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The global cocoa industry is a complex, multi-billion dollar ecosystem that serves as the backbone for the global 

confectionery and chocolate sectors. Operating within this market requires more than just agricultural expertise; it 

necessitates a profound understanding of international trade regulations, quality benchmarks, and the logistical 

frameworks established by institutions like the International Trade Centre (ITC). This guide provides a deep-dive 

analysis into the Cacao - Guide des pratiques commerciales(Cocoa: A Guide to Trade Practices), exploring the

technical, economic, and procedural layers that govern the movement of cocoa beans from origin to the final

processor.

1. The Theoretical Framework of Global Cocoa Trade

The international trade of cocoa is primarily governed by standards set by the International Cocoa Organization 

(ICCO) and the operational guidelines provided by the ITC. At its core, the trade is divided into two main categories: 

Bulk Cocoa and Fine or Flavor Cocoa. While bulk cocoa accounts for approximately 90% of global production,

fine cocoa commands higher premiums due to its unique genetic profiles and specific post-harvest treatments.

The Role of the International Trade Centre (ITC)

The ITC’s Guide des pratiques commerciales serves as the definitive manual for exporters and importers. It

outlines the "rules of the game," focusing on standardized contracts, arbitration procedures, and quality

assessment. The guide is designed to mitigate risk in a volatile market where price fluctuations on the ICE

(Intercontinental Exchange) in New York and the LIFFE in London can significantly impact profit margins.

2. Technical Quality Metrics and Post-Harvest Management

Quality in the cocoa trade is not subjective; it is measured through rigorous chemical and physical parameters.

Failure to meet these metrics can result in "price claims" or the total rejection of a shipment.

Physical Quality Indicators

The Cut Test remains the industry standard for evaluating the quality of a bean lot. In a cut test, a sample of 300

beans is cut lengthwise to inspect the internal color and texture. The results are categorized as follows:

•  Fully Fermented: Deep brown color with a well-developed internal ridge structure (fissures).

•  Slaty: Grey/black color, indicating no fermentation occurred.

•  Purple: Partial fermentation, resulting in high astringency and bitterness.

•  Mouldy: Presence of internal fungal growth, which is a critical defect.

The Chemistry of Fermentation and Drying

During fermentation, the pulp surrounding the beans undergoes anaerobic and aerobic phases. The temperature 

within the fermentation heaps must reach between 45°C and 50°C to kill the germ and activate enzymes like 

invertase and protease, which develop flavor precursors. Post-fermentation, the moisture content must be reduced 

from approximately 55% to a stable 7.0% to 7.5%. If moisture levels exceed 8%, the risk of mold increases; if they

drop below 6%, the beans become too brittle for mechanical processing.



3. Standardizing Trade: The Comparison of Contractual Frameworks

Most cocoa trade is conducted under the rules of either the Federation of Cocoa Commerce (FCC) or the Cocoa 

Merchants' Association of America (CMAA). Understanding the nuances between these frameworks is vital for

international compliance.



Feature Federation of Cocoa Commerce 
(FCC)

Cocoa Merchants' Association of 
America (CMAA)

Primary Region Europe and Africa Americas and Asia-Pacific

Moisture Limit Strictly max 7.5% at point of shipment Varies by specific contract addendums

Arbitration Venue London New York

Weight Tolerance Standardized shipping weight loss 
(0.5% - 1%)

Landing weight terms often applied

4. Procedural Workflow: The Export Supply Chain

Exporting cocoa involves a series of sequential steps that must be documented and verified to satisfy both customs

officials and the purchasing chocolate manufacturer. The workflow can be summarized as follows:

1.  Procurement and Bulking: Beans are collected from smallholder farmers or cooperatives and aggregated into 

exportable lots.

2.  Cleaning and Grading: Removal of "flats," "broken beans," and foreign matter (stones, sticks). Grading is 

typically split into Grade I and Grade II based on defect percentages.

3.  Bagging: Use of food-grade jute bags (typically 60kg to 65kg). Recently, Big Bags (1,000kg) and Bulk in 

Container (BIC) methods have gained popularity for logistical efficiency.

4.  Fumigation: Treatment with Phosphine (PH3) to prevent infestation by the cocoa moth (Ephestia elutella).

5.  Issuance of Documents: Generation of Bill of Lading, Certificate of Origin, Phytosanitary Certificate, and 

Weight/Quality Certificates.

5. Economic Modeling: Pricing and Differentials

Cocoa pricing is a function of the terminal market price plus or minus a "differential." The formula for the final price

received by an exporter can be expressed as:

P_final = (P_terminal + D_origin) × Q - C_logistics

Where:

•  P_final: Final contract price.

•  P_terminal: Price on the NY or London exchange at the time of pricing.

•  D_origin: The origin differential (premium or discount based on country reputation and quality).

•  Q: Quantity in metric tons.

•  C_logistics: Freight, insurance, and handling costs.

In recent years, West African nations have introduced the Living Income Differential (LID), a fixed premium of

$400 per metric ton designed to increase the income of cocoa farmers. Technical writers and strategists must

account for this variable when calculating the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) for manufacturers.

6. Certification Systems and Sustainability Regulations

The modern cocoa trade is increasingly defined by non-tariff barriers related to sustainability. Major certification 

bodies like Rainforest Alliance and Fairtraderequire rigorous auditing of the supply chain to ensure no child labor

is used and that no deforestation has occurred.



The EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) Impact

The European Union's recent mandates require that all cocoa imported into the EU must be "deforestation-free." 

This necessitates a high degree of traceability, often involving GPS polygon mapping of every farm contributing to 

a shipment. From a technical standpoint, this requires exporters to integrate Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS) into their supply chain management software.

7. Logistics and Risk Management: Shipping Mechanics

Cocoa is a hygroscopic product, meaning it absorbs moisture from the air. Shipping cocoa across different climate

zones (e.g., from tropical West Africa to temperate Northern Europe) presents a significant risk of "container

sweat." To prevent this, the following technical precautions are mandatory:

•  Ventilation: Use of ventilated containers (brown containers) or passive vents.

•  Desiccants: Placement of silica gel bags or calcium chloride poles to absorb excess humidity.

•  Lining: Utilizing kraft paper or specialized moisture-barrier liners inside the container.

8. Case Study: Mitigating Free Fatty Acid (FFA) Accumulation

Problem:An export lot from Southeast Asia was rejected due to an FFA content exceeding 1.75% (the standard

limit is 1.0% to 1.5% for butter extraction).

Technical Analysis:Investigation revealed that the beans were stored in a high-humidity environment (>80% RH)

for over 60 days. This led to the activation of lipolytic enzymes produced by certain molds, which catalyzed the

hydrolysis of cocoa butter into free fatty acids.

Solution: The implementation of an Automated Drying Control System. By ensuring beans are dried to precisely

7% moisture and stored in pallets at least 50cm away from warehouse walls to ensure airflow, the exporter reduced

FFA accumulation to 0.8% across all subsequent batches.

9. The Digital Transformation of Cocoa Trading

The industry is currently transitioning from paper-based systems to Blockchain-enabled Traceability . These 

platforms allow for the immutable recording of every transaction in the value chain. For a technical strategist, the 

integration of Smart Contractson the Ethereum or Hyperledger Fabric networks offers the potential to automate

payments upon the verification of digital phytosanitary certificates, drastically reducing the cash-to-cash cycle time

for exporters.

Synthesis and Strategic Implications

Navigating the global cocoa trade requires a multi-disciplinary approach that blends agronomy, logistics, 

international law, and financial modeling. As regulatory environments become more stringent, particularly regarding 

ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) criteria, the role of technical documentation and standardized 

practices becomes paramount. The ITC's Guide des pratiques commercialesprovides the foundational logic, but

the successful market actor must augment this with modern technological tools—from GIS mapping to blockchain—

to ensure both compliance and profitability. In a market where quality is measured in percentages of moisture and

decimal points of fatty acids, precision is not just an advantage; it is the prerequisite for survival.
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