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Brazilian Nivaldo Novaes dos Santos, 27, collects cocoa fruits from the plantation at the Altamira farm in Itajuipe, Bahia state, Brazil, on Dec
13, 2019. — AFP photos

Brazilian farm worker Jose Carlos, 37, shows the inside of a cocoa fruit at Altamira farm in
Itajuipe, Bahia state.

With an attentive eye, Henrique
Almeida watches a technician
carefully open a hundred cocoa

pods, while another worker on the plantation
collects samples in bags to check whether
the batch conforms to the “South Bahia”
geographical indication. Like famed wines
from specific regions in Europe, such as
France’s Champagne, the geographical indi-
cation (GI) denotes the origin and quality of
the cocoa, leading to higher prices that are a
boon to farmers who meet the exacting
standards.

“The production of fine cocoa and the
creation of the geographical indication label
make it possible to have a profitable business
and pull our region upwards,” Almeida
explained. The 63-year-old comes from a
cocoa-growing family that has been farming
for three generations. In 2006, he acquired
the hundred-year-old Sagarana farm, 148
acres on a hillside in Coaraci, in the north-
eastern Brazilian state of Bahia.

Farmers had previously been confined to
the production of common cocoa, intended
for the chocolate industry. But after the
“witches’ broom” disease in 1989 drastically
reduced the productivity of Bahia’s cocoa
trees - which provide up to 86 percent of
national output - Almeida, like other produc-
ers in southern Bahia, chose to improve the
quality of his crop in order to be able to con-
tinue growing. “When I bought the farm,
standard cocoa prices were low, and cocoa
farmers were unmotivated, while the choco-
late market was doing well,” he told AFP. “I
started growing fine cocoa to make my own
chocolate and add value to my product.”

Higher value cocoa 
He then established a production method

that was longer and more precise than that
for common cocoa. After picking and open-
ing the pods and sorting out the quality
seeds, he would put them in wooden tubs to
ferment for seven to eight days, stirring them
every 24 hours to allow the chocolate aroma
to develop. He would then leave the beans to
dry in the sun for several days, covering them
in case of strong heat or rain. It has paid off:
On average, GI-labeled cocoa costs between
40 to 160 percent more than common cocoa.

Fine cocoa currently makes up almost half
of Almeida’s production, and 40 percent of
the high-quality beans comply with the
specifications for the “South Bahia” GI. This
label is the result of a decade of work by

Almeida and other fine cocoa producers, as
well as cooperatives and researchers, after
they created the South Bahia Cocoa
Association (ACSB) to define the production
rules. The National Institute of Industrial
Property (INPI) registered the GI in 2018.

Quality rules 
It is the second GI given to Brazilian

cocoa, after the Linhares region in the state
of Espirito Santo, which was registered in
2012, and before the Tome-Acu, which was
registered at the beginning of 2019. The
South Bahia registration established stricter
qualitative criteria. “We didn’t want a simple
certification proving the historical-cultural
heritage of cocoa in the region,” said biolo-
gist Adriana Reis, a co-founder of the ACSB.

“We wanted to use it to defend the quality of
this product and protect the environment
and social rights, which would also let us dif-
ferentiate ourselves.”

In particular, for a batch of cocoa to be a
GI candidate, at least 65 percent of the
beans must be fully fermented, with a mois-
ture content of less than eight percent and
less than three percent of internal defects,
such as mold, insects or sprouts. In order to
verify compliance with the rules, farmers
send samples to the Center for Cocoa
Innovation (CIC), an independent laboratory
founded in 2017. If the results come back
positive, the ASCB technicians will run a
visual test onsite and send a second sample
from the same batch to the lab. The associa-

tion also monitors the agro-forestry produc-
tion system, in order to protect the Atlantic
forest in which the cocoa trees grow and to
ensure compliance with labor codes.

Since April 2018, 25 farmers have already
certified 40 tons of cocoa with the GI, 15
percent of the 300 total tonnes of cocoa
produced in southern Bahia. And the amount
should increase, especially since chocolate
made from GI-stamped cocoa will also be
able to carry the label. “In order to get more
farmers interested in the GI, buyers need to
pay more for this cocoa,” said Reis. “This
year, we created a QR code to improve
product traceability, which is increasingly
demanded by consumers.” — AFP 

Brazilian Carlos Tomich, 49, shows visitors part of the cocoa production process at the
Capela Velha farm, in Urucuca, Bahia state.

Brazilians Altiele Carvalho dos Santos, 32 and Gloria de Jesus Santos, 36, sort cocoa beans at the
Altamira farm.

Dry cocoa beans are tested at the Sagarama farm in Coaraci, Bahia state. 

On a Baltic Sea island once used by the
Nazis for biological weapon research,
German scientists are developing virus

vaccines that could save lives. Access to the
island of Riems is highly restricted. Scientists
who work there have to have disinfectant
showers when entering or exiting and wear
body suits. And dozens of animals, including
sheep and cows, have been deliberately infect-
ed with viruses as part of the research to mon-
itor the effects of the diseases.

“We really are the Alcatraz of viruses, a kind
of prison for viruses,” Franz Conraths, deputy
head of the island’s Friedrich Loeffler Institute,
told AFP. Located south of picturesque Ruegen
Island, Riems has become a global centre for
the study of pathogens such as rabies, African
swine fever and Ebola. Visitors have to undergo
security controls and the laboratories holding
the most dangerous viruses as well as the sta-
bles with the infected animals are on security
level 4 - the highest in Germany. “We do every-
thing possible to ensure they do not spread,”
Conraths said of the viruses on his island. “It’s
very important for our work.”

Preparing for an outbreak 
The Friedrich Loeffler Institute is the oldest

centre for the study of viruses in the world. It
was founded in 1910 by Loeffler, a pioneering
German scientists. There is no installation like it
in Europe, although there are similar facilities
in Australia and Canada. The institute used to
be based in a single building on the island but
has now expanded and covers almost the
entirety of the 1.3-km long outcrop.

After World War II, the centre found itself in
communist East Germany and began to develop
vaccines. In the 1970s, it was linked to the
mainland by a dam. The government has invest-
ed some €300 million ($334 million) in the insti-
tute since 2008 to upgrade the infrastructure
and there are now 89 laboratories and 163 sta-
bles. “Our biggest task is working out prepara-
tions for an outbreak,” said Conraths, giving the
example of African swine fever which has been

detected in Central Europe, raising concerns
among German pig farmers. “We have to
expect it any day,” he said.

There are between 80 and 100 large ani-
mals on the island: Alpacas, boars, cows,
goats, and sheep. The researchers said that
when the animals get too sick they are put
down so as not to let them suffer. “We do our
best to carry out our research without having
to do tests on animals,” said Martin Beer,
head of the institute’s diagnostic department.
But he added that “only by infecting an ani-
mal” could researchers work out why animals
get sick, how the illness develops and how the
animals reacts. Since the tests are for vaccines
that can save millions of animals, protect
farmers’ livelihoods and alleviate hunger, Beer
said they were “justified”. — AFP  

The research facilities of the Friedrich Loeffler Institute (FLI), the Federal Research
Institute for Animal Health, are pictured on the island of Riems, Greifswald, northern
Germany, on Aug 7, 2019. — AFP photos

Specialist in mosquito-borne diseases Dr
Helge Kampen displays a microscope view of
a mosquito on a screen at FLI.

A researcher looks into a microscope in the
laboratory responsible for research on African
swine fever at FLI. 

Alpacas held for research purposes are seen in their enclosure at FLI.


