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“THE UNITED BRANDS COMPANY IN CAMEROON: CHOICES
Barbara J. Heinzen
ABSTRACT

In 1982, the Cameroon export banana trade was nearing collapse, This forced both the
Cameroonian government and the United Brands Corpany to evaluate their involvement with
the trade. This paper discusses some of the commercial and political Factors taken into account
and in so doiag tries to provide an example of a case study analysis of the role of multinational
-companies in the Third World,

INTRODUCTION

Any discussion of multinational companies in the Third World is inevitably confused by the
great variety of situations and characters represented by that general title. The conclusion that
might be drawn about the extractive industries can be very different from those abour the
agricultural industries and both will rcprésent problems that are immelevant to the manufacturing
or financial industries. It is also important to fecognise that the "corporate characters” of
individual companies; the values and ethics that any particular business represents in its daynto- )
day operations, can be significantly different from one company to another. In the same fashion
the political, economic and geographic situations in the host countries can be so diverse that any
scholar must be wary of making either comparisons or generalisations about the role assigned to

" multinationals within them. This great variety is funther complicated by the fact that many of us
will write about one particular historical period and be tempted to conclude that the behaviour
witnessed in that period is going to continue in the interaction of multinationals and host
countries in other periods as well.

This great diversity of circumstance, time and caracter is unfortunately not well documented.
There is a surprising paucity of widely-published case studies of individua! companies in
particular countries at different times. This makes it difficult to build up a series of substantiated
generalisations about the relationship between multinational companies and Third World hosts.
Moreover, what evidence does exist has often been overshadowed by the great volume of
theoretical and summary works that generalise on the basis of what is at best episodic
information. In addition, it is extremely difficult for even the most fluent of academic writers 1o
stay abreast of current events. As anyone who has worked in this area knows, the reality of the '
relationship between multinational companies and developing countries is evolving at a much
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faster Tate than the academic world has yet recognised or been able to document. We are
hampered by our habits of observation and reflection which force us to move at a much slower
pace than those managers of multinational companies and third world governments who are

occupied - not with studying the situations they are in -- but with creating and transforming

them.

The consequence of alk this is that we are involved in a debate whose parameters are created a-
new by each debator and where there is little evidence possessed by all which might be used to
settle some of the-arguments in circulation, It is, therefore, less a debate on commeon ground
than it is a speaker's corner for the presentation of widely differing experiences and points of
view. As a researcher, I have approached this confusion through a case study of the United
Brands Company in Cameroon. This was done partly in order to generate somne of the evidence
needed to evaluate the relationship of multinationals and Third World countries. It was also,
however, a way of exploring the complexity, not just of the subject itself, but of any single
company/host country history. In this respect, I would Tike to emphasize the great value of
working as a geographer on such a topic, Many companies involved in the developing countries
are there because of specific geographic advantages, particularly in the production of primary
.export commodities, which are uniquely present in these regions. However, the geographer's
skill is in being able to blend an examination of those factors of physical geography with the use
made of those factors by both the host society and the foreign business. It is in the examination
of that blend and its consequences that I believe the fullest understanding of company/host

couniry affairs can be acheived.

It is obviously difficult in a short paper to show how such an analysis might function.
However, 1 'would like 1o demonstrate such an approach through the discussion of the banana
trade of Cameroon in 1982. This will begin with a description of the condition of the 1982
business. An examination then follows of the possible responses to that state which might have
been made either by the government of Cameroon or by the United Brands Company which has
been involved in the trade since the 1930s. In examining the choices faced by each party and
exploring in the process some of the history and conditions that have affected those choices,
several of the factors influencing the relationship between Cameroon and the United Brands

Company can be indentified and weighed.

BACKGROUND

The United -Brands Company has been in the Cameroons since at least the 1930s, operating
both through its German subsidiary to export bananas from the British Cameroons to Germany
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Figure 1. CORPORATE AFFILIATIONS OF UNITED BRANDS SUBSIDIARIES

IN CAMERGON.

UNITED BRANDS COMPANY
NEW YORK

(formerly United Fruit Company, 1899-19562)

FYFFES GROUP
LONDON

I
(formerly Elders and Fyffes, 1901~1967)

ELDERS AND FYFFES
LIKOMBA

English-speaking Cameroon
1948-1867; through
German subsidiary during
the 1930s.

LA COMPAGNIE DES BANANES
PARIS

(former subsidiary of Fyffes, 1921-1975)

COMPAGNIE DES BANANES
PENJA

Mungo Province, French-
speaking Cameroon
1936~ present.
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Map 1 THE CAMERCONS UNDER MANDATE
WORLD WAR 1- INDENDENCE.

Map 2. FEDERAL REPUBLIC OF CAMERQON 1962~-72
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crop treatment, two different transport systems (one by train and one by lorry), several different

forwarding agents who handled the transition of cargo to the ships, an uncounted number of
J shipping companies who transported the fruit to Europe, and six sales agenis who sold the fruit

a

in France. (See Figure 5) In short, as it was structured in 1982, the Cameroon banana trade was

the pluralistic antithesis of a company-owned vertically integrated export agri-business,

Fruncnphune
{ameroon

Nrongsamba

Cameroon's estimated banana exports for 1982 were about 50,000 tonnes, an average of less
than ten tonnes per hectare, which compares unfavourably,
production figures from Latin America,

and uneconomically, with
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These exports #lso compare badly with Cameroonian peak production of the 1950s when about
162,000 tonnes were exported annually from the British and the French Cameroons combined.
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Admittedly, 1982 was an exceptionally bad year for the Cameroon banana trade. However, two
years earlier, the collapse of the business had been foreseen by a planters’ organisation known
as the Syndicat de Défense des Intéréts Bananiers. At thar time, the Syndicat produced a five-
page report pointing out that unless problems with the banana trade were corrected, plantations
would close, workers would be laid off and widespread unemployment, rural exodus and
1 "delinquency" would follow. The report also estimated the loss of tax revenue, and listed the
related business that would close if the banana trade failed, In giving the reasons for the
weakness of the trade, the report cited twenty-five separate complaints directed at nearly every
stage of the business from field production to final sale in Europe. Many of the problems were
managerial. Others concerned the cost of supplies or services. When taken aliogether, the 1eport
OJ stressed, these problems had caused a fall in the production, quality and profitability of the
Cameroonian banana, and the "discouragement of the planters (large and small)". The report
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Camerconians; Cameroonians, in general, preferred to support the inefficient, but Cameroonian

OCB rather than defend an informal private French eontrol of the trade.

CAsI was finishing fieldwork in May of 1982, there was a widespread sense that the banana
export trade of Cameroon had reached a turning point at whick the entire trade either had to be
modernised or aliowed to fade into insignificance, with land gradually being turned over w
other uses. This would have amounted 0 a *decision-by-default” to end the export of bananas
from Cameroon, and the slowness of the government to respond to the Syndicar's 1980 report
led many planters to fear that the government covertly preferred to see the trade die of its own
inefficicncy. The delays of the government, however, could also be seen as an indication of the
difficulty of makin.g a decision on the future of the Cameroon banana trade and the agricultural
areas that depend on it. It is that difficulty which I would now like to explore, and in so doing
try to show how political, commercial and agricultural factors constrained the range of choices

open to both the host govcrﬁment and the United Brands Company.
CAMEROON GOVERNMENT CONSIDERATIONS

“The government's policy concerning the banana-producing region of Camercon has been
shaped, though sometimes only tacitly, by three considerations:

1) Should agricultural production in Mungo be based on plantations, smalholdings or a

combination of both?

2) Should export banana production continue?

3 If so, how and by whom should it be managed?
During fieldwork in 1982, most participants in the business were talking about the third
question: the management of the banana trade. However, that question only makes sense once
the first two questions have been resolved and the implications of them been considered.

Furthermore, both questions resurface once the banana industry fails to survive.

Plantations, Smaltholdings or Both

We begin, therefore, with the first question: plantations? smaltholdings? or both? Here, it it
important to recognise that 1982 banana production in the Republic of Cameroon has been
based on the remnants of the 1950s production from the former British and the former French
Cameroons where both plantations and smallholders were involved. (See Maps 4 and 3)
Moreover, during the 1950s, the greatest volume of exports came from smallholders who were
organised in cooperative societies that were an influential part of the trade. (See Figure 2).
There is, thercfore a tradition of successful smallholder participati'on in the banana business
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However, these pressures to consider the small farmer and to placate him were in conflict with
the basic economics of banana production and sale in the 1980s. The unrest in Mungo (and to a
lesser extent the problems of reunifeation in Anglophone Cameroon) tended 10 obscure the
fundamental economic dilemma of smallholder banana production in the late 1950s and early
1960s. Thus, although many saw the banana as a source of wealth, few small farmers, in 1982,
seemed to recognise that their participation in the 1950s was based on three very ephemeral
factors: 1) newly cleared and very fertile land, 2) the absence of major banana diseases and 3) a
particularly tolerant undersupplied post-war banana market in Europe. As the market in Europe
became more selective and competitive in the 1960s, a higher standard of fruit was required of
Cameroonian growers. These growers, however, were just beginning to be assaulted by the
problems of declining soil fertility and increased diseases associated with widespread banana
production, all of which were 1o fequire greater investmenis in production than farmers had ever
before needed. These investments coincided with a lower price in Europe and fittle by little the
smailholder was unable 1o stay in the business. Instead, the move in the banana trade was

towards a more industrialised plantation style which was capable of the uniform quality fruitata
fairly low cost. It is, therefore, not surprising that most of the bananas exported from
Cameroon, in 1982, came from the plantations in the banana zone of the country.

However, despite the decline of smallholders in the banana wade and the dominance of
plantations, it would be hasty to assume that plantations have operated at the expense of
smallkolders. On the contrary, the history of Mungo in the past fifty years has been the history
of plantations, around which most of the present population first gathered, either as workers or
smallholders or a mixture of both. The plantations in Mungo were, by 1982, a feature of the
landscape which was taken for granted. It was argued by some that without the salaries coming
from the plantations, the quality of life and in particular the quality of foud eaten in Mungo

would decline. While the women were still man#ging "chop farms” to raise local foods for the
family and occasionaly for sale; the men were working on the plantations and usin g the money

to pay for "luxuries” like meat and eges and clothes. It can be argued, in fact, that the

relationship of smallkoldings and plantations in Mungo has been as much one of mutnal

dependence as one of conflict. One could say that the small farms subsidised the plantations by
providing food that did nor, therefore, have to be paid our of wages which were then kept low,
On the other hand, if one considers that the centre of a family's life was in fact the farm, then

the plantations eamings enabled a fa:ﬁiiy to pfolong the viability of a marginal holding which by
itself could not support the family.

In addition to historical and, in the case of bananas, commercial arguments in favour of
plantations, one should also consider the government's Fifth Five Year Plan for the A gricultural
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Sector published in 1981. Here, continued attention has been given to the priorities of the

1 which stressed the role of export agriculture and of "agro-industrial
hange for the acquisition of those

&". More importantly, the

previous five year pla
complexes”. These were seen as able to "produce foreign exc
itéms of equipment and consumption that the country cannot produc
report continucd suppott for "The creation and extension of large modern plantations and agro-

 some of which could be seen in the Littoral and Southwest Provinces '

industrial complexes
zone,

ere new oif patm and rubber plantations had been created in and near the 1950s banana

wh
it was very unlikely that

Given, therefore, the existence of banana export plantations in Mungo,

these plantations would be eliminated even if the banana industry collapsed in 1982 0r 1983. 1t

was instead more likely that the government would look for an export crop that could make use

of the plantation structures developed for the banana trade.

BANANAS OR OTHER CROPS?

“This conclusion raises the second question: if after 1982 the plantations in Mungo were likely to

continue, should they be used to grow bananas or be put into other crops? The arguments in

favour of continuing with bananas were considerable, but 50 too were the arguments against the

crop.

In Favour of Bananas

uments in favour of the banana crop was that when well managed and

One of the strongest arg
producing regularly, the banana produced a ycar-round income and with it regular foreign
thin a year. There was, in

“exchange earnings. It could also be brought into production wi
addition, the force of habit. Bananas had been an importé.nt crop in Mungo for fifty years. This
related companies in boxing and aerjal treatment

meant not only that there were several
gh it may

endent on the bananas, but that there already existed a work force which, althou

dep
the requirements of the crop.

1ot have achieved a high level of efficiency, was conversant with
Nor should it be forgotten that the fruit rejected for sale in Europe could still be sold in
Cameroon. Although this sector of banana plantation production had not been systematicaily
exploited, it might well be that banana plantations could contribute 1o food requirements in
Cameroon. In 1982, the banana was known as “le riz du Mungo”.

In addition, there is the nature of the French market where most Cameroonian bananas were

sold in 1982. This market had been protected since the 1930s and since the early 1960s had
operated a quota system under which the entire market was divided, giving two-thirds to the
Antilles islands of Martinique and Guadaloupe {both being Overseas French Departments
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It was, therefore, a legitimate question to pose in 1982 whether there were in Camercon the
managerial resources to meet the requirments of the banana trade. If so, could they be spared
for work on this particular plantation crop or were they betier employed elsewhere? If not, was
Cameroon willing either to a) continue with 1982's inadequate managerial structure and
subsidise its losses or b) import the managerial expertise needed to make Cameroon's banana

“industry competitive in the European market until such time as competent local MARAZETS WEre

trained?

It is of some value to review the major issues of the 1959 strike and the civil war that followed.
When the strike began in April 1959, it began as a desire among smallholders to retain their
viability in the banana export trade. As matters developed, however, first in the events of the
civil war and then in the internal politics of the trade, a corollary desire was created to expel the
Europeans from their plantations in Mungo and from their positions of authority in the banana
industry. Neither objective was entirely met. What is of interest in recealling these events is that
many people feared that the collapse of the banana trade in Mungo could force a return to the
brigandage and guerilla war which bedevilled the area through the 1960s. And yet clearly, when
the industrial demands of the banana trade were looked at closely, they might, in an extreme
development, have forced a return to some of the issues of the civil war, Smallholders could no
longer be expected to participate in the trade, and most people in Mungo had accepted that fact.
But there was still a very evident resentment and mistrust of European influence which derived
from their positions as planters and sales agents. Thus, if there was not the managerial capacity
in Camercon to organise a revitalised trade, which there did not seem to be, then a frank return
to some form of expatriate management, if only for the time needed to train indigenous
personnel, was inevitable. Given the history of Mungo, were these developments which the

government was willing to risk?
MANAGING THE BANANA TRADE
Organisation Camerounaise de fa Banane (OCB)

Whether the export banana continued or not greatly depended on what management handled the
remaking of the -banana industry. Of the possibilities to be found in Cameroon, first
consideration had to be given to the OCB. However, the question needed to be asked whether
the OCB in its 1982 form could handle the rebuilding of the banana industry of Cameroon.
Unfortunately, the record of its performance argued that it could not. No one in the OCB had
ever received the kind of skilled training that most workers in the banana trade possess. The
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ployees were, by and large, bureaucrats whose salaries depended on
rather than the success or failure of their trade, "The banana”
board, "has no time for politics". Yer

government funding
» said one member of the OCB

. cial head of the busj :
was . e busines
& sentiment that had to be respected in any reconstruction of the industry, and

oin i i i
potat of pride that a Cameroonian organisation existed as the off;

Cameroon Developmens Corporation { COC)
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higher than other Producers in Cam
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Institut de Recherche Agronomique (IRA)

A lhir.d group in Cameroon which might huve considered taking on the rnanzu;tznrlc'ntil(]):tit::let
" “trade, but which would have been ill-advised to do so, was the C-am?mon gov.cmment s .
de Recherche Agronomigque, an agricultural research organisation heavily suppc-rrt:‘ b:i
technical experts from France. IRA had provided the managemf:m for the O-CB pl:mtzm(:1 nsc.l o
unfortunately, given the bad record of OCB plantation production, one hElSl:LE'l[Cd o cx:cu“um!
respongibilities of the IRA personnel. More importantly, Lhcy‘wcrc by definition an.airicncc .
research organisation and didn't seem to have had pmfessmnu.l mana.gcn.lent c;xp enee
putting together not just the agricultural pieces, but also the full coordination of events

field to final sale.
Major Multinational Companies

In May 1982, the manager of the largest private French plamatio? said th:l tt:z n:f:;
multinational banana companies were waiting "like cats at a mouse hc-ale -Lo s.ee whal [ththcre
to the Cameroon banana trade. While there is an element of cxaggcmnon in his statc:;le;- f,fused
is also a certuin amount of sense. Certainly, compared with ic mudd}edi .'1r:roﬂ;ssional
management of the rade over the previous ten to tw;nty years, ll-lel l::: ::; scsl:;i :; lpadlentagcs
eam was not unwelcome. Moreover, the commercial . .
Zzag;i::zz;twcre easy to add up and accounted for the fact thuf even a‘s Ii.le ban?nah:::z::f
was fading, there were still companies willing to invest in the bum.\es:s. Slgmﬁlcant y,ms . m.;
most of the investment had come from companies which were pnncnp%flly -sa c:'; age n HI; "
from the United Brands Companay, which had historical rea.sons for being in Cdmc:;{:i ;hown
of the major multinational banara companies {Standard Fruit, Geest or Del Momc). o
any interest at all in the country. The major advantage of tht.zs.e. larger c.ompan:js e
experience in coordinating every aspect of the whole chain of activities from field productio

final sale.

By contrast, the history of the banana trade in Camcn?on, punic'ularly French:pcz;z:;ﬁ
Canieroon, had been one in which responsibilities were divided fmd dlft'u.s.ef:l. It-was the cht .
which, if followed, would conceivably have been least diSl:up[lVC to existing m:crbe]sts: o
was a managerial pattern which had conspicuously failed 1T1 recent years. Argu:- }:':::md "
efficient and productive industry would be achieved under a :t;mglc t.'nanagcmcrn w 1(1:[i“ationa]s
provided by those companies which have that kind of experience: i.e. the major mu

involved in the production, export and sale of tropical fruit.

R S E T C R A SR S 0 Ll S e e A

e e

i e o ey

{
Hﬁkﬁhﬁ”iﬁ‘m?m&&—

329

It was not at all clear, however, that the situation in Cameroon could be made attractive to any of

the four major companies. Land ownership by expatriates was becoming increasingly

problematic, and there was also considerable pressure on companies not just to employ
Cameroonians, but also to employ them in correct ethpic proportions. While there were good
political reasons, based on the extremely complex ethnic balances in Cameroon, behind such a
rule, it was one which made ordinary administration considerably more complicated. Qualified
people were alrcady hard 1o find; qualified people of the required ethnicity were even more
difficult to find and hire. There was also the fact that any large multinational company coming into
the banana trade of Cameroon would be faced not just with the sk of building up an industry,
but with the more delicate assignment of building it out of an existing set of interests and

commitments. How those were negotiated under a new management would make considerable

difference to the profitability and efficiency of the new administration, There was also the question
of whether any of these larger companies had access or could get access to the French market, If
they did not and would be looking to Cameroon 1o negotiate that entry, waild “the Comité
Interprofessionel Bananiére in Paris be willing to let a new
best only delicately balanited?

group into an equation which was at

These questions did not make the options open to Cameroon any easier 1o judge. Most
fundamentally, the government had 1o decide whether or not to continue in the trade. If they did
go on, which was not necessarily the best choice, then they had 1o decide how they could

continue, under what kind of management and ownership they could succeed in both commercial
and political terms.

United Brand Company Considerations _ ’ .

The relatively long history of the two United Brands subsidiaries in Cameroon forced the
company to consider its own position in Cameroon and its likely development. In so doing, the
company had to decide whether to stay in the country and if so, on what terms. These questions
were made more difficult by the fact that the company's position in 1982 was insignificant when
coinpared to the company subsidiaires in the 1950s. (See Figures 3, 4 and 5). This diminishment
had followed several years during which the Compagnie des Bananas had become increasingly

passive as a leader and manager of the trade. Some of this passivity was just a prudent response o

the growing importance of the OCB and Cameroonian nationaliss sentiment, More inexplicably,
however, it was a posture that by its very com placency seems to have encouraged the commercial
competition of other sales agents, most notably la Compagnie Fruititre which came to Cameroon
in 1973, In the process, the banana trade was left with a very diffused managerial structure,
several years of declining production, and by 1982, the near-collapse of the trade,
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Figure 5 MANAGERIAL STRUCTURE OF THE CAMERCON BANANA TRADE May 1982
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STAYING OR LEAVING CAMERQOON

Given that the loss of the company's authority had coincided with a general weakening of the
trade and with it the company's overall profits, it is reasonable to ask why the company had
bothered to stay in Camercon. It had been increasingly powerless to improve the situation and
the routine costs of staying where no profits was being made must have been an expense which
the company could less and less afford. Surely there would come a point when it has wiser to
pull out of the trade than to continue to invest in an industry which was slowly rotting away.

In considering whether the company should have pulled out of Cameroon, one is forced to
review again the peculiar structure of the French banana trade. Here the single most important
question had been whether the French banana market would continue to operate as a protected
market for franc-zone fruit. This question was of particular interest to la Compagnic des
Bananes because of its access to dollar-zone fruit through its pareat company, United Brands of
New York. In recent years, the company's most profitable periods in France resulted from the
shortfall of franc-zone bananas due o the hurricanes in the Antilles in 1978-79. At that time, the
company was able to bring in the cheaper dollar-zone fruit, sell it at the high French prices set
by the quota system and show higher than average profits. Pardoxically, therefore, the complete
collapse of Cameroon preduction and the compensating entry of dollar-zone banans could have
had the effect of raising company earnings.

It would be a misinterpretation of affairs, however, 1o Jjudge the company's choices according
to such a simple scenario. Among other factors, it is important to remember that within the
structure of the French banana market, the company was not really able to act alone. Like the
other participants in the French banana market, the company was subject to the decisions of the
Comiité Interprofessionel Bananidre (CIB) which was dominated by representatives of the
Antilles and which attempted to regulate and arbitrate the competing interest of the banana
business. [n that process, one of the principal assumptions of the CIB had been the necessity of
protecting the French market from any non-franc-zone preduce. This policy has been in effect
since the 1930s, was reinforced by the quota system established in the early 1960s, and further
strengthened by the Lomé Conventions of the EEC. Despite increasing pressure within the
European Community to revise the Common Agricultural Policy, and with it the Lomé accords,
there was always considerable doubt whether such pressure would open the French banana
market to foreign fruit. Even with the threatened collapse of the Cameroon trade, it was not at
all clear that the CIB would reformulate this key protective policy, What seemed more likely
was that the Comité would devise new protective mechanisms, or only allow the short-term
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d 1155100 of fomlgll fruit on the aSSU!Ilpthn that after a short transition the franc zone Could
aan

again fulfill the requirements of the entire French market in bananas.

iti i Bananes was considerably more difficult.
T th:t[:zs(’:t::rr:c(:zz (\:\:::1 i]n:\: e1”;305, the United Frui.[ Company's proc}ucc
The com[')a'ny ﬂrs't wcwas excluded from France along with all other non-franc bananas. :Since
o lldatén Am::j: des Bananes had always been dependent on Cameroon, apd even 11;172;1:
e gmp gch of its business has been with Cameroonian bananas. In the early ,
o 293 :;i:c:;tion of the company's earnings tock place. Th.fu effort, however, wasllnol:
somc’ " i cording to a former president of la Compagnie des Bananes, duc.: to a ac
s‘:’s'mmefr;l-clnnt zt:glz(;lc from the New York Office, With only limited diversification mdtt:; .
o708« i f its earnings, an
nch company in 1982 depended on bananas for much o

:::S{;S;;nh:nz:ca high pcrpce:;agc should have come from Cam_e.roon. Thus, unl::: t:;ck(;(;r:z;:z
were allowed to import fruit from the dollar zone, la Compagnie desl Bana‘;::e o ket o

the possibi[ity of developing competitive fruit from Cameroon. As long, X

for that option existed, the company was ll-advised to withdraw.

MANAGING THE BANANA TRADE

1 i €es
What is less certain is whether the United Brands Compa-n){ through la Cor:p:f{::gcﬁj::;of
- he Fyffes Group in London would have been willing to talfc o-n the ! -
orl:‘::ili:l thz banana trade of Cameroon. it was the only large multinational in the ba:an:anana
::itl: cxpirience in Cameroon. If the government of Cameroon dccld:iil ;001;6:: ;g:w]mm
export crop and decided it would be best scrve(id bg thcdmi,r:glzn;::: sbce 0 bgical oy

inations i hich was certain, United Brands -

zu:;l;:c::::::lf;‘::it:::;i;. What is less clear, is whether the company would have decided-to

i erms of an agreement.
accept the assignment and work out the t

There w a] ¥ 1scu llceﬂa. 1€ twhe her I: nce Would or
h ¢re, as haS rﬂddy been d S Sscd, the u inties abou i3 ra
. - gt
.W(Jllld not remain a pfOICthd market and Would or Would not begltl a.dlult'tl“g doll.al-zmlc
- ‘ g ]
is. More than lhaf, ho WEVET, ﬂlc['e existed a stron ple udice within the
ba.naflas onag mgular basis. . ;
New YOrk OffiCC agams[ 111\‘01 vement 1n Afnca, a4 pre_]udlcc Whlcll, rﬁgrct[ably. the compan S
expe &1 d(l done little to dispell. In Ila[t this was Ollly the reaction of an
. ,
. P T1ENce In Cﬂm ‘00N h { . ' ‘
A an company whose prinCIPal EXPCrlcncc had been Clthc[ in the Americas of In ﬂl‘e
meric ' .
Ihillppines. Africa, and the Aﬁ'icdn S[ylc Of bUSlneSS, had bceﬂ alien-to the pa.te_llt COI.“pa"y 5
15tor o 1 n thC ompany that business In
histo Y and instincts. Par[!y bCLaUSE Of lh $ Steal gCﬂCSS, C an feared b
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was forced to pull out of An glophone Cameroon after reunification only confirmed the waorry
that doing business in Africa was too unpredictable to be trusted. More recently, the failure of
the OCB in particuiar to make good use of specialised personnel seconded from United Brands
and its afﬁliu_tcs 10 Cameroon, must have left a Suspicion in company minds that nothing could
be done in Cameroon and that the company was only wasting its time and money in trying to
nded people were not effectively employed, and did
not leave Cameroon with any sense of accomplishment or optitnism, it is more than likely that
the reports they took back to their head offices were such as only to confirm the
in Cameroon could not be trusted, With such a history behind them,
could a company like United Brands have been prepared to invest more heavily in Cameroon
when their more modest contributions has already been ignored? Would the company not have
been wiser to try o expand investments in the Antilles, which are cl
than to gamble heavily in Cameroon?

assist the trade. Moreover, since these seco

fear that affairs
therefore, on what grounds

oser to their own interests,

In fact, since finishing the fieldwork and- write-u
working with the government of Cameroon to
of their strongest bargaining points in achje

p of this research, the company has been
put the trade on a more professional footing. One

ving this hagbeen the agreement of the London
company, Fyffes, to sell Cameroonian frujt in the United Kingdom where the tarift of the

1960s bas been eliminated since the UK joined the European Comimunity. This Fyffes
agreement was arrived at in early 1983 and arranged for the Cameroonian sales in the British
market on the condition that certain aspects of production and management were improved.
Whether such an approach has been capable of actually improving trhe state of the Cameroon
banana trade remains to be seen. What is of interest here is the continued desire of both the
company and the host country 1o negotiate such an agreement at ajl,

CONCLUSIONS

Several broadly instructive points can be drawn from this case study which migh be useful in
undertaking other studies of the same kind, The first is that in making the kinds of choices the
Cameroon banana trade of 1982 had to'face, panticipants -- and most especially the Cameroon
govermment -- were confronted with the task of reconciling commercial and political factors, In
this it is important to note that the increasingly competitive banana market in Europe was forcing
a higher standard of production than Cameroon had yet achieved and had, by the early 1960s
virtually eliminated smallholder participation in the trade. Thus, by the early 1980s, banana
production in' Cameroon was dominated either by parastatal plantation estates or by European
plantation estates. This meant in political terms that the government of Cameroon had to
reconcile the needs of small farmers in the banana zone with the desireability of a state- or
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French-run banana trade as a part of the export economy of Cameroon. An additional political
consideration can also be seen in the role Cameroon production played in the French banana
market quota system. How much, for exampte, would Cameroon's withdrawal from the banana
trade offend French interests, and thereby damage Cameroon's close relationship with France.

The second point to be made is that the nature of the industry or crop -- in this case bananas --
affected the ability of that industry, and hence of any company and government working with it,
to adapt it to the needs of the host country. Bananas, as a fresh fruit, need a high level of
management and cannot be processed. This fact meant, in 1982, that the government was faced
with the choice of subsidising inexperienced Cameroonian management or employing skilled,
but potitically resented, expauiate management. The delicacy of the banana crop also meant, as
did the competitiveness of the European banana market, that smallholder participation was
harder to achieve and maintain on a self-sustaining, economic basis, With a different crop, it
could therefore be argued, a better balance of the commercial and political interests might well
have been achieved. In oil palms or rubber, for example, there was already considerable
Cameroonian management experience and they are both crops which can be grown in nucleus
plantation schemes which adapt well to both commercial and smallholder interests.

The third point to note is that in 1982, most of the participants in the trade were wailing 1o see
what kind of policy towards the banana trade would be develo;jed by the Cameroon
government, Would the government, for example, continue to favour parastatal management,
through the QCB, over private management, through a large multinational or a perhaps a
planters’ committee? Would the government want to continue in the export banana trade at all,
given the inherent difficulties of the crop and its management? Thus, it was the government
which was in a position 1o lay the ground rules for the trade and, in fact, few paniéipams in
1982 were willing to make any serious decisions until those basic parameters had first been
defined.

Finally, it is useful to suggest that in studying the relationship of a multinational company and a
Third World host, the two parties share their volnerability to the commercial and political factors
affecting the trade. Hypothetically, of course, the company is in the position closest to the
commercial requirements of the trade, while the host government should understand best the
political and economic needs of its own people and policies. But the success of any
company/host country relationship will undoubtedly rest not just on each party's defense of its
special territory, but also on the ability of participants to accommodate to the exigencies of each
other's position, since they are, in the end, pressures all participants share.
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What is clear from the whole discussion is that any cam
to be the sum of many inter-

o pany/host country relationship is going
related factors operating in different stren i i

: ! : gths at different periods of
time. What we have tried 1o show here is which of those fact : N
Cameroon banana trade of 1982,

Ors were important in the




i

Proceedings/Contributions

S

Peter Geschiere & Piet Konings (eds)

Conference on the Political Economy of

Cameroon - Historical Perspectives
Leiden, June 1988 -

Colloque sur 'économie politique du

Cameroun - perspectives historiques
Leiden, Juin 1988

Part 1/ Tome |

T —

Research Reports No. 35/ 1989

African Studies Centre Leiden / The Netherlands




