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From Cocoa to Industrialization: Why Palm Oil Could Help Drive Ghana's
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Ghana's cocoa industry offers an important lesson for the country's wider development
strategy: producing a commodity does not necessarily mean capturing most of its value.

Although Ghana is one of the world's largest cocoa producers, much of the profit
generated by the global chocolate industry is captured elsewhere. The greater share of
value is created after the cocoa leaves the farm - through processing, manufacturing,
branding, distribution, and retail. Cocoa farming remains essential, but the largest
economic gains lie further along the value chain.

This raises an important question for Ghana's future: if value addition is central to long-
term prosperity, which other agricultural sectors could support not only exports, but also
domestic industry?

Palm oil is one of the strongest candidates.

Unlike cocoa, whose main applications are concentrated in food products, palm oil is a
versatile industrial input with uses across multiple sectors. It is found in cooking oll,
soaps, detergents, cosmetics, pharmaceuticals, lubricants, industrial chemicals, and
biofuels. That versatility makes it more than a cash crop. It makes it a potential platform
for industrialization.

The significance of palm oil lies not only in its export potential, but in its ability to support
an integrated manufacturing ecosystem. Each stage of the value chain - refining,
fractionation, consumer goods production, chemical processing, packaging, storage,
and distribution - creates additional value, employment, and industrial capability. Instead
of exporting raw output and importing finished goods, Ghana could retain more of this
value domestically by building industries around the commaodity itself.

The numbers :

Ghana’s current palm oil production is 300,000 tonnes per annum. The global pricing is
about $1,000 per tonne putting estimated revenues at about $300,000,000. While
Ghana isn’t one of the world’s largest producers like it is with cocoa, increasing acreage
and capturing more value per tonne would be transformative for any investor and the
wider economy. The products that would make the most money would be post
production. These are: refining (cooking oil), margarine, soap, detergent, cosmetics and
oleochemicals. An integrated value chain investment that includes all of these would
require $800,000,000 to a $1,000,000,000 in investment and would create $1-2billion in
revenue with an operating margins of 15%-25% which is an annual profit of
$120,000,000 to $210,000,000. The pay back period would be 4-8 years.

Scenario Investment Annual Annual Profit* Payback Period
Revenue
Current sector Existing $300M $30-60M N/A
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Production expansion $250-400M $500M $75-125M 3-7 years
Production + refining $500-700M $600-700M  $120-210M 4-8 years
Integrated value chain $800M-1B $1-2B $150-500M 4-10 years

*(Based of a financial model built from Ghana’s approximate current production levels of
300,000 tonnes/year)

Experience of Indonesia and Malaysia shows what is possible when agricultural
production is connected to industrial strategy. In these countries, palm oil became more
than an export commaodity; it became a foundation for downstream manufacturing. By
converting agricultural output into higher-value intermediate and finished products, they
used a primary resource to deepen industrial capacity and expand their manufacturing
base.

For Ghana, the opportunity is therefore larger than simply increasing palm oil
production. The real opportunity is to build an integrated value chain that links
agriculture to industry. Such a strategy could stimulate investment, create jobs, expand
domestic manufacturing, and increase the share of value retained within the national
economy.

This would not be without challenges. Infrastructure deficits, logistical bottlenecks,
financing constraints, land governance issues, and supply chain inefficiencies would all
need to be addressed. Environmental sustainability would also have to be central to any
long-term strategy, particularly given the ecological concerns associated with palm oll
expansion in other countries. But these constraints should not be viewed only as
barriers. They are also investment opportunities and areas for deliberate policy action.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the future of Ghana's economy will not be determined simply by how much
cocoa, gold, oil, or palm oil it produces. It will be determined by how much value it
captures from those resources.

The lesson from cocoa is clear: exporting raw commaodities is not enough. The countries
that have transformed their economies did not merely produce more - they processed
more, manufactured more, and retained more value at home. Palm oil gives Ghana an
opportunity to pursue that same path, using agriculture not just as a source of export
earnings, but as a foundation for industrialization.
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