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Abstract 

A performing market information system (MIS) is a key accompanying measure to 

market liberalization.  The paper discusses the objectives and purposes of a MIS, its 

ideal characteristics and its concept and implementation, based on experiences with 

the cocoa and coffee MIS set up and presently operating in three liberalized African 

export commodity markets.  A phased approach is suggested, with each phase being 

well defined and launched sequentially.  The timing and location of the MIS unit, the 

dissemination strategy and the financing are discussed.  An appropriate dissemination 

strategy is of vital importance to reach all intended beneficiaries. 

 

Keywords:  cocoa, coffee, market information system, market liberalization, West 

Africa 
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1. Introduction 

Most sub-Sahara African countries have liberalized their export commodity 

subsectors as a result of structural adjustment policies and economic liberalization.  

This concerns in particular cocoa and coffee, the focus of this paper, but also cotton in 

certain countries (Côte d'Ivoire) and other export cops.  Market liberalization is the 

most important change in many tropical agricultural commodities over the past 

decade. 

 

Historically, internal markets, particularly in many African countries were regulated 

by marketing board or 'caisse de stabilisation' mechanisms, with the overt purpose of 

reducing the variability of farm prices.  In certain instances, these schemes enjoyed a 

measure of success, particularly where the macroeconomic environment was one of 

stable exchange rates, but more usually they served as taxation mechanisms.  They 

also absorbed resources through rent extraction and retarded the response to the 

secular declines in prices (Knudsen and Nash, 1990) (Gilbert, 1998).  Often, the 

intervention organizations ended up insolvent and, partly through domestic and partly 

through donor pressure, they have been either abolished or stripped of their powers. 

 

Liberalization was often promoted by multilateral and national aid agencies, in 

particular the World Bank, the European Union (EU) and USAID, but were also in 

certain cases instigated solely by national governments.  These programmes were 

motivated by a number of distinct concerns, including (Tollens and Gilbert, 2002): 

• to reduce the absorption of resources by parastatal intervention agencies; 

• to increase the efficiency of commodity marketing; 
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• to raise prices received by farmers and hence to stimulate increased levels of 

production; 

• to promote the development of modern agribusiness industries. 

 

These objectives have been met with varying degrees of success, but at the same time, 

a number of problems have emerged.  Among these is the concern that market 

liberalization may result in less transparent marketing and loss of market power by 

farmers.  The need for a performing market information system (MIS) then comes up. 

 

This paper focuses on three African countries with substantial cocoa-coffee subsectors 

which have liberalized their markets, Nigeria already in 1986, Cameroon in 1992 for 

arabica coffee and in 1994 for robusta coffee and cocoa, and Côte d'Ivoire in 1998 for 

coffee and in 1999 for cocoa. 

 

Nigeria only started a MIS for cocoa (CMIS-Cocoa Marketing Information System) in 

2002 in the framework of the Cocoa Marketing Improvement Project1.  Coffee is not 

important in Nigeria.  Cameroon had an Arabica Marketing Information System 

(AMIS) operational in 1993, which was expanded to include robusta coffee and cocoa 

in 1994 (CRAMIS/ Cocoa, Robusta and Arabica Marketing Information System), and 

which was discontinued in 1996 for lack of funding.  It was relaunced in 2001-2002 

as SIF (Système d'Information des Filières Cacao et Café) in the framework of the 

Cocoa Marketing Improvement Project.  Côte d'Ivoire initiated a Coffee and Cocoa 

                                                 

1  A Cocoa Marketing Improvement Project is currently in operation in the three countries, financed by 

the International Cocoa Organization (ICCO), the Common Fund for Commodities (CFC), GTZ 

(Germany) and the respective countries 
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MIS in 1998 at the start of the coffee market liberalization, called PRIMAC 

(Programme d'Information sur les Marchés du Café et du Cacao), under the 

responsibility of the Nouvelle Caistab.  And PRIMAC continued after the Nouvelle 

Caistab was terminated and a new market management structure -BCC (Bourse du 

Café et du Cacao) set up. 

 

The market information component is an essential element of the Cocoa Marketing 

Improvement Project.  The general objective is to achieve that markets function 

efficiently, what is only possible with full and equal access of all market participants 

to all relevant market information.  The main aim of the paper is to analyze the 

concept and implementation of a MIS, to discuss experiences in the three countries, 

and to provide suggestions for the successful launching and operation of a performing 

MIS for export commodities. 

 

2. Objectives and purposes of a market information system 

The main objective of a public Market Information System is to enhance competition 

in the market by increasing market transparency for all market participants, and in 

particular the weakest who are smallholder farmers.  Thus, a MIS means 

empowerment of farmers by strengthening their bargaining power in order to 

increase their share of the export proceeds of their produce. 

 

Market transparency is a condition for effective competition and good marketing 

performance in liberalized markets.  It can be defined as the degree of information 

that farmers, cooperatives, traders, exporters and market control institutions, including 

the government, have about parameters relevant to their decision making.  Adequate 
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knowledge of prevailing prices, quantities, qualities and conditions of sale in the 

markets are indispensable for rational production and marketing decisions (Shepherd, 

1997). 

 

From the farmer's point of view, market transparency allows them to adjust their 

production and consumption decisions, to derive the proper incentives from the 

market and to adjust their sales strategy in order to maximize their welfare.  From a 

macro-economic point of view, market transparency allows vertical coordination in 

the marketing chain whereby price signals play their proper role in adjusting 

production and consumption such that maximum efficiency is attained and overall 

welfare is optimized.  This results in maximum economic growth in the economy. 

 

Transparency in agricultural markets results in the following effects: 

- the farmers receive the proper production incentives, will adjust their production 

accordingly and will seize on market opportunities; 

- information can improve the bargaining position of the weaker participants in a 

marketing system who are usually the smallholder farmers; 

- competition is enhanced in markets, resulting in fair prices for all participants; 

- market information signals profit opportunities and thus creates incentives for 

market participants; 

- seasonal and erratic price variations will be reduced and arbitrage between markets 

will take place, thereby reducing price differentials between markets.  In 

completely transparent and efficient markets, price differentials reflect only 

transaction costs (mainly transport costs) between markets; 
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- overall risk is reduced for all market participants, resulting in more stable markets, 

improved long term planning and investment decisions; 

- improved government regulation of markets: better agricultural and marketing 

policies and public investments as the government will be adequately informed 

about market conditions and performance. 

 

3. Characteristics of a performing market information system 

A performing MIS serves the information system needs of the market participants or 

target group.  One of the main target groups are the smallholder farmers and their 

cooperatives.  To this could be added small scale traders and emerging traders which 

have information needs very similar to those of the farmers as they also lack 

bargaining power vis-à-vis large scale established traders and exporters which have 

their own private MIS.  Cooperatives and their unions also may belong to this target 

group.  In order to render markets transparent and fulfill the information needs of the 

main target group, market information must be: 

- relevant, i.e. its content must be related to the information needs of the target group 

taking into consideration the local conditions; 

- meaningful, i.e. precisely specified with regard to location, time and other features 

and formulated in a way which can be easily understood, i.e. local language; 

- reliable and impartial, i.e. accurate, without bias or pressure group (lobby) 

influence and regularly collected and transmitted; 

- promptly available, i.e. timely for commercial transactions, and up to date.  

Particularly price information is considered a perishable commodity as its value 

erodes over time.  Up-to-datedness is very important implying a weekly or bi-

weekly updating; 
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- easily accessible, i.e. public market information is a public good which must be 

accessible by everybody who wants it.  In this respect, the radio will be the 

preferred mode of dissemination as radio's are available in every village.  For the 

same reason, T.V. and newspapers are ruled out as the main mode of diffusion 

although they can be used as a secondary mode; 

- simple, i.e. there are a lot of advantages in a simple system.  It can be more easily 

understood by the farmers and it will be cheaper and thus be more cost effective.  

Keeping it simple and cost effective will be a major consideration. 

 

Reliability, neutrality, impartiality and simpleness are stressed in particular.  The 

target group - farmers and their cooperatives - must have confidence and trust in the 

message and in the institution collecting and diffusing the information.  The "public 

good" nature of public marketing information implies that everybody can have access 

to it and that everybody can be a "free rider".  This is a strong argument for public 

involvement with this service, although this does not necessarily imply that the State 

needs to perform this service or pay for it.  As a lot of cocoa and coffee are exported, 

a small tax or levy on the export can easily pay for the service. 

 

The ultimate measure of performance is that farmers that make use of the MIS will 

obtain higher market prices for their produce than other farmers.  Also, market prices 

will be more stable, markets will be better integrated with less price differences 

between areas and overall transaction costs in the subsectors will have decreased.  The 

liberalized produce market will have a competitive character and all market 

participants will receive a fair and equitable share of the export proceeds and the local 

produce use value. 
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4. The concept and implementation of a performing Cocoa and Coffee Market 

Information System 

 

4.1. The concept of MIS 

In order to facilitate the start-up and operation of the MIS, it is important to keep it 

simple, but also regular and reliable.  A phased approach is recommended to facilitate 

the operation of the system.  Three phases are suggested: 

 

Phase 1: external market information collected daily and disseminated via the media.  

This concerns mainly the London CIF price for standard cocoa and robusta traded at 

LIFFE, and the New York "C" arabica price traded at the New York Coffee, Sugar 

and Cocoa Exchange.  Later on, futures prices - 3 months and 6 months ahead - can 

be added. 

 

The LIFFE market at London is indicated for cocoa and robusta as this is the main 

market for these products; New York is indicated for arabica as that is the major 

market for that product.  The daily price should be converted to local currency using 

the official exchange rate, and the used exchanged rate should always be indicated. 

 

From the daily price (CIF), the main port of export FOB price can be derived easily 

by deducting the CIF costs which comprise: 

- sea fright costs export port - northern Europe (or New York) 

- maritime insurance 

- financing costs 

- product losses during sea transport 
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The export port FOB price has the advantage of being closer to farmers than the 

London or New York price.  To start Phase 1, only the CIF daily price in local 

currency can be taken - later on, the local export port FOB price can be added, and at 

an even later stage, the futures prices and a break down of market prices into related 

prices receivable at lower levels of the marketing chain.  Such a breakdown reflects 

the link between world market prices and local price formation.  Particularly truly 

fixed costs in the marketing chain, such as taxes and levies, can be deducted from the 

export price in order to come closer to the farmer paid price. 

 

As there is usually a differential for each origin, a correction for "origin" needs to be 

applied for the FOB export port price.  The differential relates to quality and other 

characteristics of the origin as against the term, in particular good business practices 

and abiding by contractual obligations.  Quality of coffee is more easy to determine 

(assess defective coffee beans) than cocoa where a proper cut test is necessary.  It is 

however not easy to determine the origin differential, as the trade representatives need 

to be consulted on this. 
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Phase 22: internal market information, in particular the prices received (farm gate) by 

cocoa and coffee farmers for each particular grade.  Such prices need to be collected 

weekly, in the most important producing areas.  In each area, ideally two or three 

collaborating institutions such as cooperatives or farmer's organizations, or their 

representatives, NGO's or other institutions should collect weekly prices paid to 

farmers and transmit that information to the central MIS office.  The prices collected 

should be in the form of a minimum-maximum range, with the range not being too 

broad, and the average price.  It is important that the prices collected are 

representative of the prices paid (to farmers) prevailing at that week in the area.  

Prices need to be per kg weight, not per bag of unspecified weight converted to a 

standard weight per bag.  In this respect, it may be necessary to distribute some 

weighing scales to the collaborating institutions. 

 

The price range (minimum-maximum) is important because prices vary in an area, 

even for the same grade.  In addition, the range of prices conveys the message that 

prices are negotiable and variable, and follow international market swings.  The points 

of transmission of prices need to be equipped with a fax machine or the Internet, the 

budget allowing.  It is important to keep in mind that the communication equipment 

                                                 

2   In Cameroon, in 1993-1994, a Phase 2 AMIS was launched with the aim to disseminate producer 

prices being offered by arabica coffee buyers.  The cooperatives duly submitted their offering prices, 

which differed from cooperative to cooperative, but the private sector buyers got together and 

decided, in perfect collusion, to give one equal offering price for all.  In practice, they all paid 

different prices but the collusion in announcing only one offering price went against the principles of 

economic liberalization.  It was therefore decided not to repeat this experience and this type of 

Phase 2 was thus scrapped and replaced by an observation of buying prices actually paid to growers. 
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(fax, PC-Internet) will work two-ways, i.e. to send market information to the central 

office, and to receive MIS bulletins.  Thus, they will also serve as privileged 

dissemination points (see further: dissemination strategy). 

 

Phase 3: MIS moves towards a fully web-based strategy and adds to its website other 

information besides price information.  A web-based strategy implies that most of the 

data collected in the field is transmitted to the central MIS office via the web, and that 

most of the dissemination of information also occurs via the web.  The strategy thus 

also depends on the development of the Internet in the country.  In Côte d'Ivoire, a 

web based strategy has been adopted and is now being gradually implemented. 

 

4.2. Timing 

A phased approach is indicated in order to plan well ahead and to have an orderly 

implementation.  Each new phase should start at the beginning of the main produce 

marketing season.  Phase 3 can only start when the Internet is fully operational and 

when sufficient budget is available to pay for all hardware and software requirements. 

 

4.3. Location of the central MIS unit 

At the start of a MIS project, the government or the national parastatal body in charge 

of cocoa and coffee usually houses the unit.  This may inspire confidence in the 

system and will facilitate the setting-up and launching.  But once fully operational and 

performing, there may be benefit in spinning it off to a trade association or private 

entity, with a Ministry or parastatal body still in a supervisory role. 
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In Cameroon, the National Cocoa and Coffee Board (NCCB) operated AMIS and 

SIMARC-CRAMIS.  Presently, SIF is run from the Cocoa Marketing Improvement 

Project with the collaboration of the NCCB.  It is intended that SIF becomes an 

independent, autonomous body when the Cocoa Marketing Improvement Project 

ends.  In Côte d'Ivoire, PRIMAC was set up by the Nouvelle Caistab, a parastatal 

organization, and is now run by BCC, in principle a private entity where all 

participants in the cocoa-coffee trade are represented, under the supervision of ARCC 

(Autorité de Régulation du Café et du Cacao), the governmental regulatory body for 

cocoa-coffee.  In Nigeria, the Federal Ministry of Commerce at Abuja - Commodity 

Department - initiated and runs the CMIS (Cocoa Market Information System), in 

good collaboration with the Cocoa Association of Nigeria at Akure which will maybe 

take responsibility for it at a later stage. 

 

4.4. Dissemination strategy 

4.4.1. Means of dissemination 

Adequate collection and processing of market information, in particular prices, is of 

no use if the intended clients/beneficiaries or target group has no access to the 

information.  The success or failure of a MIS hinges on a successful dissemination 

strategy.  As a large number of clients need to be reached, on a regular basis, the mass 

media need to be relied on.  The press should not be relied on as the main vehicle of 

dissemination.  Many farmers do not read newspapers, or if they do, it is irregularly.  

Still, the press may be important to reach buyers, cooperatives, middlemen, etc.. 

 

Experience has shown that the rural or local radio, in local language, is the most 

effective means of reaching farmers as almost all of them listen to the radio on a daily 
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basis.  This was notably the case in Cameroon with AMIS and SIMARC-CRAMIS 

which was diffused by the radio in six local languages in the West province and 26 in 

the North-West province in addition to pidgin.  In the case of Nigeria, this means 

relying on State radio (more than national radio) and emerging local private radios.  In 

Cameroon and Côte d'Ivoire, the provincial radios are most important.  Finally, 

television coverage (one minute broadcast) on a regular basis, once weekly, may also 

be a cost-effective instrument to reach large numbers of interested persons. 

 

A budget has to be foreseen for dissemination.  Almost all of the media require 

payment for regular diffusion of messages of commercial interest, even if they are in 

the national interest.  Also, experience has shown that regular service against payment 

is best, because then only can regular performance be assured. 

 

4.4.2. Types of dissemination bulletins and frequency 

Two types of bulletins need to be prepared: 

• a daily (working day) bulletin with Phase 1 information: the London or New York 

CIF daily price, in local currency, to be complemented (later) by a derived FOB 

daily export port price.  The used official exchange rate must be listed.  This 

bulletin is small, not necessarily larger than a business card.  This bulletin only 

contains Phase 1 information. 

• a weekly bulletin, for distribution once every week on a fixed day, e.g. every 

Friday.  It will contain Phase 1 + Phase 2 information, i.e. in addition to the 

information of the daily bulletin, the once weekly prices paid (range) to the 

farmers in the main producing areas.  This bulletin will be about 1/3 to half a page 

A4. 
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The daily and weekly bulletins should ideally be included in the listed newspapers 

and be read on provincial or State radio.  The weekly bulletin could be included on 

national TV, once a week, after the main news, as a rolling news bulletin - one minute 

duration but this will cost money and may not be feasible.  The weekly bulletin should 

also be sent out by fax or email to the collaborating organizations and to anybody who 

requests it.  In addition, it is suggested that the daily and weekly bulletins are read on 

an automatic reply telephone number.  Dissemination as SMS messages through 

mobile cellular telephone is also possible and cost-effective.  This is now envisaged in 

the three countries. 

 

4.5. Financing of the MIS 

Financing of the dissemination strategy should be viewed in the context of the 

sustainability of the MIS.  Sustainable financing will be problematic as long as 

income is not assured in an automatic, regular way.  A small levy at export for MIS 

appears to be the most attractive proposition.  In Cameroon, it was estimated that the 

MIS will require annually about $ 120.000.  This includes everything, office rent, 

salaries of all personnel, dissemination, etc..  In addition, a start-up once-only budget 

was required for equipment of $ 130.000.  It is not known how much the MIS costs in 

Côte d'Ivoire and Nigeria.  In Côte d'Ivoire, BCC operates the system on its own 

resources based on a levy at export.  In Nigeria, the Federal Ministry of Commerce 

pays the operation from its federal budget while in Cameroon, financing is a recurring 

problem and the major constraint.  Minimal reliance on recurrent government budgets 

or on donor financing is best to ensure sustainable financing of the system. 
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5. Conclusions 

It is important to start a MIS, using the phased approach outlined.  Once the MIS 

operational, improvements can be made in the concept and in the implementation.  

Also, the scope of the MIS can be gradually extended.  The main constraint will be 

the dissemination strategy, for which a budget must be planned.  The dissemination 

hinges on the collaboration of the media (press, radio, TV), for which a budget must 

be made available.  In the end, sustainable financing must be secured for continuous 

operation and enduring performance of a MIS. 

 

Close contact and collaboration with the trade association will be important in order 

to secure harmonious development of the MIS.  Undoubtedly, some members will be 

against, as their interests are not served by more price transparency in commodity 

markets.  It is even expected that attempts will be made to shut down the system, and 

one of the most effective ways of doing that is by starving it of funds.  Also, the 

concept itself will be attacked as price information, whatever the definition of prices 

used, will never be perfect and will always lend itself to contest and criticism. 

 

In the end, one must recognise that a MIS is an accompanying measure to economic 

liberalisation, in order to create more (price) transparency and to foster price 

competition.  Particularly small cocoa and coffee producers who are in an 

unfavourable bargaining position with buyers may benefit the most from it.  

Empowerment of their bargaining position in a liberalised market is one of the major 

aims. If a MIS succeeds, thousands of small cocoa and coffee producers will receive 

(marginally) higher prices, not a spectacular result, but important by aggregation in 

terms of poverty alleviation, income and welfare of smallholder families. 
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Market information is a perishable commodity.  But information is also power, and 

information asymmetry in primary commodity markets dominated by smallholders, as 

is the case in the three countries, is usually quite important, to the detriment of 

producers.  Timely, accurate and representative market information is a powerful tool 

in the empowerment of farmers in a liberalized marketing system. 

 

It is hoped that cooperatives will become the major ally of the MIS.  Their role over 

the years has become more and more that of local collection and bulking, and 

bargaining on behalf of their members with major buyers and exporters.  The 

cooperatives in the process of liberalization have suffered a lot, victims of their 

unfavourable marketing cost structure.  In Cameroon and Nigeria, none of the 

cooperatives still export directly to overseas buyers.  In Côte d'Ivoire, attempts are 

now being made to strengthen the cooperatives and to increase the small amounts they 

export directly. 
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