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How producers influenced the ginger market
in North Western Cameroon

by Anne Lothoré and Patrick Delmas (Inter-Réseau
Développement Rural) based on work of SAILD

This article presents an experience from Cameroon,
where producers in an area managed to change the
organisation of the local ginger market in a way that
allowed them to limit the supply and so ensure good
returns. They were supported in this effort by SAILD
(Services d’Appui aux Initiatives Locales de Dévelop-

pement au Cameroun) and by their own producer
association NOWEFOR.

Context

NOWEFOR (North West Farmers’ Organisation) is
a federation that was created in 1995 in the North
West province of Cameroon. It comprises 12 unions
of Common Initiative Groups (CIG) located in five
divisions of the North West province. Each union is
made up of between 5 and 16 CIGs. The federation
has an active membership of about 1200 men and
women farmers.

The objective of the federation is to defend the in-
terests of farmers and to improve their living condi-
tions. The farmers are seeking alternatives to maintain
their income levels in a context characterised by a
fall in the prices of their traditional export product
coffee. Diverse activities are carried out to achieve
this aim, such as savings and credit schemes, multi-
purpose shops for the sale of inputs and agricultural
products, the promotion of economic activities, etc.

NOWEFOR has technical and financial support part-

L The article is based on documents by, and personal contacts of
the authors with, NOWEFOR and SAILD, in particular Guil-
laume Fongang. Some shortening and editing was undertaken by
AGRIDEA. The work described here was carried out from 2005 ro
2007. Although things have been changing since, the experiences
made are worth sharing. For more information contact saildbda@
yahoo.com, noweforbamenda@yahoo.fr, or anne.lothore@inter-
reseaux.org, or visit www.saild. org.

nerships with NGOs that operate in the North West,
of which SAILD? is the most important one and the
one which supported NOWEFOR’s efforts described
in this article. Financial support was provided by SOS
Faim Luxembourg?.

In Bafut and neighbouring zones Ginger has been cul-
tivated since long, traditionally by women. In 2001,
Bafut had 600 ginger producers (the other zones had
fewer, between 50 to 120 producers each). Production
then stood at only 33 tons, with an average yield of 7
t/ha every two years (production cycle of 24 months).
The price of ginger was 2’500 CFAfr per 15 kg bucket
(166 CFAfr/kg). The producers, at that time had al-
ready initiated actions to improve on the crop, but
problems persisted at the level of production (poor
yields and low quality), coupled with problems of soil

fertility management and the use of inputs.

Improving production ...

In 2001, 61 members of NOWEFOR under the Bafut
Union of Farming Groups came together and estab-
lished alocal management committee to improve their
ginger production. Thanks to the technical assistance
of SAILD, and financial support from SOS Faim Lux-
embourg the members of this committee identified a
range of practices for improving production:

m  Seedlings: preparation before planting (multipli-
cation, treatment), selection of good quality rhi-
zomes

»  Cultivation techniques: density of planting, ridging

m  Soil fertility: crop combination (maize and ginger)
and rotation, use of organic fertiliser (manure,
maize straw)

2 SAILD is an international development support organisation
which has been working for more than 20 years in the promotion
of rural development in central Africa.

3 SOS Faim is a Belgian NGO which has been supporting
NOWEFOR financially for several years.
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Parallel to this and to follow up on these technical
changes, organisational (for the supply of inputs and
the follow-up of activities) and financial support (for
setting up a savings and credit scheme for the purchase

of inputs) was provided by SAILD.

The results were immediate. From 2002, the quality
and yields in the Bafut union rose to more than 300
tonnes (yield of 10-11 t/ha), with production cycles
of only 10-11 months (compared to 24 months pre-
viously). New farmers registered in the union and
membership reached 120 producers (94 women, 26
men). In 2003 the increase in production continued,
new members joined, and further improvements in
production were realised (lower production costs and
less dependence on fertilisers and insecticides?).

... declining prices in the local market

These improvements in production resulted in a rapid
increase in ginger supply in the local market of Bafut
Zone. Prices fell by a factor of five: buyers took advan-
tage of the increased supply to reduce the price at the
local market, whereas prices in urban markets remained
high. The price dropped from 2500 CFAfr/bucket in
2001 (166 CFAfr/kg) to 500 CFAfr/bucket in 2003
(33 CFAfr/kg), slashing a gross revenue of about 1
million CFAfr/ha to about 400’000 CFAfr/ha. With
production costs at 500’000 CFAfr/ha, producers were
then losing money and it was therefore imperative to
seek ways to reach an adequate price level again.

Strategies by NOWEFOR to re-establish
a remunerative price: regulate supply in
the local market

What should be done to improve sales, increase ne-
gotiating power and influence prices? These questions
were the focus from 2004 onwards. Many steps and
strategies were tried towards establishing rules to man-
age supply and searching for leverage to push prices
upwards in collaboration with local authorities.

* Treating seedlings limits attacks by insects and reduces the need
for other treatment that is costly and not always available. Organic
manure reduces production costs and expenditures for chemical
fertilisers.
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A prerequisite: a clear understanding of the
functioning of the market

Organisation of the market control committee

In order to support collective reflection and strategy
development, in 2004 a market control committee
consisting of three union leaders and a local facilitator
was set up at the level of the federation. This commit-
tee was mandated to guide the reflection processes,
explain and raise the awareness of members and the
community about the measures to be taken, as well as
to follow up on decisions taken to improve the mar-
keting of ginger.

Negotiation of a single selling place to manage the
Sflow of ginger and to control transactions

The market control committee proposed that ginger
producers in the Bafut zone should assemble and mar-
ket their ginger together at one spot in the local market
in order to establish a single selling place. The idea was
to cluster all the supplies in the market in order to have
more visibility: What quantities are supplied to the
market and by whom? Who buys? What quantities? At
what price? Until then, the there was no special place
for ginger and the ginger sellers were dispersed in the
market. This rendered the producers vulnerable to the
middlemen (bayam sellams) and made it difficult to
put in place measures to regulate supply.

To determine a common ginger selling location in the
market, the market control committee undertook ne-
gotiations with the Fon of Bafut (local authority with
avery important role) and the municipal authority, to
gain their support and get them involved in the estab-
lishment of the new strategy. It was very difficult to
get to the Fon, but finally he received the delegates of
the committee and permitted the producers to use his
authority in the control of the market mechanisms.

A single and permanent location for the assembly and
sale of ginger in the market was thus obtained with
the backing of the authorities. The committee selected
a strategic place at the entrance of the market, well
accessible to buyers and sellers, where easy loading
and off-loading of bags from taxis and vehicles was
possible.
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Observation of an imbalance: supply greatly exceeds
local demand and reduces the prices

Once the assembly of ginger had started, producers
realised that the prices were low because of the exces-
sive supply in the market. It was realised after analysis
that the supply was 7200 kg, for a demand of 2400 kg.
The buyers (bayam sellams), few in number (10-12)
and mainly wholesalers, had full latitude to impose low
prices; with a supply of ginger that was three times the
demand, producers were forced to sell their produce

for as little as 400 CFAfr/bucket (26 CFAfr/kg).

These insights reinforced the unity of the ginger pro-
ducers/sellers. They realised that by assembling their
produce, they could evaluate the quantities supplied
on the market day and adopt a common negotiating
stance on the selling price vis-a-vis the buyers.

Organisation of the local market for more
transparency in transactions and supply that
matches demand

Defining a strategy: managing local supply to be in
line with local demand

A first axis of the strategy of the market control com-
mittee and the producers was to manage the supply
to the local market. Two complementary actions were
put in place:

1. Limiting local supply: sale of only part of the
ginger produce in the local market

2. Disposing off the ginger that exceeded local de-
mand outside the production zone: sales of the
remaining produce to private business people in
far-away urban markets.

At the local market level, the aim was to manage the
quantities of produce brought to the market place, by
organising schedules and rotation between areas for the
supply of ginger to the market, in order to limit local
supply to levels that were in tune with local demand:
no excess produce to avoid price drops, but also not
too strong restraint by producers that would artificially
raise prices and discourage buyers. It was decided, with
the approval of the Fon of Bafut, that this strategy
would be tested in a real-life application.

Practical testing of supply management: operation
‘zero ginger”

After consultations with the authorities, the committee
was permitted to practically test a strategy called “zero
ginger” (all the ginger brought to the market has to be
sold at an appropriate price; no ginger is to be taken
back home) on two weakly market days. The aim was
to limit the supply of ginger to 3000 kg (equivalent to
200 buckets, which had previously been estimated as
the level of demand), on the basis of a list of sellers es-
tablished according to a marketing calendar. The result
was that prices rose from 700 CFAfr/bucket to 1000
CFAfr/bucket. The demonstration was very clear: the
reduction in the supply of ginger in the local market
made prices rise. The producers therefore decided to
continue the mechanism for managing the supply at
the local market through supply schedules and rota-
tions. As a follow-up measure, outside outlets had to
be found for the ginger which could not be sold in
the local market.

Organisation of zoning and schedules to limit supply
in the market with respect to existing demand and
consolidation of the system

The committee proposed to divide the producers
into four well-defined production zones. A market-
ing calendar was established. Each zone was assigned
a turn to bring their ginger production to the market.
Groups of 50-75 farmers took turns on each market
day. This limited the market day for each zone to once
a month, a frequency that permitted each farmer to
have a monthly income. Thanks to this system, the
supply on the market was reduced to 2°400-3’000 kg
(equivalent to 20-25 bags or 160-200 buckets).

Here again, the decisions were discussed at length be-
tween the producers, butalso with the local traditional
and administrative authorities, whose approval, back-
ing and support was sought for the zoning and market-
ing schedule. The marketing calendar was signed by
the local authorities, the Fon of Bafut and the market
control committee as representation of the producers.
The traditional leaders recognise the power of the con-
trol committee and the system and reinforce them.
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The representative of the market control committee
plays an important role: on each market day he su-
pervises compliance with the marketing calendar and
notes infractions; he also controls the entry and exit
of produce, which allows the supply and demand of

ginger in the market to be monitored.

To supervise the conduct of the farmers and to continue
raising their awareness, observers were elected and as-
signed to each area to ensure the proper functioning
of the system in the local market (particularly compli-
ance with the calendar schedule). The rotation system
(once a month for each production zone) limited the
frequency of farmers’ market attendance, and there-
fore their possibility to sell and to generate income.
In fact, the increase in prices due to the limitation of
the supply in the market compensated for the fewer
local sales opportunities. Also, in case of an emergency
need, farmers could submit a request to sell to the
control committee, which after examination could
exceptionally permit the farmer to join the authorised
selling zone.

To be able to enforce the regulations and have their
decisions respected, the control committee delegates
met with palace and council law-makers to putin place
sanctions to punish infractions by ginger buyers and
sellers. The sanctions range from a simple fine issued
by the local representative to a summons to appear at
the palace.

In the system of value chain promotion of NOWE-
FOR, the local facilitators receive an annual bonus
from NOWEFOR. Furthermore, the income from
the interest on value chain-related loans is shared be-
tween NOWEFOR, the savings and credit scheme and
the local management committee. The functioning of
the local management committee is financed by these
interest payments.

A logical consequence: sell ginger that exceeds
local demand in external markets

To dispose off surplus ginger it was necessary to search
for new markets and buyers outside the production
zone. The committee went to Douala and Yaounde
where potential buyers were contacted and sales agree-
ments made. Produce was collected, a truck hired, and
15 tonnes were shipped and sold in these towns.
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Immediate results and lessons learnt from the
strategy of regulating local supply

At local level: higher prices and satisfied participants

The sanctions and the recognition of the system of
rotation of market days by the local authorities dis-
couraged farmers and buyers from violating the man-
agement system that was established. The incidence
of clandestine sales fell in the production zones, as did
the influence of the bayam sellams.

There is rapid and regular disposal of a greater quantity
of quality ginger: each market day, 50 to 70 farmers
sell between 3°000-3°750 kg (200-250 buckets) in a
few hours. The price in Bafut rose from 450 to 900,
then to 1’000 CFAfr/bucket.

The producers are satisfied with the security of sales:
they are sure to sell at a negotiated and proper price.
The buyers accept the mechanism, even though the
prices are higher compared to when the supply was
higher: they are very satisfied with the quality, though
astrong controversy persists concerning units of meas-
ure: producers use buckets, whereas buyers use kg, with
considerable discrepancy between the two. Producers
and buyers are satisfied with the time saved. It is how-
ever interesting to note that the system put in place
has reduced the number of buyers.

Women, who are the principal ginger producers, have
seen their revenues increase with the sale of larger quan-
tities of ginger at higher prices. Withoutany doubt this
contributes to enabling these women assume certain
family expenses for food, medical care for children etc.
Also, the quick disposal of their produce on the market

day gives them time for other household activities.

Outside markets: dissatisfied producers due to poor
handling of transactions

The strategy of selling ginger in external markets was
more profitable as a learning experience than in terms
of economic results. The sale prices of the ginger were

good (93 CFAfr/kg at Yaounde and 140 CFAfr/kg at
Douala), but these operations had their limits.
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Ginger producers meeting in Bafut.

In Yaounde, the transaction was not very satisfactory
for the producers. Once the producers had trans-
ported the produce to the agreed selling place, the
buyer reduced the price which had been negotiated
and agreed beforehand by both parties. Without a
written contract, or an alternative buyer, the farmers
had to accept to sell at the lower price.

In Douala, the buyer took the produce on credit as was
agreed but was not reliable in the payment.

These problems and palpable losses of producers could
have created suspicions about the team in charge of
transporting and selling the produce in Yaounde and
Douala (the driver and local representative who accom-
panied the shipment) and thus undermine this type of
collective pooling and transportation of produce out
of the zone. The biggest drawback for the farmers was
having to wait for payment, from the moment when
the produce was collected in the zone, to the time they
were paid (about 10 weeks).

The producers sought another alternative which con-
sisted of organising sales to the producers’ organisation
which then takes charge of selling the pooled produce

to external buyers.

Purchase from producers, storage and
sale of stock by NOWEFOR

Organisation of activities

In the zones of Bafut and Mforyah, several activities
were carried out:

m  Collection of produce from producers after NOWE-
FOR receives an order from a buyer who indicates
the quantity needed. Each producer brings his/her
ginger to the local NOWEFOR warchouse where
it is received by the local management committee.
Each producer supplies the quantity available until
the required quantity is obtained. The management
committee determines the quantities to be supplied
by each farmer when the demand is not very high,
while ensuring that the maximum possible number
of producers participate in the sales.

m  Loans to members: The savings and credit scheme
gives loans to members who have supplied ginger
for the operation. This loan allows them to meet
their most urgent needs, while waiting for the
group sales which enable them to obtain better
prices. The producers pay back the loans when
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the ginger supplied has been sold and they receive
their payment.

»  Contracting with buyers. The agreements with
the buyers are not written. These usually take
place through negotiation meetings or telephone
communications during which the buyer indicates
the quantities needed and the delivery date. The
producers make commitments to the buyers ac-
cording to the amounts that they can deliver at
the required date.

Pending questions

A number of problems that can arise from this type of
action are worth mentioning. The same types of prob-
lems as those encountered in 2004 could still emerge
in subsequent transactions in Douala or Yaounde (late
payments, a drop in prices once the produce has been
delivered, etc.). The difference here is that it is the
producer organisation that incurs the risk and eventu-
ally bears losses. There is also a risk for the producer
organisation that the price to be paid to the producers
is higher than that paid by the external buyer. And so
there may be a risk for the producer organisation of
running a deficit.

Instead of transporting the surplus ginger to external
markets under conditions which are out of control of
producers (insecurity of payments, transportation con-
ditions/hiring of vehicles, high cost on small quantities,
inexperience, etc.), and which is risky (for producers
and the producer organisation), why not work instead
to encourage new external buyers to come to buy in
the local market? There is still a question of matching
demand and supply, but with a reversed outlook, im-
plying a shift from a strategy of “regulating local sup-
ply in the market to meet limited local demand” to a
strategy which focuses on increasing local demand by
involving other buyers with the potential of absorb-
ing increased supplies of ginger in the local market.
But such a strategy must also be in the new buyers
interest! That’s where the challenge lies: making sure
that the quantities and quality are respected so that
the external buyers are not disappointed (having to
return home with half-empty vehicles). This challenge
led to the idea of opening other avenues by working
in a network.
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Extending the experience throughout
the province

The stake here is to make ginger a reliable source of
income for the producers, through their involvement
in marketing and the supply chain which strengthens
their position.

One way to limit the risks related to breaching of
contracts, and to increase the capacity to negotiate
and attract buyers, is to work with higher quantities
of produce and/or with more producers at the level of
the province, through organising a producers’ network.

This is another important avenue that NOWEFOR
farmers have embarked on lately.

Following the encouraging results achieved at the local
market in Bafut in 2004, NOWEFOR farmers are
making efforts to share their experience and extend it
throughout the province to other farmers, unions and
markets. There are several objectives:

m Exchange experiences in a network, particularly
achievements regarding improved production (prac-
tical know-how, cultivation techniques, quality,
etc.) as well as marketing and regulation of markets
(limitation of local supply to match local demand
to avoid price drops; external group sales)

m  Ensure effective handling of larger volumes by more
farmers, to reach out to new markets/buyers, fulfil
new contracts via group sales, benefit from econo-
mies of scale (particularly in transportation) and
strengthen the negotiation capacity of producers
vis-a-vis the power of buyers in external markets,
and above all attract them to come to the local
markets and purchase the produce (and bear the
cost of transportation) (there are about 5’000 ginger
producers in the North West province of whom
1’200 are NOWEFOR members)

m Launch new activities (processing) which may re-
quire larger investments (and regular supply of
quantity and quality raw materials to recoup the
investment)

m Strengthen the collective dynamics of unions and
provide services to members such as access to infor-
mation (especially on what is happening in other
regions), group collection and sales, better disposal
of produce etc.
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»  Bemore visible and recognised as trustworthy actors
in the sector by outside partners, other actors in the
sector, local authorities, etc.

A network committee exists. Presently, the basis of
the network has been put in place, but it is not yet
functioning as it should, due to some problems of
communication, organisation and management that
have not yet been resolved.

A network meeting was held in 2006 with 40 members
attending and priority activities were defined: dissemi-
nation of the system of control of the local market,
group marketing in all the ginger production zones in
the North West etc. But the real problem at this time
is that of financial means to establish the network
and give it life and dynamics. We refer here to means
to enable the network carry out the communication
work, raising awareness, and supporting the organisa-
tion of other unions (members and non-members of

NOWEFOR) etc.

At the level of Bafut alone, the local market control
committee already has much to do (the local repre-
sentative is present during all market days, the pro-
duction zones are large and far apart and means of
transportation are limited). Within the framework
of such a network which would group together an
estimated 5 000 producers in the province, informing
and training all these producers on technical issues and
on strategies to master the market (control of the sup-
ply, management of surplus, etc.) is a great challenge,
among others in terms of mobilising more leaders
to reduce the burden on the present strong nucleus
which is functioning well now. How can this evolve
to a higher level to mobilise more producers who are
dispersed over a vast area? This requires additional
financial resources and tools.

Elements of this experience to be
highlighted

At the production level

The producers are able to produce the anticipated
quantity and quality of ginger on schedule, at reduced
costs and with lower dependency of fertilisers and in-
secticides, thanks to better cultivation practices that

consolidate quality and yield at costs which allow the
farmers to be competitive. This mastery of production
is a precondition to improving marketing: all organi-
sational efforts and negotiations will be fruitless if the
productive capacity does not follow suit.

The substantial increases in productivity that were
obtained are related to the fact that the changes at the
production level were rather small or at least they did
not destabilise the global functioning of the production
system. As ginger was already cultivated in Bafut, the
improvements made (farming practices, soil fertility
management) did not entail a lot of risks.

It should be also noted that the support and engage-
ment of farmers, decisive for the success of this initia-
tive, was obtained because the farmers were involved
in the process of searching for alternatives following
the crises that struck the coffee sector on which they
were highly dependent. Ginger was therefore a wel-
come alternative.

At the marketing level

Managing the local market through regulation of local
supply, or in fact influencing the economic process
of price formation, was a key success factor at the
local level. The new mechanism of selling in turns
in the market is functioning well and is respected by
the producers. This can be linked to the fact that the
farmers are seeing concrete results: an increase in their
revenue. As for external markets, the quest for new
outlets beyond the local market is difficult and less
easily controlled.

At the local level

Women are the main producers of ginger in the zone.
The sale of greater quantities of ginger at good prices
has increased their incomes. More and more women
are part of different committees where they are assum-
ing greater responsibility. Their involvement in this
operation has increased their capacity to negotiate and
enhances their prestige in their community as devel-
opment actors. They are given more consideration by
men, the council and the traditional authorities.
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