
TIASSALE, Ivory Coast: Cocoa farm-
ers across Ivory Coast, the world’s
biggest producer of the key ingredient
for chocolate, are down in the dumps
after prices for their commodity have
fallen for the second year running. Not
so in M’Brimbo, a village in central Ivory
Coast which 11 years ago became a test-
ing ground for organic cocoa farming
and today is prospering.

The local farmers’ collective, the Fair
Cooperative Society of Bandama
(SCEB), sell their high-quality produce
at twice the market rate for non-organic
cocoa. “When producers are trained and
well-paid, they can make very good
cocoa in Ivory Coast,” said Arthur
Gautier, an agronomist who works for
Ethiquable, a French company that spe-
cializes in marketing fair-trade products
and buys SCEB’s harvest.

The chocolate made from their cocoa
is sold in French supermarkets under the
brand “Grand Cru M’Brimbo,” a name
that resonates with fine wines-”Grand
Cru” means “vintage.”

Cocoa growing was massively pro-
moted by Ivory Coast’s government
fol lowing independence in 1960,
becoming the backbone of the coun-
try’s rise as one of West Africa’s lead-
ing economies. Today, Ivory Coast pro-
duces two million tons of cocoa per
year, equivalent to more than 40 per-
cent of the world’s market.

But expansion has also come at a
grim price for the environment and
fuelled a dependency that ratchets up
rural poverty whenever prices slump.
Around 90 percent of Ivory Coast’s
forests have been destroyed, stripping
away habitat for elephants and other
species, and in some places herbicides
and pesticides have lastingly tainted the
soil. Using techniques pioneered in Latin
America, SCEB farmers weed their fields

manually and have developed specific
methods to dry and ferment cocoa
beans, helping to develop the chocolate’s
signature rich taste.

Traceability 
Monitoring and certifying the process

and ensuring traceability, right down to
the individual bag of cocoa, have been
key to winning the confidence of con-
sumers who are willing to pay more for a
product that has quality and ethical val-
ues. Ethiquable claims to sell a quarter of
the organic chocolate sold in French
supermarkets. Organic chocolate
accounts for just eight percent of the
national market, but is growing at 18
percent per year.

“Doing bio is harder, it requires more
work and you need more labor,” said
Solo Bony, a member of the cooperative.
“But at the end of the day, you get a bet-
ter return.” Ethiquable pays the SCEB
1,850 CFA francs (2.82 euros) per kilo-
gram, of which 1,350 francs goes to the
producer, which compares with the cur-
rent official price for non-organic cocoa
of 750 francs per kilo-a benchmark that
in any case is not always respected.

Another boon is that this price is
guaranteed for a three-year period-a
welcome reassurance compared with the
rollercoaster conventional market. The
“organic” label offers higher rewards
than “fair trade” certification, issued for
around 10 percent of Ivory Coast’s pro-
duction, which is for cocoa that meets
environmental standards and does not
involve child labor.

An emerging worry in Ivory Coast is
about the health impact from farmers
who use conventional chemicals to fer-
tilize the soil and kill pests. The cooper-
ative’s farmers are testing safer formu-
las made from residues derived from
locally-grown plants. Farmers in the

cooperative also get training in sustain-
able techniques —- planting cocoa
trees in the shade of bigger trees rather
than in the open, diversifying crops by
planting fruit trees and by sowing
legume plants, which take nitrogen out
of the air and fix it into the soil, thus
increasing its fertility naturally.

“A plantation of cocoa trees drawn
from older varieties, grown organically
and using sustainable farming, provides
better-quality cocoa and higher yields,
and produce over a timescale of 50
years compared to 20 years for a con-
ventional plantation,” said Gautier.

The cooperative’s president, Evariste
Salo, attested personally to the growth
in wealth. “I used to have a bicycle, now
I’ve got a motorbike. I have been able
to put my kids through school and build
a house.” — AFP
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Ireland rejects 
FB bid to block 
regulatory probe
DUBLIN: Ireland’s High Court on Friday
rejected Facebook’s bid to block an investiga-
tion that could potentially stop data transfers
from the European Union to the United States.
“I refuse all of the reliefs sought by (Facebook
Ireland) and dismiss the claims made by it in
the proceedings,” read a statement from High
Court judge David Barniville, dismissing its
challenge against the Data Protection
Commissioner’s decision to hold a probe.
Facebook’s European headquarters is the Irish
capital, Dublin, and the DPC acts as the firm’s
lead regulator in the EU.

The US tech titan was not immediately
available for comment when approached by
AFP about Friday’s news. The Irish regulator
launched its inquiry last summer after a top
EU court decision over Facebook invalidated
a key online data arrangement between
Europe and the US. “The DPC decided to
commence an ‘own volition’ inquiry ... to con-
sider whether the actions of Facebook Ireland
Ltd in making transfers of personal data relat-
ing to individuals in the European
Union/European Economic Area are lawful,
and whether any corrective power should be
exercised by the DPC in that regard,” the
court statement noted.

‘Problematic’ transfers 
The prior EU decision in July 2020

stemmed from a legal complaint by Austrian
activist Max Schrems, who in 2015 scuppered
a previous EU-US deal on which tech giants
depend to do business.

Schrems had forced the Irish regulator to
try and block transatlantic data transfers in
the wake of the EU judgment. The DPC has
meanwhile attempted for several years to
block such transfers, arguing they were
“inherently problematic” due to privacy con-
cerns. Facebook had objected to the DPC’s
inquiry, arguing that it had acted “unlawfully”
in starting the probe. The US firm added the
decision was made without supplementary
guidance from the Court of Justice of the
European Union or the European Data
Protection Board. — AFP

In Ivory Coast, boom times 
for organic cocoa farmers

Ivory Coast produces two million tons of cocoa per year

WASHINGTON: As the value of bit-
coin soars and concerns rise about
the energy-intensive process needed
to obtain it, cryptocurrency entrepre-
neurs in the United States believe
they have found a solution in flared
natural gas. Profitably creating, or
mining, bitcoin and other cryptocur-
rencies requires masses of computers
dedicated to solving deliberately
complicated equations-an endeavor
that globally consumes more electrici-
ty than entire nations, but for which
these start-ups say the jets of flaming
gas placed next to oil wells are per-
fect power sources.

“I think the market is enormous,”
said Sergii Gerasymovych, CEO of EZ
Blockchain, which has six different
data centers powered off natural gas
in the US states of Utah and New
Mexico, as well as in Canada.  Across
the country, companies like EZ
Blockchain are setting up shipping
containers where racks containing
hundreds of computers mine cryp-
tocurrency, fueled by natural gas from
oil wells that  otherwise would be

burned in the open.
Interest in their work has grown

over the past year. Bitcoin and other
cryptocurrencies like ethereum and
dogecoin have seen meteoric price
spikes since the Covid-19 pandemic
turned the global economy on its head
and mainstream companies began to
embrace the technology. 

But a backlash has formed against
the digital assets’ energy usage,
fueled by concerns it relies on car-
bon-emitting power sources that con-
tribute to climate change. This week,
Tesla boss Elon Musk criticized bit-
coin’s power consumption, particular-
ly of energy produced from coal, and
said he would no longer accept the
cryptocurrency as payment for his
electric cars.

While entrepreneurs in the fledg-
ling industry say using natural gas
that is otherwise wasted represents a
solution to these concerns, its ability
to actually cut emissions remains to
be seen, said Tony Scott, managing
director of analysis at oil and gas
research firm BTU Analytics. “In the

grand scheme of things and relative to
other load, yes, it’s small,” Scott said.
“They are creating economic value
(but) they’re not necessarily signifi-
cantly changing the emissions pro-
files.” Huge numbers of processors
worldwide are dedicated to the task
of mining bitcoin. The activity uses
149.6 terawatt-hours per year,
according to the Cambridge Bitcoin

Energy Consumption Index (CBECI).
That is slightly less than all the elec-
tricity consumed by Egypt. As the
most popular cryptocurrency, bitcoin
is undoubtedly valuable, trading at
around $50,000 in mid-May from
less than $10,000 a year ago, giving
miners incentive to find the cheapest
source of power to increase their
margins.   — AFP

In this photo, a bitcoin mining data center is seen at an oil field in North Texas.

Ivorian cocoa farmers break organic cocoa pods in the plantation in M’brimbo, a village in central Ivory Coast village near Tiassale. — AFP photos

Ivorian cocoa farmers fill bags with organic cocoa beans at the warehouse of the local farmers’
collective, the Fair Cooperative Society of Bandama (SCEB) in M’brimbo. 

Walmart to end 
mask mandate 
for vaccinated 
WASHINGTON: US retail giant Walmart on Friday
said customers who are fully vaccinated against
COVID-19 no longer have to wear masks in their
stores, and staff can do the same starting next week.
“Beginning today, vaccinated customers and mem-
bers are welcome to shop without a mask, and we
will continue to request that non-vaccinated cus-
tomers and members wear face coverings in our
stores and clubs,” the company said in a statement,
while adding that masks would still be required
where mandated by local authorities.

Employees who are more than two weeks past
their vaccination can stop wearing masks from May
18, the company said, and all employees are eligible
for a $75 bonus if they prove they have got their jab.

“These are positive developments. We can do

this. We’ve been through a lot this year, and now we
need to do our part to finish this,” Walmart said in a
statement signed by corporate leadership. The
announcement follows the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention’s lifting on Thursday of
mask-wearing guidance for people who are fully
vaccinated against COVID-19, a decision that came
over a year after it was first issued at the beginning
of the pandemic that has killed more than 585,000
people in the United States.

Walmart mandated customers wear face masks
starting last July, and is now among the first major
American corporations to end the requirement. “We
are also reviewing whether masks may still be
required for certain job codes for health and sanita-
tion purposes and will share additional guidance
soon. Some associates may choose to continue to
wear masks, and as part of our value of respect for
the individual we should all support their right to do
so,” the company said.  The largest private employ-
er in the United States, Walmart has a staff of about
1.5 million people in the country and saw soaring
sales throughout 2020 despite the pandemic’s busi-
ness disruptions. — AFP

In this file photo taken on July 15, 2020 a man walks
near a sign informing customers that face coverings
are required in front of a Walmart store in Washington,
DC. US retail giant Walmart on May 14 said customers
who are fully vaccinated against Covid-19 no longer
have to wear masks in their stores, and staff can do
the same starting next week.

Flared natural gas latest prize
in bitcoin miners’ energy quest


