produced, a place can be abandoned. The timber
has been cut; the oil has run out; the plantation soil no longer supports crops. The search for assets
resumes elsewhere’. However, while affected companies usually can write off losses and move on, it
is often local farmers involved in such commercial asset-making projects who may continue to
struggle with the ruins these left behind.

3. Crisis, collapse and ruins: studying commercialization’s socio-economic and
-environmental complexities

We seek to contribute to a better understanding of how different actors (e.g. farmers, agribusiness
companies and development organizations) engage with and shape commercialization processes,
how those most affected – farmers and their communities – experience these, and how commer-
cialization projects may fail to reformat farmers and nature alike in the image of the market.
The moments of crisis, collapse and ruination that shoot through these highly complex processes
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are difficult to study from the position of single researching subject and within the confines of a
single study (Fraser et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2011). Often, crises – potentially leading to collapse
– unfold over a longer period of time. Crises are also often conflict-ridden and layered processes of
multiple determinations, often lurking beneath the surface of the visible socio-ecological landscape.
The crisis of one group of actors in a value chain project (e.g. low wages that do not allow a humane
reproduction) does not necessarily represent a crisis of another group, but crisis can quickly pro-
liferate as a dynamic and social category (e.g. the financial problems of a company can affect its
service provision to outgrowers). Likewise, ruins, as the economic, social, affective and ecological
remains of capitalist valorization projects, often evade the gaze of researchers even though these are
what people on the ground have to live with (Stoler, 2008; Tsing, 2015). What further complicates
research on the dark sides of VCA is that associated projects are power-laden and heterogeneous
assemblages, in which actors with different power endowments, economic rationalities and onto-
logical orders (including regimes of property) become articulated (Tsing, 2012). At the same time,
those studying such projects are socially positioned in differentiated ways vis-a-vis these articula-
tions. This usually results in research strategies that either focus on the internally differentiated cat-
egories of capital (e.g. managers and shareholders), or on labour (e.g. workers and smallholder
farmers), or on the communities where labour makes a living. In turn, this makes it difficult to
write comprehensive accounts of the dynamics that actively shape and reshape the practices of
and relations between capital and labour in a particular setting. Even if researchers have the inten-
tion to come to terms with dynamics in both social fields symmetrically, they often sit uncomfor-
tably on the fence between actors with often opposing interests (see also Salverda, 2021). Any
researcher perceived to be too close to the management of a company can quickly result in losing
trust among workers or farmers within a certain value chain and the other way around. This affects
analysis in terms of.

Inspired by the work of sociologist Michael Burawoy (2003) and other ‘re-studies’ in agrarian
political economy (e.g. Ponte & Brockington, 2020), we propose the boundary-spanning research
strategy of triangulating, collaborative ethnography that combines a so-called ‘punctuated’ with the
‘heuristic revisit’ (Burawoy, 2003, p. 669). A punctuated revisit advances ‘the idea of long-term field
research in which ethnographers, either as individuals or as a team, revisit a field site regularly over
many years […] with a view to understanding historical change and continuity’ (Burawoy, 2003,
pp. 669-f.), while a heuristic revisit ‘appeals to another study-not always strictly ethnographic
and not necessarily of the same site but of an analogous site-that frames the questions posed, pro-
vides the concepts to be adopted, or offers a parallel and comparative account’ (Burawoy, 2003,
p. 671).

We adapt this approach to come to terms with the political, socio-economic and environmental
complexities that characterize the dark sides of commercialization via VCA, triangulating differ-
ently situated research accounts. Discrepancies between two accounts of the same case study
‘can be attributed to differences in: (1) the relation of observer to participant, (2) theory brought
to the field by the ethnographer, (3) internal processes within the field site itself, or (4) forces exter-
nal to the field site’ (Burawoy, 2003, p. 645).

Therefore, we combined three different theoretical and methodological approaches used by
three different researchers working on the same case study. Our research periods, focus and posi-
tionalities are also markedly different (see Table 1). For instance, the first one of us (Ouma, 2015,
p. 176) adopted a science and technology studies inspired view of markets and organizations
during his original research. This led him to differentiate between the everyday crisis of the com-
modity form (Tsing, 2008) and Crises. The former i.e. crisis, refers to a situation where the
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heterogeneous engineering of markets faces daily challenges and controversies, such as when a
load of mangoes fails a food safety test or when buyers in Europe suddenly cancel their orders.
The latter i.e. Crises, are moments when the drawing together of heterogeneous elements
becomes increasingly difficult or is no longer possible, leading to the breakdown and disinte-
gration of particular market socio-technical assemblages, such as when mango trees do not pro-
duce fruits. The other two of us adopted a more classic agrarian political-economy perspective
that focussed on the complex social and socio-ecological embeddedness of mango farmers’ econ-
omic practices (Iddrisu, 2012; Yaro and Tsikata, 2013; Tsikata and Yaro 2014). Merging these
two perspectives and their associated epistemologies and methods enabled a triangulated, com-
prehensive reconstruction of the multiple dynamics of crises and change at play in the commer-
cialization project that we studied. The work of Burawoy is also useful, because it strives to
situate the concrete into its extra-local, historical, and relational context without resorting to
simple global–local dichotomies or causal determinisms (Burawoy, 1998, p. 21) – an objective
well-aligned with that of critical agrarian studies (Akram-Lodhi et al., 2021).

While we triangulate earlier published and unpublished work on the case study, we back up our
reconstruction by findings generated via a collectively undertaken re-visit by Iddrisu and Yaro in
2017, where around 20 additional formal and informal interviews with farmers and workers in the
project area, as well as with existing and former corporate staff were conducted.5 As in other cases
where researchers with different positionalities and approaches have joined forces (e.g. Vira &
James, 2011), we believe that our work has produced productive friction.

In a broader sense, the boundary-spanning exercise presented here is sympathetic to the project
of those scholars who have argued that we need to better incorporate the traditional concerns of
livelihoods research, e.g. poverty, exclusion, territorial structures, assets etc., with those of research

Table 1. Collaborative ethnography profile
Yaro Ouma Iddrisu

Original research period 2010 2008–2011 2011
Focus Community/land/fire ecology/

gender; bias towards farmers
and community

Construction and performative
ordering of commodity chains;
bias towards the firm

Community, chieftaincy, social
relations and land; bias
towards farmers and
community

Theoretical approach Agrarian political economy and
political ecology

Social studies of markets and
marketization, global commodity
chains anthropology of global
capitalism

Agrarian political economy

Methodological
approach

Focus group discussions (FGD),
individual interviews

Interviews, focus groups, corporate
ethnography

Interviews, FGD, participant
observation

Number of
interviewsoriginal
research

23 interviews* (including 6
with female farmers); 4 FGD
with men and women;
farmer focus: village 1 &2

36 interviews* (including 1 female
farmer), 5 FGD; focus: 5 different
villages/towns; many
ethnographic interviews with
company staff

53* (including 20 with female
farmers), farmer focus: village
1 & 2

Positionality (career
positionality during
main fieldwork)

Ghanaian (from the North),
versatile in Dagbani,
development geographer,
based in Legon, Ghana

Afro-German scholar based in
Germany, economic geography,
worked with a translator for
interviews with farmers

Ghanaian (from the project’s
target community), Dagbani
native speaker, anthropologist,
based in Legon, Ghana

Development Geographer PhD research Economic Geography MA student Anthropology
Gender Male, collaboration with

female Ghanaian researcher
Male Male

Physical Revisit in 2017
(number of interviews)

Yes (20) No (0), but 1 online-interview in
2018

Yes (20)

* Contains also interviews with non-farmers.
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on global-local economic entanglements (Bebbington, 2003; Bolwig et al., 2010; Murray et al., 2011;
Scoones, 2009). However, we move beyond this by demonstrating the synergies generated through
a boundary-spanning research strategy of three differently positioned researchers engaged with the
same case. As part of this endeavour, we understand ethnography as a relational arrangement of
sensitizing questions, sites of interest, and different methods of text generation (interviews, docu-
ment analysis, observations) and analysis in a recursive and reflexive manner in order to come to
terms with how actors on the ground – farmers and agribusiness managers – make sense of and
navigate crisis dynamics and the ruins they leave behind. This allows us to reconstruct agricultural
commercialization processes as multi-layered. Crisis moments and their aftermaths often emerge
exactly from this multi-layeredness, the interaction of processes unfolding, and are hard to grasp
by a single researcher.

4. The promises of inclusive agricultural commercialization

Policies aimed at developing the agricultural potential of northern Ghana as a poverty alleviation
strategy embraced by the state, international organizations and private companies predate the
country’s independence in 1957. Earlier attempts to incorporate northern Ghana into what
today would be called global commodity chains achieved little in developing the region’s agricul-
tural potential. This included investments in cotton, shea nuts, cereals via state projects such as the
Gonja Development Company set up in 1951, and private undertakings such as the British Cotton
Growers Association. The failures of these past projects resulted mainly due to the labour policies6

of the colonial administration and faulty technical assumptions (Nabila, 1972; Plange, 1979; Song-
sore & Denkabe, 1995).

Post-colonial attempts have continually targeted the production of raw materials for factories
and food for the urban populations. These efforts have been deemed as inadequate for increasing
the participation of northern farmers in global commodity markets from which technological pro-
gress may diffuse (Yaro and Tsikata, 2013; Ouma, 2015). Typifying the ‘sleeping giant’ imagined by
the World Bank (2009), the region is perceived to have vast areas of ‘idle’ and ‘unused’ land – a
common trope in contemporary (and colonial) narratives of agricultural frontier markets across
the Global South – even though the realities of land use and ownership in many places suggests
otherwise (Yaro and Tsikata, 2013).

The investment of Organic Fruit Limited (OFL) has been the first harbinger of VCA in northern
Ghana. While it may be quickly lumped together with the later wave of large-scale land deals that
took place in Ghana and elsewhere in Africa from 2007, the project is more intimately linked to the
rise of VCA in the early 2000s. The project sought to bring lucrative organic mango farming to
farmers who previously had never been involved in commercial tree cultivation. Mango had
grown wild and ‘by default’, not by cultivation in Ghana’s northern parts. The provision of tech-
nology, access to global markets and good corporate social responsibilities that did not distort cus-
tomary land tenure arrangements and local food production systems were key selling points of the
project’s architects, who managed to pitch their project to donors and policy-makers as one of
inclusive commercialization.

OFL was incorporated in 1999 into SENCO* Ghana Limited as the majority shareholder and has
its headquarters in a small village near the regional capital* (see Figure 1). Its main shareholder had
a keen interest in developing northern Ghana, to which he had close historical ties (Ouma, 2015).
He teamed up with other shareholders, as well as a prominent local chief to set up OFL. The devel-
opmental appeal of the project was its collaborative model with local farmers, using a nucleus-
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outgrower scheme for organic mango production. The business model seemed to avoid the socio-
ecological problems of the plantation model and instead targeted a niche market for a ‘noble pro-
duct’ i.e. organic mangoes.

In the beginning, state, development organizations’ and community perceptions of the initiative
were overwhelmingly positive. It promised to provide income and employment to farmers and
workers in one of most deprived areas in Ghana and to open it up for further investments. This
promise was crucial for bringing in other actors. From 2001 onwards, the company subsequently
received substantial financial support for the establishment of its nucleus farm, the formation of
numerous outgrower groups and building of a processing facility. Contributing organizations in
these regards included the European NGOs MOSP* and DIADROC*, the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP), the African Enterprise Foundation*, the Ministry of Food and Agri-
culture, the World Bank, United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and even
local chiefs (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. The spatial imprints of value-chain agriculture in northern Ghana. Source: the authors.
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Farmers queued up to join the project. As outgrowers, farmers could only farm one acre of the
organic mango and were encouraged to form groups. The groups were responsible for clearing the
land (e.g. stumping of trees and weeding), planting of the mango seedlings, fencing the plots, and
watering of the plants. OFL on its part supplied the tools, water tanks, seedlings, field extension
services, and transportation of inputs through interest-free credit arrangements. The farmers
had to repay the credit via deductions from fruit sales in national or international markets. The
process was mediated by the Association of Organic Mango Outgrowers (AOMO)*, founded in
2001, and supported with more donor money from 2004 onwards.

By 2010, over 1295 outgrowers (122 of which were women) convinced by the promises of
VCA had joined the project. While this was less than envisioned by the company, for many
development organizations and state players, the scheme, then spread across 44 villages (Figure
1), had become an example for inclusive agricultural commercialization.7 By 2017, however, the
enthusiasm for the project had drastically decreased. Initially, the outgrowers, who would largely
plant the Kent mango variety, were promised that after a gestation period of 3–4 years, their trees
would bear fruits, reaching full productivity in year 10. In reality, they had repeatedly experi-
enced stagnant or even decreases in mango yields and the company had to significantly downsize
its operations and even abandon contractual promises. Both company staff and farmers dropped
out of the project. Indeed, a view behind the curtain reveals a bumpy road to ‘world market inte-
gration’. The project had slowly manoeuvred into an economic and political crisis that resulted
from an accumulation of factors, leaving behind different kinds of ruins in different corners of
the outgrower scheme.

Figure 2. The organic mango commercialization network. Source: the authors.
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5. The dark sides of agricultural commercialization in northern Ghana

5.1. Mango trees as costly and contested commodities

Proponents praise outgrower schemes for not disenfranchising local people of their landed
resources while allowing them to benefit from market connections (Brüntrup et al., 2018; Eaton
& Shepherd, 2001); this is also the main argument to promote this form of agricultural commer-
cialization. Empirical evidence from several countries in the Global South, however, counters these
assertions (Amanor, 1999; Carney, 1988; Hall et al., 2017; Pérez Niño, 2016; Watts, 1994). The col-
lective findings in our own case study align with various points made in this literature, including the
conflict-ridden transformation of land into resources for export-production, the politics of labour,
the differentiated outcomes of commercialization, which often benefit better-off, male farmers, as
well as the uneven distribution of risks between companies and farmers.

As a land-based activity, organic mango farming required that both the company and farmers
secured contiguous lands with enough tenure security. When the project started in 1999, ‘carving
out’ the nucleus plantation in village 2 from existing relations of land tenure quickly became a mat-
ter of political contention that could have sealed the fate of the project at an early stage. As Yaro and
Tsikata (2013) found out, the nucleus farm located in village 2 (cf. Figure 1) is on land that was
forcibly given to the company by the Paramount Chief of the Dagomba people (the Ya-Naa), with-
out passing through negotiation stages with the community members and the village chief and his
sub-chiefs.8 This severed the relationship between the company and the community, which had lost
its major source of livelihood. A poor appreciation of local cultures and poor engagement of local
communities in land negotiations plunged the company into a risky, potentially toxic investment. It
led to the breakdown of traditional relations of respect between village chiefs, divisional chiefs and
the Ya-Naa as the top-down allocation of local land violated custom and tradition. This created a
tense atmosphere. Bushfires repeatedly destroyed farms in village 2 from 2009 onwards. Our cor-
porate interviewees mainly attributed fires to the ‘laziness’ of local farmers, disregarding the reality
that the these were actually a form of resistance against land enclosures mobilized by alienated
community members.

The ever-looming issue of local resistance against mango farm enclosures made the development
of an outgrower scheme around the nucleus farm of the company geographically impossible. Thus,
the company resorted early to contract more distant communities. The need to only enrol those
communities where the land question could easily be solved resulted in significant diseconomies
of scale since the costs associated with the supply of water and other services to outgrowers rose
sharply. Similarly, the establishment of outgrower farms in other communities by farmers them-
selves were fraught with contentions over land use. Communities were divided with regard to
the use of farmlands for mango cultivation, which was new to the area. The planting of mango
trees effectively was equal to laying a long-term and thus private claim on land in a setting with
communal land ownership. Planting the trees also resulted in the enclosure of communal lands,
the destruction of indigenous economic trees such as shea and locust bean, and a restriction of
the movements of animals. Contrary to the classic doctrine that asks outgrowers to use their
own lands for production, the scheme preferred relatively contiguous large areas shared by groups
of outgrowers to increase economies of scale and fight bush fires more effectively. These block
farms were released to the outgrower groups by village chiefs and large farmers who had been con-
vinced by the project. Substantial negotiations were undertaken in some communities, with signifi-
cant implications for future land tenure relations. Many farmers would ask themselves how they
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could be sure that mango trees, whose fruits will only be available in a distant future, would bring
them better returns than trees such as shea that were sacrificed for the block farms. Shea trees are a
gendered resource (Chalfin, 2004). In contrast to shea trees, which benefit women, few women par-
ticipated in mango farming, leading to a new gendered redistribution of income and opportunities
in the area (Tsikata and Yaro 2014). The case highlights how knowledge of local customs and social
relations – demonstrated by both the work of Iddrisu and Yaro – brings the differentiated outcomes
of commercialization and its politics to surface.9

5.2. Mango trees and the politics of labour

As a key pillar of VCA, contract farming is lauded for guaranteeing farmers’ autonomy with regard
to control over lands and labour, thereby ensuring equity, independence and livelihood enhance-
ment (Baglioni & Gibbon, 2013). However, several studies show how the ‘autonomy’ of the farmers
over both land and labour is severely curtailed through the corporate control of the process of pro-
duction, conditions of enrolment, determination of prices, and the labour exactions on family
members (Amanor, 1999; 2019; Watts, 1994). Contract farming is documented for creating con-
ditions for labour exploitation by capital, resulting in the transformation of smallholders into ‘dis-
guised workers’, ‘a self-employed proletariat’ and ‘quasiemployees’ (Pérez Niño, 2016, p. 1787). At
the same time, smallholder farmers may adversely incorporate family members into such schemes
of value extraction in order to sustain practices of accumulation (Singh, 2003).

While such processes may happen in many contexts, we cannot assume that they take root or can
be sustained wherever VCA touches ground. In our case, joining the mango project was perceived
as risky from the very beginning among many farmers, who were either sceptical to join or refused
to release lands to others. In 2008, the assistant outgrower manager remarked:

(…) it is a new idea altogether in the north here. It is not that there are no tree crops for export, there are
tree crops for export but these tree crops are not planted.

Those who joined quickly realized mango farming was harder than expected. They needed several
hands (often wives, children, siblings) to work the mango plantations, with activities including farm
clearance, planting, manuring, mulching, watering, weeding, constructing fire belts and eventually
harvesting. The organic status of the scheme restricted the use of chemicals. Given the fact that
returns to labour were expected within five years after planting, the motivation from family mem-
bers – who also had to tend to their food crops – was low. Food crops had constituted the main
focus of families before the project. The division of labour between food crops and the new com-
mercial tree crops created family dilemmas and tensions. Those growers who managed to draft
their family members into work provided unpaid labour to the scheme for several years. The
inability of some farmers to sanction family labour resulted in management neglect of many
farms, often leading to bush fires, stunted growth, death of trees and collateral damage on adjacent
farms. All this underscores the challenge of mobilizing and controlling labour for the purpose of
turning mango trees into the commodities as envisioned by the scheme planners.

In retrospect, many outgrowers remember the added stress the project put on family resources,
as revisits in 2017 by Iddrisu and Yaro revealed:

(…) Initially, many family members assisted but as they realized that it was hard work, they preferred to
go to food crop farms or give excuses. Before we established the farm, we mobilized many people and
removed all the trees including economic trees because we were sure the mangoes will replace the
losses. (…) Also, we had conflicts with our neighbours for allowing their livestock onto our fields in
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the dry season. (…). After all these years, the amount of labour my family and I have put into this dead
farm could have been used to grow food crops for the market. (outgrower 1 village G.)

This stress also led to problems within families, reminiscent of what Amanor (2010) described for
the palm oil belt in south-eastern Ghana, Carney (1988) for rice production in The Gambia and
Dolan (2001) for contract farming in Kenyan horticulture. The words of a former AOMO chairman
from 2017 are illuminating here:

The mango trees caused a lot of problems within families. First was the difficulty of getting other family
members to provide labour (…). Secondly, our wives were not happy that we were cutting down shea
trees to plant mangoes. (former AOMO chairman in town 3, 2017)

Fromour reconstruction, the huge investments farmersmade in terms of labour allocation become evi-
dent. While the accounts of company officials given to Ouma and Yaro during their original research
were full of references to ‘lazy farmers’who do not attend to their farms, leading to additional costs, the
reality rather was thatmany farmers found it too risky to invest their scarce family labour into a venture
with unknown returns. For commercial mango trees to flourish, other assets needed to be sacrificed.
Among those who had worked hard for their fruits against all odds, our revisit revealed that there
was then a sense of regret, betrayal and shame among many of the participating farmers as the
risks had outweighed the benefits. As seen in the quote below, a sense of ‘I told you so’ permeated
the communities:

I can remember when they (OFL) came and said they wanted to start these mango farms here, my father
told them mangoes will not do well here. But they refused and now we can all see the results. They (the
farmers) thought they could use the money from the mango to become rich. I can say they have even
become poorer. Look at Mr. G., he was doing well before he diverted all his time and resources to this
mango thing. Now, I pity him. (outgrower in town 3, 2017)

Workers and management staff in the company often fared much better. Women were the majority
of this group as the company promised to be gender sensitive by ascribing ‘feminine’ jobs to them.
A female employee from town 4, who was lucky to keep her job over the years, stated in 2017 that
the company had been an important source of employment for many young women, which pre-
vented most of them from migrating to big cities to work as head porters. She said that the
migration trend had begun again since the company started declining, but most of them in the
pack-house still had at least three months of employment annually since the company continued
to process the few local mangoes and others traded fruits. However, even for these women, the pro-
ject involved some considerable social risks (Tsikata and Yaro 2014). The interviewee lamented that
during the peak days of the company, workers did not even have time to attend social events, which
tarnished their social status in their communities and deprived them of their social networks and
the social capital required for performing the role of a ‘normal woman’. With the downturn of the
company, the ‘re-peasantization’ of some of the quasi-proletarianized workers has also been a pro-
blematic psychological experience, leaving behind a feeling being downgraded from formal work
back to farming.

5.3. Fruitless mango trees and the flawed simplifications of expert agriculture

One of the recurrent core arguments for outgrower schemes is that farmers would receive scientific
assistance by experts, assuming that the latter have some superior form of agricultural knowledge
(Baglioni & Gibbon, 2013). Such experts – consultants hired by OFL’s mother company – also came
up with the promising projections that helped enrol local farmers into a hitherto unknown venture
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and shaped the temporalities of contracting. Existing historical documents and interviews
assembled by Ouma (2015) show how positively these experts imagined future returns at the begin-
ning of the project. The hired consultants projected that the mango trees would yield in the fifth
year after planting, starting with about 300 kg per acre. This would steadily increase until the
tenth year, when the yields would total more than 6000 kg per acre.10 It was also assumed that irri-
gation would only be required for the first three years of production, and could be largely done by
hand. The architects of the project calculated that the outgrowers could pay back their debts after
the fifth year and from the eighth year onwards, they would not have to rely on credit any more but
could finance OFL services from their mango income. Within 12–15 years after planting, the credit
would have been settled, and with a life span of several decades, the mango trees would eventually
become a long-term source of income.

This calculation was catalytic and the project was up scaled very quickly. However, due to a com-
bination of the resource and labour politics outlined earlier, and the fact that the mango trees due to
microclimatic particularities (climate, wind, soil/water) behaved differently than expected, the
initial goal of 2000 outgrowers (producing 20,000 mt of fruits per annum by 2015) was never
reached. As Ouma (2015), Yaro and Tsikata (2013) and Tsikata and Yaro (2014) showed in
great detail, the calculations of the experts rested on flawed assumptions about the growth of
new mango trees in a complex Savannah ecosystem. To cite Scott (1998, p. 273): ‘Imported faith
and abstraction prevailed […] over close attention to the local context.’ Given the overall reliance
on expert knowledge, and a disregard of local particularities, nature could just not be effectively
subsumed to the logic of industrial production that even an organic outgrower scheme exhibited.11

As Ouma (2015, p. 192) noted earlier:

With trees, mistakes in the past are particularly costly (…). Fields cannot be abandoned if the water
level or soil quality in a given location is poor. Often, there are also serious constraints with regard
to technical manipulation, all the more with organically grown trees, where the range of chemical or
even genetic manipulation is limited or forbidden altogether. All this makes trees a kind of spatially
fixed capital and precarious commodities at the same time

The initial miscalculation of the experts, the politics of labour and land discussed earlier, as well as a
persistent disregard for the accumulated environmental knowledge of local farmers were key fac-
tors contributing to the collapse of the project.

6. Organic ruins: ‘suffering for nothing’, social cleavages and material debris

Scholars of globalized peripheral spaces have repeatedly shown that the ebbs and flows of global
capitalism (Bebbington, 2003) can leave behind ragged landscapes, in which ruins are made of
both broken promises and material debris. In our case, the process of ruination is not rooted
in world market dynamics (cf. e.g. Fraser et al., 2014; Whitfield, 2017), but rather in an accumu-
lation of internal crises linked to the politics of land and labour, as well as the failure to tame
nature according to the objectives of the project. However, just like there were divergent views
of the future of the mango project among its sceptics and proponents in its early days, it still gen-
erated similar divergent views about its future during the revisit of two of our authors in 2017.
Farmers who had abandoned their farms due to no yields and the stoppage of supply of water,
inputs and technical support from OFL saw a collapsed business. Former AOMO members
were not alone in seeing the scheme as a failed project with no future. Some former retrenched
workers of the company did so, too. However, farmers whose mangoes still yielded fruits and the
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few workers remaining with OFL still saw a bright future in domains beyond mango cultivation.
Some of these farmers also capitalized on the lowered monitoring capacity of the company to sell
some of their produce in the local markets. Also, the heavily downsized management still saw
some light at the end of tunnel, e.g. by restructuring the company and venturing into new
areas like beekeeping in the nucleus farm and the cultivation of moringa12 and vegetables,
among others.

Despite these glimpses of hope, a transect across the outgrower project largely suggested a land-
scape of ruins, made up of broken promises, social cleavages and material debris. There were aban-
doned mango farms by former outgrowers ravaged by bushfires, bushy mango farms with broken
water tanks, cemented stands of water tanks removed from their bases and destroyed irrigation
tubes. Farmers who had previously toiled to nurture mango seedlings to survive the harsh dry cli-
matic conditions of the north, cleared bushes around to protect the mango farms from fires and
fenced their mango farm holdings to prevent intrusion of livestock, were suddenly doing the oppo-
site (see Figures 3 and 4).

The project is a sad story. When I drive along the road where some of the farms are located, my heart
bleeds over the dead trees and when you get into the pack-house and offices, it is like a cemetery. Most
of the workers have left. (online interview former manager, 2018)

Figure 3. The ruins of an outgrower scheme: removed trees (2017). Source: the authors.
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It was not only the years of toiling for the mango trees that marked the state of mind of farmers, but
also stigma and teasing by their brethren who had warned them they ‘would suffer for nothing’.
Former AOMO members had become a laughingstock in their communities. As commented by
a former farmer group Chairman T:

(..) before the company came here, I was one of the opinion leaders in this area and not just this village.
We stood for the company and our people listened to us. But after all what saw from OFL, I can say we
have lost our credibility even among our wives. I can say it will be difficult, if not impossible, to con-
vince anybody in this village to collaborate with any company which comes here to engage us in a simi-
lar venture again. (chairman T, interviewed in village 1, 2017)

Although farmers were recounting their losses and underlined that they had not been lucky due to
circumstances beyond their control, they were quick to talk about the opportunities the project pro-
vided to the employed educated workers of OFL. They thought that although they had very little if
anything to show as a reward for their value-chain labour, the groups of educated workers
employed as managers and field officers had benefited significantly from the project. Indeed,
many of them were able to acquire personal properties after joining the company. However, farm-
ers were not counting the gains of the educated workers as a blessing to their communities since
most of them were recruited from the towns nearby and not the villages. The wealth accumulated
by field workers and managers deepened the mistrust that many farmers had with the OFL staff.

Figure 4. The ruins of an outgrower scheme II: burnt farms (2017). Source: the authors.
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Some former workers of the company were branded as ‘looters’ who cheated both the company and
the outgrower farmers to make a better living:

The educated people who worked with the company got what they wanted. Almost all of them
now have houses in the regional capital and live better lives. Where did they get the money from?
(Chairman T., village 1)

At the beginning of the project, concerns were raised about the impact of the project on shea and
locust bean trees, which are the main sources of income for rural women. To maximize the number
of mango seedlings per acre and to avoid the shadowing of seedlings, farmers had to stump these
and other trees on the land – an issue which generated a lot of debate beyond the affected commu-
nities. Indeed, valuable alternative sources of income were sacrificed for the mango project and land
has become locked in via permanent tree cultures. To meet the contract, farmers had to prevent the
growth of any other tree in their mango farms. Thus, the collapse of the outgrower scheme left
behind not only abandoned, uprooted or burnt mango trees, but also partly replaced an economic
landscape based food crop production, shea and moringa trees.

7. Conclusion

Agricultural commercialization, in general, requires a reordering of social and socioenvironmental
relations to meet the profit motives of corporate investors. As a political technology, VCA is an
intensification of that rationale insofar as it directly seeks to reformat farmers as subjects of com-
mercialization in a much deeper sense, while often incorporating hitherto unmarketized or at least
differently marketized crops, animals and trees into tightly regulated market relations. This article
has problematized the proliferation of value chain projects as a new political technology of com-
mercialization in rural Africa. In policy circles, such projects are largely framed as win-wins for
both participating farmers and corporate players. However, we showed that these must be scruti-
nized for their multiple dark sides. We did this for one concrete project in northern Ghana, but our
findings point beyond the single case and call upon other researchers to use collaborative efforts
and longitudinal studies, including revisits and mixed-methods, to arrive at comprehensive
accounts of value-chain agriculture that also come to terms with moments of crisis, collapse and
ruination. By doing this, we are able to point out that the real subsumption of farmers and nature
envisioned by McMichael (2013), and flagged above, often remains a ‘fallacy of capital’.

Our aggregated analysis reveals that even though the commercialization project under scrutiny
started with a promising set of objectives on the side of managers and shareholders, it quickly ran
into troubles, and eventually slowly died over a period of several years. A combination of inter-
related factors contributed to this trajectory: local power relations that quickly complicated the
investor’s plans, struggles over the making of resources and farm labour among outgrowers and
miscalculated human-environmental relations by company managers. It is particularly our account
of the problem of labour mobilization and the uneven returns flowing back to different subgroups
of labour that reaffirms the need to scrutinize global commodity chains not just for the production,
enhancement and capture of value, but also for the socially and spatially unevenly distributed mon-
etary and non-monetary risks that come along with the incorporation into new market relations for
different actors along the chain. While company personnel may move on after some years, often
having lived well from their salaries, especially in the case of expatriate managers, and shareholders
of failing companies may write off losses, farmers often have to live with the ruins left behind by
failed projects of commercialization. As our case suggests, farmers participating in VCA are
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often expected to buy into the timescale of companies while the latter are able to leverage time to
their advantage. Yet even in successful commercialization projects, participation may grant certain
actors new freedoms, but simultaneously comes along with social risks and actual material losses as
the cases of ourgrowers and their female family members or female OFL workers show, who
sacrificed alternative sources of income and social value for the mangoes.

We can conclude that the ‘blasted landscapes’ of the collapsed project include sentiments of dis-
appointment and shame among past and remaining mango farmers, dead labour (i.e. non-remun-
erated), lost or destroyed sources of alternative income for participating households (i.e. other food
or cash crops) and strained social relations in affected communities. Our contribution reminds
researchers not only to attend to the changing political technologies of agricultural commercializa-
tion in rural Africa, but also to recurrent occurrences of disarticulations between capital, farmers
and the communities where farmers live. What local farmers need and get and what (foreign) inves-
tors want and get often diverges. This reiterates our call to scrutinize VCA particularly for the
uneven distribution of risk and sacrifice, as well as the social and material debris that projects of
commercialization may leave behind after capital has moved on.

Notes

1. Following the classic contribution of Watts (1994, pp. 26–27), we define contract farming as
institutionalized

relations between growers and private or state enterprises that substitute for open-market
exchanges by linking nominally independent family farmers of widely variant assets with a cen-
tral processing, export, or purchasing unit that regulates in advance prices, production practices,
product quality, and credit.

2. The lack of engagement with failed investments and the ruins these leave behind can also be found in
the literature on large-scale land acquisitions that have unfolded since the late 2000s (but see Li, 2015).
However, while such investments certainly exhibit overlaps with value-chain agriculture, their drivers
are more organically linked to the food and financial crises of 2007–2008 and the emergent push to ‘feed
the world’ (Ouma, 2014) than to the more general interest in VCA that evolved from the early 2000s as
part of the post-Washington Consensus (Gereffi, 2014). Thus, we date the dawn of value-chain agricul-
ture earlier than McMichael (2013), who coined the term and published his paper at the height of the
global land rush controversy.

3. We acknowledge that the distinctions between contract farming and VCA today are blurry. We argue
that contract-farming thinking has become so much engrained in VCA that one often cannot have the
latter without the former. However, whereas earlier rounds of contract-farming promotion in Africa
and beyond also tried to produce particular farming subjects, there were less concerned with microe-
conomic reengineering. This is a specific aspect of VAC, which has to be seen in light of the emerging
post-Washington Consensus paradigm in which market interventions are given a firm place in devel-
opment (Werner et al. 2014).

4. Outgrower schemes can take a variety of forms. The case we shall discuss in this paper is the ‘nucleus-
estate model’ (Eaton & Shepherd, 2001, p. 50), in which a financing company ‘also owns and manages
an estate plantation, which is usually close to the processing plant’ (Eaton & Shepherd, 2001, p. 50).

5. In this paper, we anonymize the case and stick to the names used in Ouma (2015). This means that
work cited in the reference list published by the other authors will contain an anonymized version
of the company name accordingly. Names of other organizations named here have been altered, too,
and are normally indicated by an asterisk*.

6. The British colonialists instituted a system of forced labour movements in Ghana that linked
the north and the cocoa, mining and urban regions of the south. Purposeful uneven development cre-
ated north-south migration flows that continue to asymmetrically link these different parts of Ghana
today.
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7. These celebratory accounts, however, usually glossed over the fact that women made up only 10% of the
total outgrower force, and the majority of these fronted for male relatives with little control over the
plantations.

8. That local or regional power brokers play a central role in the transfer of landed property from local
communities to investors in Ghana has been document both for the colonial and early post-colonial
period (Amanor, 1999) as well as more recent times (Boamah, 2014).

9. For a classic take on this problem, see Carney (1988).
10. The authors withhold monetary figures here due to confidentiality reasons.
11. We here build on the notion of the real subsumption of nature (Boyd & Prudham, 2017).
12. Moringaceae, a widely used local tree.
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