
 

 

Derek Chambers of Sucden : I don't like Ghana but.... 

 

Derek Chambers joined Sucres et Denrées in July 2011 and is the manager of cocoa trading. He has 
always been in that field, notably at J.H. Rayner and at Philipp Brothers. 

 

Much has happened in Sucden these past couple of years, with the company refocusing on cocoa 
and coffee. Why is that and what are your objectives in cocoa ? 

Basically, if one goes back to 2011, when Mr. Varsano asked me to come and build a cocoa business 
for him, it was under the understanding that a company of the size of Sucden should not try and be a 
bit player in the market. Basically, the target would be to be one of the top 3 or 4 cocoa traders so as 
to make worthwhile the time taken to manage a new business, the credit lines needed for this new 
business. I could not have been interested in a business if we just decided to stay on the fringes of 
the commodity. 

From that time on, we started building a business in physical cocoa because, basically, that is where I 
come from. And the obvious place to start a physical business was and is in Ivory Coast. So we 
hurried and became an exporter of cocoa from the Ivory Coast in the 2011/12 season. We exported 
around 25 000 tonnes (t) during that crop season. We have built in our business in Ivory Coast and in 
2015/16, we expect to export under our name, Sucden Côte d'Ivoire (Sucden CI), close to 100 000 t of 
cocoa. 

In parallel, we have built over the past 2 or 3 years businesses in Nigeria and in Cameroon : we 
expect to export as much as 30 000 t from both origins this coming season. 

What about Ghana ? 

I don't like Ghana because we are not involved in the internal business in Ghana. Our business model 
in cocoa is one where we want to make money. I do not see where the money is to be made in 
trading Ghana cocoa. We do not have the position on the ground in Ghana and there are a couple of 
companies which are way ahead of us. We do not see the margins in trading Ghana cocoa so we are 
not willing to make the effort to organize ourselves on the ground in Ghana.  

If we can find the way to do that, yes, we would be much more interested in Ghana and maybe there 
are plans that we have to do that. But nothing I can announce. 

Is it a type of mistrust towards the Cocobod and its difficulties these past couple of years ? 

To a large extent, it's not really that. It's the fact that you have to take a risk to buy 15 months 
forward, you have to hedge it on the market, you then have to find the buyer at a price equal to 
and/or higher than the price you paid. I do not believe that that is a certainty given the competition 
there is in buying cocoa from companies who may be buying on a cost+ basis with their certified 
customers. 

But Côte d'Ivoire runs almost the same way as Ghana now... 

Yes, but the prices are more reasonable and the volumes are greater. We have focussed on a 
business we can do rather than a business we can't do. 

Are you building up this cocoa division in Sucden because, on the long term, cocoa is to become 
more interesting, money wise, than other commodities ? 



 

 

You have to remember that Sucden has a history in cocoa. It had to exit cocoa because of the 
financial problems of the company and not because they decided to exit cocoa. Mr. Varsano has 
always seen cocoa as a commodity  he would like to come back to. Sucden has a perfectly good 
business in sugar, in the agro-industrial complex in Russia and in Sucden Financial in London. They 
could have been trundling along perfectly happily without any cocoa business. But Mr. Varsano 
always thought cocoa was in the history of Sucre & Denrées and that it could have an interesting role 
to play. Same with coffee, of course. 

Does Sucden want to be involved the world over in cocoa producing countries ? 

No. We built our business at origins in West Africa in the way I described. In March last year, we took 
over a company called Coffee America with its Genco (General Cocoa Company) subsidiary  which 
gave us much better access to the US consumers, to the cocoa products market and, of course, 
through their contacts in Central and South America, it gave us access to suppliers in the Dominican 
Republic, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, etc. We do not have exporting operations in any of those 
countries but we have close contacts with certain exporters in some of them.  

Late last year, we started the office of Sucden Malaysia for, basically, two reasons. One, because 
Malaysia –with Indonesia– are a big grinding area and there is insufficient volumes of cocoa coming 
out of Indonesia to supply the factories out in Malaysia. Therefore, we were looking for Malaysia to 
help us with sales of African and Latin American cocoa into the region. Secondly, to organize 
ourselves on the ground in Indonesia as more of a local trader because not all Indonesian cocoa is 
exported for the moment. We believe there is a role we can play there, particularly as we are 
customers of various factories in Indonesia for cocoa products. 

According to you, why countries like Côte d'Ivoire do not build up a company like Sucden to get the 
most out of the cocoa value added chain ? 

Companies like Africa Sourcing has potential to do that for itself. But, basically, the trading of cocoa is 
not the gilt-edge nailed on profit. The chocolate industry beats down on the cocoa processors, the 
cocoa processors beat down on the traders and, in fact, if we compete with them in the major 
countries, there is no guaranteed profit in trading cocoa. The supply management chain approach 
does not work. You cannot buy 100 000 t of cocoa and have a guaranteed customer for that at a 
good profit. You have to be a trader, a good trader, in order to manage the hedges correctly. The 
Ivory Coast does not have a good experience with international contracts which, I suggest, is value 
taken away and not value added.  

Côte d'Ivoire could establish a company and hire someone experimented like you... 

Why ? They sell their cocoa very efficiently through the "messagerie" system, they get good prices : if 
you look at the minimum differentials that they sell their cocoa at, it is invariably higher than can be 
achieved in the retail market at any one time. They don't give gifts because there is a competition 
brought in by local processors who obviously need the "déblocage" to run their local factories, 
companies that are involved in certification where they might have a sort of cost+ basis with their 
customers. So it does not matter what price they pay. You have other people competing at auctions 
locally, local traders who speculate through the auction  process.   

So, there is nothing wrong with the average price or the average differentials Ivory Coast makes. It is 
possibly the most expensive place to buy C&F cocoa. We all do it because we have businesses down 
there and we are all worried that if we don't do it our overheads will eat us up.  

So, there is no value added in establishing something like trading. If the Ivory Coast moves in a way of 
giving bigger tax breaks to local people and, therefore, distorting the market, then the big players will 



 

 

just leave and we will take our money with us. And it will be much more difficult for them to finance 
locally the exports of cocoa with people who are financially weak. 

They can sell their cocoa. To my view, they don't need to give subsidies either to the processing 
industries or to local traders in order to export their cocoa. So I believe it is value taken away and not 
value added. 

How much of world cocoa do you want to trade as an objective ? 

Our prime objective is to make money. We will trade a million tonnes if we can make money, we will 
trade none if we can't. We have no targets as such. We tend to recognize that if you have a market 
share in excess of 12 to 15%, you become somewhat of a target for your competitors. Therefore, it is 
unlikely that we will try to exceed 12 to 15% of exports from any one origin. So we have a limitation 
in that context  but that does not stop us from trading on a CIF or on an FOB basis for other people. 
But direct sourcing has its limits. Anyway, Ivory Coast sets limits of 110 000 t during the main crop 
season. 

So I think there is a natural limit. You do not want to be a dominant player because, often, it is not 
them who make the money. It is the small people. We have very much an asset light model, we do 
not have considerable investments in crops, warehouses and we prefer it that way. 

What do you think of the new CME contract in euro on London futures ? 

I believe the CME contract is dead. I believe the ICE euro contract is dead. The CME contract cannot 
exist as a viable hedging tool as it been structured in a way which guarantees that it will trade at a 
substantial discount to the ICE market. Nobody is going to buy cocoa from Côte d'Ivoire at £ 30 per 
tonne premium to ICE and hedge it on CME that is £ 70 discount and therefore lock themselves into a 
differential of £ 100 premium because they cannot, ultimately, sell their cocoa. There is not the 
liquidity and people just won't do it. 

It is not the fact that it is in euros as such, it is the fact that the design of the contract means that 
cocoa that grades at £ 100 discount to the ICE market, trades at level with the CME contract. 

How do you see the past cocoa crop and the new 2015/16 season ? 

Last season was good except at the very end when free fatted acid (FFA) levels struck very high and 
there were problems with the execution of some of the international contracts. But largely, it was a 
good season for us. We actually did not buy much cocoa locally last season because the prices were 
too high. 

This coming season depends very much on how the weather behaves between now and October, the 
beginning of the next season. If the weather turns drier than normal, than it can have ramifications 
on the quality and quantity of cocoa which will have ramifications on the ground in Ivory Coast. 
Whereby there will be more competition for better quality cocoa.  

We are hoping the CCC does not oversell the crop in the same way as Ghana has oversold the 
2014/15 crop. 

Do you think cocoa today is overpriced ? 

I don't know what the right price of cocoa is. All I know is that cocoa prices have been low for many, 
many years. If you go back to 1982, there is a You Tube video showing president Houphouët-Boigny 
complaining that he can't get FCFA 1,000 for his cocoa. Well, the farmer still can't get FCFA 1,000 for 
his cocoa. There has been a 100% devaluation of the CFA in the meantime. So the farmer in Ivory 
Coast gets a rough deal : the price was low and is still low. The farmers are not enjoying yet the prices 



 

 

that are on the market because CCC has sold forward at lower prices. I am not blaming them for 
doing that ; it is what they have to do. So it takes longer for the higher prices to reach the farmer in 
Ivory Coast. People would like to say that the farmer is happy but I am sure he would be happier if he 
had more money. 


