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Africa's Agricultural Standout

In 2012, when President Alassane Ouattara launched his ambitious National Agricultural Investment
Program with a bold $4 billion price tag, skeptics were plentiful. After all, Cote d'lvoire was emerging
from a devastating civil conflict that had cut the country in half for nearly a decade. Agricultural
infrastructure lay in ruins, rural poverty rates approached 50%, and international investors had long since
fled.

Yet what followed was one of Africa's most remarkable economic comebacks. Between 2012 and 2019,
Céte d'lvoire achieved an average annual GDP growth rate of 8.2% among the highest sustained rates
globally and far outpacing the Sub-Saharan African average of 3.2%. [1] Even during the pandemic and
subsequent global disruptions, the economy maintained a resilient 6.5% growth between 2021 and 2023
[2]. At the heart of this economic renaissance lies agriculture, a sector that accounts for 24% of GDP,
60% of export receipts, and employs two-thirds of the active population. [3]

Comparing Cote d'lvoire's agricultural performance to regional neighbors reveals a stark contrast. While
Ghana's economy has struggled with ballooning debt and currency depreciation in recent years, Cote
d'lvoire has maintained macroeconomic stability. Ethiopia's agricultural sector, despite achieving an
impressive 11% annual growth for a decade before declining to 6.6% in recent years, has been hampered
by conflict and drought, and the country remains a net importer of agricultural goods, importing one
million metric tons of wheat annually. [4] Nigeria's oil-dependent economy continues to neglect its
agricultural potential. Rwanda has made impressive strides, with agriculture accounting for 25% of GDP
and enjoying 5% annual growth over the last fifteen years, with agricultural export income growing from
$70 million before 1994 to $640 million today [5], but lacks the scale of Céte d'Ivoire's diversification.
Morocco, while successful with agriculture contributing 15% to GDP and employing 45% of the
workforce [6], focuses more heavily on domestic and European markets rather than global commodity
leadership.

The country's agricultural dominance spans multiple commodities. Beyond producing 45% of the
world's cocoa, Céte d'lvoire has emerged as the global leader in raw cashew nuts (producing 40% of
world supply), Africa's largest rubber producer, an exporter of coffee, palm oil and cotton. This
diversification strategy has proved more successful than the mono-commodity dependence seen in
many African economies. [3]

Les Africanistes . Africa's Green Giant . 2025 affien



Historical Foundations: The Houphoueét-Boigny
Agricultural Legacy

"The land belongs to those who develop it." This simple declaration by Félix Houphouét-Boigny, Céte
d'lvoire's first president, encapsulated a philosophy that would shape the nation's trajectory for decades.
A cocoa farmer himself before entering politics, Houphouét-Boigny understood agriculture's potential to
drive national development when he took office at independence in 1960.

While neighboring Ghana embraced state control of the cocoa sector and Guinea pursued socialist
policies, Cote d'lvoire charted a different course. "We have chosen economic liberalism as the
primary vehicle of our development," Houphouét-Boigny declared, maintaining relatively low taxes
and open borders that turned the country into a regional magnet for agricultural capital and labor.

The results were striking. Between 1965 and 1975, Cote d'lvoire's GDP grew at an average annual rate of
7.9 percent in real terms - dubbed the "lvorian Miracle" by economists. [7] The GDP per capita grew
about 90% between 1960 and 1979. By 1960, the country was easily French West Africa's most
prosperous, contributing over 40% of the region's total exports. Agricultural export revenues were
systematically reinvested in infrastructure—by 1980, the country had developed one of Africa's best
road networks, with 4,500 kilometers of paved roads connecting agricultural regions to export hubs. [8]

This prosperous period left an important legacy: institutional knowledge of export-oriented agriculture
and a cultural predisposition toward farming as a path to wealth. Even through subsequent crises, these
foundations remained intact, ready to be rebuilt upon when stability returned.
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The Long Crisis and
Recovery

The good times couldn't last forever. Beginning in the mid-
1980s, Céte d'lvoire's agricultural model faced mounting
challenges. World cocoa and coffee prices collapsed, with
cocoa falling from $3,840 per ton in 1977 to less than
$1,000 by 1982. [9] Forest frontiers for expansion
disappeared. The population tripled from 3 million in 1960
to 9 million by 1984, putting immense pressure on
agricultural resources. [10]

The economic crisis eventually snowballed into political
instability. A military coup in 1999 was followed by civil war
from 2002-2007, and another crisis in 2010-2011. By the
time President Ouattara took office in 2011, poverty rates
approached 51%, and agricultural infrastructure was
severely damaged. [11]

The recovery strategy centered on rebuilding agriculture
through targeted investments. The National Agricultural
Investment Program focused on three key elements:
increasing productivity through improved inputs and
techniques; developing agricultural value chains with
greater emphasis on domestic processing; and
strengthening sustainability through better natural resource
management.

This approach has been remarkably successful. Between
2011 and 2020, the poverty rate fell from 51% to 39.4%.
[12] Cocoa production rebounded from 1.2 million tons in
2011 to nearly 2.2 million tons by 2020. [3] Cashew
production, virtually nonexistent in 1990, reached a
staggering 1.2 million tons by 2023. [13] The country's
agricultural renaissance has been nothing short of
extraordinary.
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The Diversification Dividend: Beyond Cocoa

Céte d'lvoire's agricultural success isn't a one-crop story. Four additional pillars beyond cocoa exemplify
how agricultural diversification has created resilience in the economy.

Cashews: The Northern Renaissance

Perhaps the most impressive agricultural transformation in Céte d'lvoire has occurred
in cashew production. From just 6,000 tons in 1990, production skyrocketed to 1.2
million tons by 2023, a 200-fold increase. Today, Cote d'lvoire produces 40% of
global cashew supply, with exports valued at over $800 million annually. [13]

This growth has been particularly transformative for the northern regions, which had historically lagged
behind the more prosperous south. When cotton prices collapsed in the 1990s, northern farmers faced
destitution. The drought-resistant cashew tree, well-suited to savannah conditions and requiring minimal
inputs, proved to be the perfect alternative. The cashew harvest season (February-June) also
complements other agricultural activities, allowing farmers to diversify without sacrificing existing crops.

The sector now supports over 1.5 million households, with incomes for cashew farmers increasing
by an average of 32% between 2015 and 2020. Women comprise 60% of the cashew workforce,
particularly in processing activities, where they hold 80% of jobs. [13]

The newest chapter in this story centers on value addition. Historically, 90% of cashews were exported
raw to Vietham and India for processing. Today, domestic processing capacity has increased from just
68,515 tons in 2018 to over 350,000 tons in 2024. Each 10,000 tons processed locally creates
approximately 2,500 jobs, primarily for women. The government's target to process 50% of production
locally by 2030 could create over 100,000 new jobs. [13]
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Unlike the mixed results seen in many African privatization efforts, Cote d'lvoire's
rubber sector represents a genuine success story following liberalization in 1994.
From producing just 45,000 tons in 1990, Céte d'lvoire now produces over one
million tons annually, making it Africa's largest rubber producer and the world's
fourth-largest after Thailand, Indonesia, and Vietnam. [14]

When state-owned companies like SAPH (Société Africaine de Plantations d'Hévéas) were privatized in
the mid-1990s, private investment flooded in, modernizing factories and expanding plantations. Between
1995 and 2005, investment in the rubber sector increased by over 300%. Private companies pioneered
an innovative "nucleus-outgrower" model—establishing central plantations surrounded by smallholder
"outgrowers" who received technical support, quality seedlings, and guaranteed markets.

Today, the rubber sector supports over 200,000 smallholder farmers and their families—approximately
1.2 million people. Average annual income for rubber farmers ($2,200-3,000) significantly exceeds that
of cocoa farmers ($1,300-1,800). [15]

Perhaps most remarkably, rubber expansion has largely avoided the deforestation controversies that
plague cocoa. Over 70% of new rubber plantations since 2000 have been established on former cocoa
farms or degraded land, making it a relatively sustainable growth sector. [9]

Rice: The Quest for Self-Sufficiency

Not all agricultural stories in Cote d'lvoire are success stories, at least not yet. Rice
exemplifies both the ambition and challenges of the country's agricultural policy.
Despite being the sixth-largest producer of milled rice in sub-Saharan Africa,
producing 1.2 million tons in 2024, Cote d'lvoire is one of the largest rice importers
globally, importing 1.6 million tons annually. [16]

This paradox reflects both rapid growth in domestic consumption and the difficulties of achieving self-
sufficiency in a crop that requires significant infrastructure. The government has set an ambitious target
to be self-sufficient in milled rice by 2030, aiming to increase domestic production to 2.5 million tons.
[16]

Progress has been made through investments in irrigation, improved seeds, and better post-harvest
handling. Local rice production increased by 25% between 2015 and 2020. But challenges remain,
particularly in the development of efficient milling and distribution systems. The rice self-sufficiency
initiative serves as a reminder that not all agricultural development trajectories are linear success stories.
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Emerging Opportunities: Tropical Fruits and Vegetables

While traditional export crops dominate headlines, Céte d'lvoire is increasingly
capitalizing on its ideal growing conditions for tropical fruits. The country is a net
exporter of major cash crops grown by both small- and large-scale farmers,
including bananas and pineapples. [3]

This diversification into higher-value specialty crops is enabled by Cote d'lvoire's proximity to European
markets, favorable growing conditions, and improving cold chain infrastructure. The government has
identified agricultural processing of mangoes and other commodities as a high priority for development.
These emerging crops represent the next frontier of Céte d'lvoire's agricultural diversification strategy:
higher value, more intensive cultivation that can generate substantial revenue from smaller land
footprints while reducing dependence on traditional commodity price cycles.

Economic Transformation: Agriculture as a
Stepping Stone

Successful developing economies typically follow a pattern: agricultural productivity improvements
release labor and capital for manufacturing, which eventually gives way to services as the dominant
economic sector. In Céte d'lvoire, this transition is underway, but has been slower than in comparable
Asian economies like Vietnam or Malaysia.

Industry's share of GDP rose from 16.4% in 2000 to 22% in 2022, while agriculture's share declined
slightly from 18.7% to 16.8%. [2] This gradual transformation reflects both the continued strength of the
agricultural sector and the challenges of building a competitive manufacturing base in today's global
economy.

The agro-processing industry represents the most natural bridge between agriculture and
industrialization. In January 2023, the lvorian government and industry stakeholders set out to increase
construction of new processing facilities with the long-term goal of processing 50 percent of all cocoa
produced in Cote d'Ivoire. Today the country is already world's largest cocoa grinder with a capacity of
700,000 tons. [17] The cashew processing industry is on a similar growth trajectory. Food processing for
the domestic market - fruit juices, dairy products, packaged foods - has grown and contributed 7% to
the country's GDP in 2024. [18]

Yet Cote d'lvoire's industrial transformation remains incomplete. Manufacturing value-added per capita
is $213, compared to $293 in Vietnam and $325 in Indonesia. Labor productivity in manufacturing
remains 30% below these benchmark countries. The country's infrastructure, while better than many
regional peers, still faces challenges in reliable electricity supply and port congestion.

For now, agriculture remains both the engine of current prosperity and a platform for future
transformation. Each processed cocoa bean and cashew nut represents a small step up the value chain,
gradually building the skills, infrastructure, and capital needed for broader industrial development.



The Sustainability Challenge

The agricultural miracle that has propelled Cote d'lvoire's growth comes with environmental costs
that threaten its future. Since independence, forest cover has plummeted from 16 million hectares
to barely 3 million—an astonishing 80% decline. Satellite imagery reveals the pattern clearly:
where dense forests once stood, neat rows of cocoa trees now stretch to the horizon. [9] [19]

Climate change compounds these challenges. Average temperatures have increased by 1°C since 1960,
and rainfall patterns have become increasingly erratic. Studies project that by 2050, approximately 30%
of current cocoa-growing areas may become unsuitable for cultivation. [9] [19]

Meanwhile, international market pressures are intensifying. The European Union's deforestation
regulation, which takes effect in 2025, will bar entry to cocoa linked to forest destruction after 2020. For
a country where cocoa directly supports 5 million people, roughly 20% of the population, and indirectly
supports millions more, the stakes could hardly be higher. [19]

The government has responded with ambitious commitments. The 2018 Forest Preservation,
Rehabilitation and Extension Strategy aims to increase forest cover to 20% of national territory by 2030.
A national traceability system for cocoa, launched in 2020, has registered over 1 million farmers with GPS
coordinates of their plots to verify cocoa isn't sourced from protected areas. [19]

Yet implementation challenges abound. Small-scale farmers, facing economic pressure and limited
alternatives, continue to encroach on remaining forest areas. Land tenure insecurity, only 4% of rural
land is formally titled, discourages long-term investments in sustainable intensification. [9]

Some promising innovations are emerging. "Climate-smart" cocoa techniques, which combine improved
varieties with agroforestry approaches, have demonstrated potential yield increases of 50-100% without
expanding land use. Digital traceability systems, which can track beans from farm to factory, are being
rolled out to meet EU requirements. And agroforestry models that combine cocoa with timber and fruit
trees are showing promise for both environmental and economic sustainability.

The fundamental question remains: can Céte d'lvoire transform an agricultural model built on
expansion into one defined by efficiency and sustainability before ecological limits force a painful
adjustment? The answer will determine not just the future of lvorian agriculture, but the economic
prospects of a nation where farming remains the primary livelihood for most citizens.
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Future Battlegrounds: Four Tests for

Cote d'lvoire's Model

Cote d'lvoire's agricultural success faces four critical challenges that will

shape its future:

Land Tenure &
Generational
Transition

With aging farmers and
unclear land rights,
securing the next
generation of sustainable
agriculture is a mounting
concern.

Market Access

Stringent global standards
create both risks and
opportunities for Ivorian
exports.

Climate
Adaptation

Rising temperatures
threaten to decimate key
crops - the race is on to
make farms climate-
resilient.

Value Addition

Unlocking higher-value
processing is crucial for
economic transformation.

Tackling these interlocking challenges will determine whether Céte d'lvoire
can sustain and evolve its agricultural success.
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Lessons for Africa

As African nations seek development pathways in an increasingly constrained global environment, Céte
d'lvoire's agricultural strategy offers valuable lessons—both positive and cautionary. Three key
principles emerge from the lvorian experience:

1. Build on Comparative Advantage Rather than attempting to leapfrog directly to advanced
manufacturing, Céte d'lvoire has systematically built on its agricultural strengths. This realistic
approach has delivered more consistent results than industrial policies that ignored agricultural
foundations in many African economies.

2. Market Orientation Works Cote d'lvoire's relatively liberal approach to agricultural markets—allowing
prices to signal opportunities, welcoming investment, facilitating trade—has outperformed more
heavily state-controlled models. Yet strategic government interventions in infrastructure, research,
and extension services have been essential complementary elements.

3. Diversification Creates Resilience The country's multi-crop strategy has proved more sustainable
than mono-crop dependence. When coffee prices collapsed in the 1980s, cocoa provided a buffer;
when cocoa faced challenges, cashews and rubber offered alternative growth paths. This
diversification has created a more crisis-resistant agricultural economy.

Yet the lvorian model also contains cautionary lessons. The environmental costs of expansion-based
growth are ultimately unsustainable. Climate vulnerability threatens hard-won gains. And the transition
from agricultural success to broader economic transformation remains a work in progress.

For countries like Ghana, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Nigeria,each with significant agricultural potential,
Cote d'lvoire offers a template to adapt rather than simply copy.

» Ethiopia, despite being Africa's largest coffee producer and achieving remarkable agricultural growth
rates, still struggles with food security, requiring emergency food assistance for up to 10 million
people annually. [20]

e Rwanda's impressive agricultural transformation, with tea production growing from 11,000MT to
38,361MT annually and coffee income increasing from $38 million to over $105 million, demonstrates
what's possible on a smaller scale. [21]

e Morocco's success in producing sugar, wheat, and olives for both domestic consumption and export,
while employing 45% of its workforce in agriculture, shows an alternative model focused on food
security alongside export earnings. [22]

Different agro-ecological conditions, market access, and institutional capacities will require tailored
approaches.
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The Road Ahead

As African economies seek development paths in an
increasingly constrained global environment, Céte
d'lvoire's agricultural strategy offers valuable lessons. A
focus on existing comparative advantages, pragmatic
market engagement, and gradual diversification has proven
more effective than dramatic economic experiments. But
the coming decades will test whether this model can evolve
to meet new challenges of climate change, environmental
sustainability, and inclusive growth.

Céte d'lvoire's agricultural miracle has already defied
expectations, rebounding from civil conflict to reclaim its
position as Africa's agricultural powerhouse. The next
chapter will determine whether this success can be
sustained and extended to benefit more Ivorians while
preserving the natural resources on which it ultimately
depends.

The agriculture-led miracle will need a second act.
The first transformed Céte d'lvoire from conflict to
growth. The second must transform growth into
resilient, inclusive, and sustainable prosperity. The
green giant's journey continues.
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