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Issues of Justice and Sustainability 
in Banana Trade in the Light 
of Cameroon Case Study
Kingsly Awang Awang Ollong, Higher Teacher Training College, University of Bamenda, Cameroon

ABSTRACT

Thisarticleanalysesthebananaeconomy,particularlyitssocialandenvironmentalconsequences.The
discussionislargelybasedonthecasestudyofCameroon,buttherearegoodreasonstobelievethat
manyresearchfindingsarerelevantforthewholebananaindustryastheglobalbananaproduction
andtradeisheavilybasedongiantagro-industrialplantations.Thereis,indeed,informationfrom
differentimportantbananaproducingcountriesindicatingthatworkingconditionsintheindustry
all toooften includeforced labour,child labour, lackof jobsecurity, lowwages,andhealthand
safetyproblems.Thebananaindustry,aswelldocumentedinthisarticle,isalsolinkedtoarangeof
harmfulenvironmentalimpacts,includinglossofanimalhabitatsandbiodiversityandpollutionof
landandwater.Landconflictisoneofthebiggestproblemsassociatedwiththeproductionofbanana
and,therefore,bananaindustryisstronglyconnectedwiththepoliticalandeconomicbasisofthose
societieswherebananaindustryhasbecomeamajoractor.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Cameroon isacountryendowedbynature. Ithasa largenatural resourcepotentialsuchassoil,
hydrologyandmineralsthatpredisposesittobeatrueGardenofEdenintheagro-pastoraldomain.
Asaresult,thebulkofitseconomicstrengthwasbuiltonthisagropastoralpotential.Thepoliticaland
institutionalauthoritieswhocontrolledthecommandsofstatepowersinceindependencein1960and
1961haveindeedmadeagricultureamajoraxisofCameroon’seconomicdevelopment(Bella,2009).

TheoptionoforganizingtheeconomicdevelopmentofCameroonaroundagricultureasapreferred
modeofdevelopmentenabledboththeprivateandpublicauthoritiestohaveavaluablesourceof
financialincome,whilemakingsuretheruralpopulations,whosekeypursuitisagriculture,equally
benefitfromthisactivityasasourceofincome.Improvinglivingconditionsofruralpopulations
wasakeyelementintheestablishmentofaplanningpolicythattargetedasubstantialincreasein
agriculture,foodandagro-industrialproductivity.Sincethen,thissectorhasemployedbetween50
and60%oftheworkingpopulationinCameroon(Atanga,2006).In2003agriculturegeneratedclose
to1,300billionCFAfrancsofgrossdomesticproduct(GDP)orabout20%ofglobalGDPandmore
thanone-thirdofforeignexchangeearningsforthecountry(Bella,2009).
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BananacultivationhaslongbeenakeyaspectofagriculturaldevelopmentinCameroon,actually
takingadvantageofthisincentiveimpetuscreatedforagriculturaldevelopment.Inthelate1970s,
theOfficeCamerounaisedeBanane(OCB),astateparastatalwasputinplacetoregulatethebanana
industryinCameroon.ItreceivedthemandatetoorganizethemarketingchainofCameroonianbananas
(UNECA,1981).TobetterrealizethismissionassignedtoherbytheState,OCBwasendowedwith
financialautonomyguaranteedthroughtheallocationofpublicsubsidies,ensuringthechanneling
ofproduction,supervisionofproducersandaccesstocreditandagriculturalinputstooperatorsin
thebananasectorinCameroon.Theattractiveandenticingprospectsofaboomingbananamarket
andopportunitiesforlandacquisitioninabananafieldthatwasseenasterranulliusarousedthe
interestofmany internationaloperators for theCameroonbanana sector.Until 1988 thebanana
sectorinCameroonwasorganizedaroundcoexistencebetweenfoodcropsandindustrialcultivation.
Since1988,theorganizationoftheproductivesystemchangedwiththedissolutionoftheOCBin
1993—effectivelysignalingtheendofsmallbananafarms(Anania,2014,p.173).Consequently,
thefieldwasleftfreetobananaagribusinessconsistingofgiantmultinationalcorporations.Under
theimpetusoftheselargeindustrialgroups,Cameroon’sbananaindustryexperiencedtremendous
growth.Thus,theindustrypointedtothefirstlargestexportcropsinCameroon,imposingitselfas
acrucialeconomicactivity(Atanga,2006).

TheCameroonianbanana industrywasamong theworld topproducers. Ithadambitionsof
posingasamajorbananaexporterintheAfrica-Caribbean-Pacific(ACP)region.Thissectorwas
oneofthemainprovidersofemploymentinCameroon.In2011,closeto297,210tonsofbananas
wereexportedwhilethebusinessgeneratedabout170billionCFAfrancsperyearforanaverage
productionof300,000tons.AttheheartoftheactivityofthebananasectorinCameroonareland
concessionsexploitedbymajoragro-industrialgroupsoperatingintheMungoDivisionintheLittoral
regionandTikointheFakoDivisionoftheSouthWestRegionofCameroon(Anania,2014,p.179).

Theimplicationoftheseregionsinthebananaindustrywasmotivatedbytheirfertilevolcanic
basements,mildclimate,availabilityofplantationlabor,aswellasalongentrenchmentofculture
ofplantationeconomythatwasinstalledsincethecolonialera.Theseareaswerethechosenlands
ofthebananaagro-industriesinCameroon:bothhavealongandricheconomichistoryforbanana
cultivationwithmajorplantationactivities(Anania,2014,p.182).Forseveraldecades,Njombe-Penja
andTikohaveservedashosttomanyoperatorsengagedinthecultivationandexportationofbananas.
ThemainactorsinthissectorweretheCameroonDevelopmentCorporation,withplantationsin
TikoandPlantation de Haut Penja (PHP),whichisanaffiliateofthefrenchfruitsgiant,Compagnie 
FruitierewithplantationsinNjombe-Penja.Whilethisactivityhasgeneratedalotofbenefitstothe
multinationalcorporationsthatoperatetheplantations,thelabourersandthecommunitiesinwhich
theseplantationsarefoundhavesufferedinjusticesinthehandsofthecompanies.Itisagainstthis
backdropthatthispapersetsouttomakeanappraisalofsomesustainabilityissuesthathavegonea
longwaytoaffectthelivesofboththeworkersandthecommunities.

TounderstandsomeofthesustainabilityissuesintheCameroonbananaindustry,thisstudywill
relyonoralinterviewsdocumentarieslike,The Big Bananathatcritiquesthehumanandenvironmental
impactofbananaplantationsinCameroon.Thedocumentarybeginsbypresentinganaerialviewof
theNjombe-Penjacommunitywherethebananawealthgoestothemultinationalcompany,Plantation
duHautPenja(PHP),whilemostmembersofthecommunityremainpoor.PHPworkersareshownas
theylabortocutdownthebananasandtransportthemtotheprocessingstation.Theprofitgenerated
bycompanycameattheexpenseoftheworkers,whowerepaidpaltrywagesincontrasttothehigh
salariesandbenefitsoftheexpatriates.Itisthereforenotsurprising,thatEuropeanconsumersofthe
bananasareappalleduponhearingtheactualwagesofthelaborerswhoproducethecommodity.A
consumerintheUKaptlycallsthesituation“slavelabor,”whileanotherexpressesher“disgust”at
thelaborers’workingconditions(TheBigBanana,2009).Theseworkersarenotonlyunderpaid;
theirhealthisatriskfromexposuretotoxicchemicals(pesticides,fungicides,fertilizers,andother
agro-chemicals).Thefilmindicatesthatfouroutoffivefarmerssufferfromeyeproblemsdueto
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