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A MARKETING THRUST IN DEVELOPING NON-TRADITIONAL
COMMODITIES: The Barbados Experience

Basil G.F. Springer

(Senior Consultant, SYSTEMS Group of Companies, Barbados)

Introduction

• Few territories within the
Caribbean Community have been
fortunate to have discovered natural
resources other than arable land, sea
and sun. This combination, coupled
with a human resource base, provides
an opportunity for the development of
agro-based industries. Traditional
exploits in this area have led to the
development of export agriculture,
namely sugar, bananas, cocoa, citrus,
coffee and arrowroot on a large scale.
Focus on the production of other
fruit, vegetables, pulses, roots,
fisheries and livestock (which may be
termed • non-traditional commodities)
has been mainly centred on local
markets, even though there have
been modest export initiatives
including yam, sweet potato, carrot,
onion, mango, avocado, breadfruit,
plantain and aubergine.

Much attention has been given to
the concept of grow more food and
considerable resources have been
expended in researching and
developing the production activity of
non-traditional commodities. Although
the fact that the overall objective in
agricultural development is not only
the ability to produce commodities,
but also to successfully trade in these
commodities, has been recognised, it
has not been given the attention it
.deserves.

This paper supports the concept
of an integrated production and
marketing • system, and furthermore,
promotes a model where the
production activity, designed to
utilize • the natural resources and
generate employment, is driven by a
marketing thrust.

The marketing thrust, as , the
driving force in the system, is

particularly important in situations
like the Caribbean where the local
market for non-traditional commodities
Is so small, and the production
potential for these markets is greatly
in excess of the demand which may be
created by these local markets. In
order to successfully promote
increased agricultural production,
major efforts must be expended to
Increase the market size, and this
may be achieved through a marketing
thrust approach.

The ways in which market size
can be increased are:
o Exporting commodities to regional

and extra-regional markets
this increases regional self-

sufficiency, enhances food
security, and earns foreign
exchange

o Processing commodities for local,
regional and extra-regional
markets
- this saves foreign . exchange
since imported commodities can
be displaced, and may ultimately
earn foreign exchange

o Increasing the local demand for
locally produced commodities
- this is a desirable objective
since the nutritional status in
the Caribbean is below the
average for the metropolitan
countries to which Caribbean
nations aspire

O Displacing imports of fresh and
processed commodities
- this reduces the Food Import
Bill and saves 'foreign exchange.

This market thrust approach has
been adopted in Barbados within the
last two years and is being developed
commodity by commodity at a pace
which is . commensurate with the
resources available.
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Infititutionai Structure

The institutional structure is an
integral part of the model and is a
necessary prerequisite for the
potential success of .this approach.
The model recognises that there are
certain activities in an integrated
production and marketing system that
can be done well by the public
sector; and that there are others
which are traditionally the
responsibility of the private sector
and in which the private sector has
built up considerable expertise. The
model therefore promotes the concept
of a public-cum private sector mix in
developing the approach.

The public sector inputs into the
model are made through a statutory

corporation (in the case of Barbados,

the Barbados Marketing Corporation

(BMC)) rather than through the
Ministry of Agriculture. The greater
operational flexibility of the parastatal
body is necessary to carry out the
day to day public sector inputs.. Of
course the political will must exist to
foster public and private sector
cooperation as well as to give the
parastatal bodies the flexibility
required.

The private sector participants
are input suppliers, farmers,

handlers and packers - in the case of

Barbados the trading arm of the

Barabdos Agricultural Society (BAS)

called the Agricultural. Commodity
Trading Company Ltd. (ACTCO) -and
shippers. The Caribbean Agricultural
Trading Company Ltd. (CATCO) is in

the fledgling stages of its
development. CATCO is• itself a
public/private sector 'company, and as
it matures, will play both a
developmental and operational role in
fostering agricultural trade and hence
will be a considerable boon to the
marketing thrust model proposed.

The BMC now focuses on
regulatory and service functions and
does not. trade in locally produced
fresh commodities. It has commercial
profit centres which finance its
Agricultural Marketing Services (AMS)
Division. The .AMS Division provides
three distinct services:

O Project
(identification,
feasibility,
implementation,
support) based

development
pre-feasibility,

design for
implementation

on the commodity
approach

O Monitoring of projects which are
being implemented by the private
sector, .performing a coordinating
role where necessary and
identifying areas of, regulatory
and developmentaL service
support

o A current agricultural
information service called the
Barbados Agricultural Statistical
Information Service (BASIS).
BASIS produces weekly and
monthly information:- production
outlook information for marketing
planning and price information
for production planning.

The Caribbean Food Corporation
(CFC) has recently commissioned a
study entitled Integrated Agricultural
Production and Marketing Systems.
The primary output from this studyi
(available in April 1984) will be .a set
of operational manuals on:

o Local and regional production
and marketing intelligence
systems

o Production and post-harvest crop
requirements

O Trade contracts for agricultural
marketing

O Documentation procedures within
an agricultural marketing
system.

These manuals will be of
considerable assistance to both the
public and private sectors in
promoting the marketing thrust model.
The farmers and ACTCO in Barbados
are already using information similar
to that which will be provided in the
manuals. CATCO has also benefitted
from the trade contracts and
documentation information. Seminars
were conducted throughout the region
in November 1983 to announce tile
advent of these manuals, and
considerable interest was generated.

%.•
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In Barbados there is a National
Agricultural Advisory Committee
(NAAC) established by the Minister of
Agriculture consisting of public and
private sector membership. The
Committee advises the Minister and
public or private sector institutions
on matters of national agricultural
interest. It has given its full support
to the marketing thrust model based
on a commodity approach.

Exports

In an export programme for
non-traditional agricultural
commodities,• the exporter has to be
able to successfully penetrate the
target markets, sustain a market
share and hopefully grow within these
markets. The module for such a
strategy is to start with a given
commodity from a specific supply
source to the given market. As
success is attained in one mo4ule or
as it is determined that the
constraints to success are
insurmountable, another module is
tried, varying the combinations of
commodity, supply source and
markets.

The factors of success in market
penetration and growth are:

o Quality
o Price
o continuity of supply
o Ilmeliness of delivery.
As far as quality is concerned,

the exporter must produce_ what the
importer wants. Variety, standards,
grades and packaging must all be
predetermined, _and postharvest
handling procedure's must conform to
the requirements for each commodity,
and must be of a high enough
standard to ensure that the commodity
reaches the consumer in an acceptable
condition. If this is not so, there is
no sale and trade wil be aborted.

Given that quali+y is acceptable,
then the price of the product must be
able to compete with prices in the
world market. There is therefore the
need to keep cost of production to a
minimum. This should be promoted
with the concept of large volume and

a low unit price • of the commodity .for
a • guaranteed market. Farmers are
usually unaware of their cost of
production and have traditionaPy
grown accustomed to either obtaining
exorbitant prices in cases of shortage
or dumping their produce in times of
glut. Objective •cost of production
estimates which have been made in
Barbados • not only do not support
these exorbitant prices, but also
indicate that it is a ( good economic
strategy to accept a - very much lower
price provided that a guaranteed
market has been d9veloped for the
commodity.

Unless there is continuity of
supply over the period contracted
between the . supplier and the
importer, trade will not be sustained.
Planning of production is a necessary
prerequisite to continuity of supply'.
It is no good identifying a market,
rushing to supply it with available
produce and then aborting the trade
when the supply is exhausted. This
is . an easy . way to destroy any
confidence which the importer may have
in the supplier. -

Even when - production is well
planned and the - farmer does an
excellent job, there are many
opportunities in the post-harvest
handling of the produce for mistakes
to be made which will result in the
product reaching -the importer in a
state which is not saleable at the
expected price. Extreme care has to
be exercised to ensure that the
perishable fresh commodity is well
handled.

The importer will specify when
he wants. the commodity delivered.
The major constraint in meeting this
deadline is the availability of
transportation at a reasonable freight
rate. Transportation in the Caribbean
is not geared to the fresh produce
trade because of its, low volume, but
increased volumes are unlikely until
there is adequate transportation in
place. Considerable developmental
resources will therefore have to -be
assembled in an effort to alleviate this
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The transportation to
extra-regional markets in some parts
of North America and Europe is not
as critical in terms of scheduling.
The problem there is one of high
freight rates. Airlines in particular
should be prepared to offer
reasonable rates in spite of low
volumes to allow the extra-regional
markets -to be •penetrated. As the
trade develops, volumes will increase,
benefitting both the airline and the
exporter.

Barbados has begun by looking
at an export marketing thrust for yam
and sweet pepper, using the proposed
model and thus observing the
integrated production and marketing
systems approach. There are a
number of problems yet to be solved.
It is expected that by sustained
effort and a sequential (step by step)
approach the system will evolve
towards the objective of increased
export trade.

Processing

A paper by the author entitled A
Strategy for the Development of a
Processing Industry Using Locally
Produced Commodities has been
published in Vol. 3, No.6, of Calling

the Caribbean, the bi-monthly

publication of the Caribbean

Association of Industry and

Commerce.
In that paper the overall

performance measures for the success

of a processing industry are listed

as:
o greatel: —returns to the

producer
o reduction in spoilage
o foreign exchange

savings /earnings
o employment generation
o increased self-sufficiency.
The strategy suggested in the

paper recognises the environment

within which the development of

agricultural processing takes place,

identifies the constraints imposed by

that environment, and proposes

procedures for .the removal of these
constraints in the interest of

achieving the overall objective of
establishing a processing industry
based on locally produced
commodities. These procedures will
identify specific activities and goals.

The specific activities which are
proposed are:

o improve - raw„ material
production system

o market penetration
o modular procesOng
o vertical integration
o information system.
A processing pre-feasibility

study is currently being undertaken
in Barbados with the major input.,
being the detailed documentation of
processed crop commodities which are
imported into Barbados, by brand
name, size, quantity and value.

Increasing Local Demand and Import
Substitution

Limited work has been done in
these areas. However, a number- of
recipes have been prepared and'
published in 'the media to coincide'
with periods of over supply of
commodities so as to encourage
increased consumption. In addition, a'
National Fresh Produce Recipe
Competition was organised by BASIS
with support from - supermarkets.
Winning recipes were published in a
recipe book which was made available
to the public. Further promotion of
local produce is'planned -through a
series of cookery demonstrations to be
featured on television, during the
coming year.

It is felt that the decline in -the
yam acreage in Barbados has been
due to some extent to strong
competitive pressure from . imported
white potatoes. Proposals have' been
made to reduce imports- of white
potatoes. while yams are in season.

-4°
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