
NIGERIA’S UNREALISED 
AGRICULTURAL PROWESS

THE CASE OF CASHEW
A report by



2

Disclaimer

The data contained in this report is only up-to-date as at Friday, 

12 August, 2016. Some of it is subject to change during the natural 

course of events. SBM Intelligence cannot accept liability in respect 

of any errors or omissions that may follow such events that may 

invalidate data contained herein.

Our researchers employed methods such as one-on-one interviews, 

and desk research to collate the available data. Our editors sifted 

through the data and prepared the report, using various proprietary 

tools to fact-check and copy edit the information gathered.

 Facebook.com/sbmintel
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INTRODUCTION

Agriculture remains one of Nigeria’s 

dominant economic sectors, and is the 

country’s largest employer of labour despite 

suffering has from years of mismanagement 

and neglect by the government and formal 

sector. 

For years Nigeria has been a classic case 

study for the phenomenon known as 

“resource curse” - coexistence of vast wealth 

in natural resources and extreme personal 

poverty. If the country is ever to shake loose 

the shackles of poverty, be recognised 

amongst the committee of leading nations, it 

must realise that Agriculture is the surest and 

fastest way. 

Nigeria is one the Largest Producers of 

Cashew in the World

There are tonnes of write-ups and studies 

about Nigeria’s Agricultural misadventure.

SBM Intelligence believes that in this time of 

sober reflection, when Nigeria’s two decade 

long period of economic growth is halting, 

we can bring some focus to a segment which 

can be regarded as a low hanging fruit in the 

Agriculture sector – Cashew. 

The International Nut & Dried Fruit Council 

in 2014 valued the global cashew market a 

whopping $4.69 billion. It is difficult to assess 

the production volumes across the various 

producing nations but the Food & Agriculture 
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Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) 

estimates that the production of raw cashew 

nuts (RCN) has grown from 0.29 million tons 

in 1961 to 2.60 million tons in 2013 and West 

Africa’s share of the market has tripled in the 

past decade.

In terms of acreage and production, West 

Africa ranks only behind Asia as the most 

dominant region for cashew farming and 

production. Figures 1 and 2 below highlight 

these facts. 

First brought to Africa in the 15th Century by 

the Portuguese from Brazil, largely as a crop 

intended to check soil erosion, the cashew 

tree (Anacardium occidentale) has come out 

as a major foreign exchange earner in many 

African countries. 

The cashew tree is very versatile, growing 

at altitudes of up to 1000 meters, in mean 

annual temperatures ranging from 17-38 ºC, 

and a range of 500-3500 mm of rainfall – 

making it a Tropical crop. Its ability to grow on 

poor soils and to be intercropped with food 

crops makes it an ideal product for small 

farmers. Production responds to fertilisation, 

but the cashew tree produces some nuts 

even without the application of purchased 

inputs. The trees start bearing fruit after a 2-4 

year gestation period. Productivity starts to 

rise from the fifth year and peak production 

occurs after 10 years of planting. The cashew 

tree continues to produce for 25-30 years 

with a substantial yield reduction after 30 

years. 

Three main varieties of nuts are produced by 

cashew trees in West Africa, amongst others. 

Yield and quality appears to be inverse with 

Source: FAOSTAT
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the nuts produced as highlighted below:

1. Dwarf nuts (highest yield and lowest  

 quality )

2. Brazilian medium nuts 

3. Brazilian Jumbo nuts (lowest yield   

 and highest quality)

Cashew grows almost everywhere in Nigeria 

but is concentrated primarily across the three 

southern geopolitical zones as well as the 

middle belt. The major producing Nigerian 

states are Benue, Kogi, Kwara, Oyo, Enugu, 

Abia, Anambra, Ekiti and Imo.

For several decades, there has been serious 

discrepancies in Nigeria’s production 

numbers with the FAO and many academics 

putting the figures as high at  800,000MT, 

whereas the commercial associations  - 

African Cashew Alliance (ACI) and National 

Cashew Association of Nigeria (NDAN) 

putting the figures at more modest 

150,000MT per annum over the past decade. 

FAO’s numbers implies that Nigeria is the 

second largest producer of RCN in the whole 

world. 
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It is estimated that Africa (East 

and West) exports up to 90% 

of its RCN produce what is 

retained is mainly processed 

locally using the manual 

technology developed in 

India. Indeed, India is the 

largest buyer of African 

nuts, followed by Vietnam 

and Brazil. Whilst India and 

Vietnam are large producers 

themselves, they import 

raw nuts in order to keep 

processors in operation year-

round since cashew produces 

only once a year.

The question one should ask at this point 

is that if Nigeria is such a prolific producer 

of Cashew (as estimated by FAO), why is 

there little focus on this sector. It turns out 

that those along the value chain do not feel 

rewarded enough for their human or financial 

investment. These challenges include the 

following:

 

Low yields at farm level - Many existing 

cashew trees have reached the end of their 

productive cycle, and the majority that still 

bear fruit produce small nuts of low value. 

Disease infestation on cashew trees also 

causes significant drop in production at farm 

level  

Unrest – attacks by herdsmen in Nigeria’s 

primary farming area (the Middle-belt) had 

led many farmers to abandon their farms 

thus leaving produce unharvested and new 

seedlings unplanted 

Inequitable distribution of wealth across 

the supply chain - disproportionate 

value accrues to retailer, followed by 

middlemen involved in transacting raw 

cashew in unregulated markets and then to 

intermediaries in regulated markets and then 

to processors and lastly to small-farmers

Absence or non-implementation of Well 

Thought-out Policies – this is mostly as a 

The Challenges to the Value Chain Are Enormous
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result of frequent regime changes during the 

military era leading to new policy direction 

with each new administration.

High cost of doing business – results from 

high inflation, high interest rates, unstable 

or inexistent power supply, absence of 

substantial incentives to the sector by 

governments 

Nigeria Faces Similar Issues with Other African Nations and 
Can Learn from their Failures & Triumphs 

Africa’s two million cashew 

farmers produce nearly half 

of the world’s supply of raw 

nuts. Since most of Africa’s 

poorest people are farmers, 

the continent’s economic 

well-being is generally tied 

to the success of Agriculture, 

and more specifically to cash 

crops like Cashew. Studies 

show that when farmers are 

able to make money from 

cash crops, their children tend 

to be better educated, better 

trained and better equipped 

to provide skilled labour for 

the industrial growth that 

follows agricultural booms.

We have tried to draw a 

comparison 6 top African 

cashew producers (see 

table below) with a view 

to highlighting some 

challenges faced and reforms 

undertaken. These producers 

in no particular order are 

Benin, Guines Bissau, Ivory 

Coast, Mozambique, Tanzania, 

and Nigeria. 
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Sources: African Cashew Alliance (ACA), African Cashew Initiative (ACI), Cashew Research Institute of Nigeria (CRIN), 

Food & Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), National Cashew Association of Nigeria (NCAN), USAID
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The table above reveals a largely sad story 

for cashew and this is mirrored across other 

products like cocoa, palm oil and peanuts. 

Many African countries were once at the 

summit of various production tables in the 

period they gained independence from the 

European powers, but within decades they 

dropped off like flies. The decades between 

1970 and 1990 came with high levels of 

unrest in Africa - coups and civil raged in 

most parts of the continent. Indeed Africa 

lost its most skilful farmers to bullets on the 

battlefields. These took a toll on agricultural 

and economic development and the 

continent fell from being net exporter of food 

to a net importer at the back of reducing 

farm yields vs growing population.  

Until recently, a whopping 95% of Africa’s 

cashews were sent to Asia and Brazil for 

processing and export - leaving Africans 

out of the more lucrative, job-creating 

cashew processing industry (according to 

Forbes). Now many nations are developing 

production capacities whilst tacking other 

challenges:

Benin is known for the quality of its raw 

product (second only to Guinea Bissau in 

Africa). RCN constitutes Benin’s second 

largest source of revenue after cotton, 

engaging over 200,000 farmers. The cashew 

processing sector is very stunted, so over 

90% of produce are exported. Whilst the 

potential for developing the cashew sector 

is huge, many challenges need to be 

overcome. Those challenges include low 

farm yield, poorly functioning producer 

and stakeholder organisations, problems 

of access to cashew-specific funding and 

inputs, low local processing capacity and 

poor access to market. All these factors 

mean that the exporters currently have 

stranglehold on the market. Recent reforms 

have been put in place to develop the local 

industry and a key initiative was the granting 

of exclusive rights to domestic processors 

to purchase cashews during a one-month 

period prior to commencement of the 

marketing season thus giving them access to 

the best quality nuts at relatively low prices. 

Hopefully, this should reduce the 90% export 

rate currently experienced in the cashew 

sector. 

Guinea-Bissau’s entire landmass is suitable 

for cashew cultivation and the crop is 

the country’s largest foreign exchange 

earner and its largest export. This small 

country (36,125 meters square) produces 

the highest quality nuts in Africa – pretty, 

large and shatterproof (thus reducing the % 

of ‘brokens’ produced per ton of cashew). 

Military revolt in 2012 caused global cashew 

prices to spike as some of the world’s tastiest 

nuts were left to rot in the farmlands and 

roadsides leading to the country’s capital 

and ports. But as demand rises, so too does 

the cost to the environment. About 95% of 

the population depends on cashew nuts, 

and it is no coincidence that cashew farms 

are destroying many natural forests in the 

country. The cashew monoculture also 

brings food safety problems as the country’s 

production of other crops has been in sharp 
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decline. 

Ivory Coast is currently 

cashing in on the cashew 

nut boom using the same 

strategies that made it the 

world’s top producer of cocoa. 

The sector currently employs 

over 600,000 farmers and 

production is at record high 

of 450,000MT, making it’s 

the fourth largest producer 

in the world. Cote d’Ivoire, 

through its regulatory body, 

the Cotton and Cashew 

Council (CCC), sealed raw 

cashew movement through 

the land route and restricted 

raw cashew exports only 

through Abidjan and San 

Padro ports to bring in 

accountability. In addition it 

fixes and enforces a minimum 

price for raw cashew for 

2014. Simultaneously, the 

CCC have started engaging 

with Vietnam at government 

to government level to get 

access to Vietnam cashew 

processing technology into 

the country. 
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Mozambique was Africa’s first cashew power house and was the 

largest producer of the crop in the early 1970s. However, series of 

unfortunate events cause the downfall of the thriving nation. First 

was the 15 year civil war which ended in 1992. As the country was 

trying to lick its wounds, disease outbreak in 1994 caused the loss 

of almost 40% of the country’s cashew trees. The final blow came 

in 1995 when the World Bank via its Country Assistance Strategy 

forced Mozambique to liberalise its cashew sector as a condition for 

loans. 

The Mozambique government first had to remove its export ban and 

high taxes which had been put in place to protect the processing 

industry. The World Bank’s intended result was that the nation’s 

inefficient processing industry would be reduced and farmers will 

reap the benefits of higher prices. However, this did not happen 

and by 1997, most factories in the country had closed. Presently, 

following numerous reforms, Mozambique’s annual production is 

about 65,000MT, just over one-third of its 1970s level. Smallholder 

farmers are responsible for about 95% of total raw nut marketed 

production and in total about one million rural households (40% of 

the rural population) have access to cashew trees. 

Tanzania took over as Africa’s largest producer from

Mozambique in the mid-1970s. Even today, Tanzania remains the 

most productive country in East Africa. However, this yield is far from 

those obtained in West Africa (i.e. two tonnes in Nigeria) or in the 

most productive countries growing cashew nuts (i.e. three tonnes 

in Mexico, close to five in the Philippines and Peru) – According 

to FAO. To revive the sector in the 1990s, the country introduced 

trade liberalisation reforms including removal of monopoly of the 

Cashew Nut Marketing Board. Also, and in a bid to protect the 

local processing industry export taxes were imposed on RCN. A 

warehouse receipt system was then introduced in 2008 to enable all 

cashew production to be auctioned via cooperatives at an auction 

managed by the Cashew Board of Tanzania. The country currently 

processes 20% of its RCN and exports the remaining 80% to India 

and Vietnam.
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Nigeria’s biggest issues 

with regards to cashew are 

low yields (majority of trees 

produce small nuts), low 

quality and lack of data to aid 

proper planning. According to 

the NCAN, Nigerian cashew 

processors are operating 

below 30 per cent of the 

combined installed capacity 

of 48,000 tonnes (attributable 

mainly to high cost of 

procuring raw cashew nuts 

and generating electricity). 

The largest processing 

companies are Olam, 

Foodpro, Esteema Diamond, 

Abod success, KD Foods, 

ACET Nigeria and Valency 

and major processing plants 

are located in Kwara, Kaduna, 

Ogun and Lagos.
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Data Available on Nigeria’s Cashew Production & Processing 
is at best Inadequate

Asides discrepancies in production 

highlighted earlier in this report, there are 

also shortcomings in available export data. 

For example, NCAN estimates that Nigeria 

exports about 30% of ‘recorded’ RCNs 

to India, Brazil and Vietnam, Europe and 

America for further value-added processing. 

The reason given for the comparatively low 

export volume is the high local demand for 

cashew products (kernels, apples and wood, 

which is used to make canoes and furniture). 

But there is also a second reason -  Nigerian 

RCN, due to the persistent perception of 

poor quality, receive the lowest international 

price of all of the exporting countries (up to 

20% discount in relation to its Benin nuts. As 

such large volumes (perhaps up to 30% - 50% 

of production) go unrecorded through the 

neighbouring Cotonou Port. 

In order to verify this second point, SBM 

Intelligence conducted a survey in Dekina 

and Ofu Local Government Areas, two of the 

main the cashew producing areas of Kogi 

state, to interview some cashew farmers 

and traders. In summary, we gathered the 

following information: 

Farm gate price of cashew in Kogi state (July 2016) stands at around  ₦250,000/ton on 

the average, which is in-line with average industry price of ₦200,000 per ton (2015 prices) 

provided by NCAN (if we take inflation into account)

High and quick patronage comes from the middlemen instead of the activities of licensed 

agents who pose delay in cash collection

Major problems faced by producers are; theft, shortage of manpower and the destructive 

activities of nomadic herdsmen.

Whilst most farmers prefer to convey their produce in polymer bags (which is cheaper and 

affordable) the middlemen make use of jute bags which better preserves the product

More than 50% of producers surveyed brand their bags in other country’s name (Benin, 

Ghana or Ivory Coast) which they claim was the directive from buyers who are mainly 

foreigners 

The major foreign buyers of cashew are Indians, Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese and 

Beninoise  
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The Potential for Nigerian Cashew is Enormous

There are several factors 

contributing to the poor 

quality of Nigerian raw 

nuts including picking 

immature nuts, improper 

drying, combining old and 

new season crops. Through 

increased awareness and 

education, the handling and 

subsequent quality and price 

of the raw nuts can increase. 

Whilst a few Nigerian firms 

have begun to ship produce 

to Europe and the United 

States, more can be done to 

make these markets Nigerian 

cashew’s primary destination 

rather than India and Vietnam. 

Firstly, the standards must be 

improved – U.S. and European 

bound products must meet 

the food industry standards 

of those nations. Emphasising 

the organic farming and 

ethical practices of Nigerian 

cashew (versus widespread 

allegations of child labour in 

Asia) should be considered. 

Even of more importance 

is to begin to stimulate 

investments in the processing 

part of the value chain in order 

to increase the value realized 

within the Nigerian economy 

for the produce. 

Lastly, data collection in the 

past has not been regarded 

with the importance it needs. 

Produce unaccounted for 

is produce left to rot in the 

bush and produce smuggled 

through the boarders to 

neighbouring countries is 

untaxed. In addition, the 

government and other 

authorities cannot channel aid, 

agricultural inputs and other 

incentives to the right areas. A 

credible and detailed map of 

the cashew value chain should 

be commissioned by the 

Federal Government for use 

as a marketing and academic 

tool for the Nigerian cashew 

sector. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview of Farmers

Due to huge disparities in data on Nigeria’s cashew production and processing, SBM Intelligence 

sent correspondents to Kogi state to meet with some farmers and traders (middle-men) in order to 

estimate the amount of produce which is being recorded. 

The charts below and corresponding note depict the responses to questions asked and inferences 

drawn: 

Only 20% of cashew farmers interviewed 

have received some sort of support from 

government agric-extension staff 

In addition all of the farmers admitted 

that they do not currently pay taxes to 

government

Majority of farms have passed down the 

families whilst another 30% are owned 

by the community signifying that cashew 

farming is carried on from generation to 

generation in these areas

 

However, none of the farmers interviewed 

was aged below 35 years, with 80% of 

them are between 40 and 51

More than 50% of farmers have above 100 

cashew stands with 30% having above 500

Access to Extension staff

Ownership of plantation
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Every single farmer interviewed has gone 

through one form of formal education or 

another

60% of farmers interviewed revealed 

that they sell to local agents whilst the 

remaining 40% said they sold directly to 

traders (middle-men)

The most important things that determine 

who farmers decide to sell their produce 

to are how quickly they get cash and 

proximity to their location. This speaks 

to two things - security and lack of 

preservation/transportation infrastructure

Major challenges they face include 

unskilled labour, theft, wanton destruction 

of crops by herded cattle and weather 

conditions 

Level of Education

Buyers of the produce
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Appendix 2 – Interview of Traders (Middlemen)

On the average, middlemen are better 

educated than the farmers. Whereas 

farmers had people with Quranic 

and Primary education in the mix, the 

least education level of middlemen is 

secondary education. 70% of them have 

Tertiary education

Middlemen fall within the same age 

distribution as the farmers with median 

number of years in business falling lower 

than farmer median of 22 to 15 years for 

middlemen

In addition most traders surveyed have 

been in business between 10 and 20 years 

60% of the middlemen buy directly from 

the farmers, while 40% buy from other 

agents. Notably, the middlemen that buy 

directly from the farmers buy between 

1,000 and 3,000 tons annually, while those 

that buy from agents buy between 500 

and 1,000 tons annually

While farmers sell their cashew to 

middlemen at about N250,000/ton 

on the average, middlemen sell at 

between N320,000 and N360,000 per ton 

(approximately 30% - 40% mark-up)

Level of Education

Source of supply

Number of tonnes purchased
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90% of middlemen do not go on to 

process in Nigeria but simply repackage 

in Jute Bags and export. Main countries 

exported to are India, Japan, China, 

Vietnam and Benin Republic

The major concerns to middlemen are the 

quality of produce, high cost of transport 

and road mishaps, speaking to a dearth 

of transport infrastructure to support the 

business

Unlike the farmers, all the middlemen 

responded that they pay tax to the 

government

How produce are processed
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