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1. Farming: hard work, little money
Most of the population in Tanzania, ca 80%, live in a reality of farming. In practice this means 
farming by hand, using a hoe, and depending on the rains to water the crops. Farmers typically 
use some of their crop for their own food and sell some in the local market, or sell to middlemen 
who pay very low prices and take the profits themselves. Cash crops for exports tend to be grown 
on large farms, benefiting only a few. Many crops that small farmers can grow and that could be 
exported are bulky or perishable and cheap, so that the prices can't cover the cost of transport. But 
there is a crop that is easy to grow on marginal soil, light, valuable and in increasing demand in 
Europe: organic spices. 

Tanzania grows enough spices for the entire East African region: they are sold on as far as 
Comoros, the DRC and Zambia. Zanzibar is known as 'the Spice Island' and its cuisine reflects the 
Tanzanian spice harvest: cardamon, cinnamon, chili, vanilla, turmeric, ginger, cloves and black 
pepper are delicious to eat and valuable to sell. However, African and Asian traders and 
consumers are looking for cheap spices without necessarily caring about high quality. European 
consumers, on the other hand, are conscious of the effects of their purchases on the  environment, 
their health and the living standards of producers, and are willing to pay more for organic and fair 
trade products. Most spices don't grow in Europe, so they have to be imported. Europeans are 
changing their eating habits and cooking with more spices. 

So wouldn't it be great for African small-scale spice farmers to sell organic spices to Europe? Most 
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What is 'organic'?
According to IFOAM, the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements, "Organic agriculture is 
a production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and people. It relies on ecological 
processes, biodiversity and cycles adapted to local conditions, rather than the use of inputs with adverse 
effects. Organic agriculture combines tradition, innovation and science to benefit the shared environment 
and promote fair relationships and a good quality of life for all involved." 

In practice, there are rigid organic standards for different places and associations, and producers, 
processors and traders all need to be 'certified organic' in order to be considered organic. 



of their products are already organic in the broader sense- simply because artificial fertilisers and 
pesticides are too expensive, and because spices grow quite well without them. Another benefit is 
that the international organic value chain is fairly clear, with only a few companies involved, 
contracts to buy the whole crop and clear rules - whereas the East African spice market is a web of 
different traders, brokers, middlemen and exporters which makes it difficult to know who to sell 
to, at which price. Exporting to Europe makes sense. Or does it?

Sadly, it does not. Between the spice farmer and the European shopper there is a jungle of 
problems that prevent them from trading with each other. 

2. Are tariffs the problem? 
Tariffs - taxes on imports - are the big bad wolf of international trade. The World Trade 
Organisation started life as the 'General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade' and has aimed to reduce 
tariffs worldwide since being founded in 2001. Tanzania is in a good position regarding tariffs: 
Tanzanian imports to the EU should not attract any tariffs. As we will see, compared to the many 
other formal obstacles to imports, tariffs are a minor problem. 

Obstacle 1: organic certification
Tanzanian spices are normally grown without any artificial pesticides and fertilisers: this is a 
basic requirement of organic farming. The reason is that most farmers can't afford fertiliser, and 
spices don't need much. Not many pests attack spices either. 

However, the organic movement comes from a Northern viewpoint that assumes that all 
agriculture is intensive and artificial, and that organic crops are an exception reached after many 
years of efforts to remove artificial pesticides and fertilisers from the growing environment. 
Hence, they have to comply with the EU regulation 834/07 on imports of organic agricultural 
products, ISO22000 on food safety (as well as other import-related requirements). The Swiss IMO 
(Institute of Marketecology) is the main company certifying organic products, but other organic 
labels like KRAV, the Soil Association or Naturland and TANCERT locally can also do it. 

Getting a European inspector to come to Tanzania for the procedure is expensive work: an 
inspection of a group of 520 small farmers cost nearly $5000 in 2008 (annex 3, 'Experiences with 
EPOPA', 2008). Payments are needed for both inspections of producers and processors, for the 
certification, and for the accommodation and transport of the inspector. Although Tanzanian 
inspectors from TANCERT can perform some of these inspection services at less than half the cost 
of IMO, the certification for export purposes still has to come from IMO at a cost ranging from 160-
830 euros.  
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European organic standards involve things like a quarantine period of many years during 
which the farmer cannot add any artificial inputs, but is still not allowed to call their products 
organic and safety margins between organic fields and those of conventional crops (so that the 
sprays on the conventional crops don't contaminate neighbouring organics). To ensure that there 
is a margin, detailed maps of the organic fields and their neighbouring fields are needed. This, and 
the other requirements of organic certification, means that farmers who try to sell 'organic' 
products have to go through an enormous, expensive and labour-intensive bureaucracy just to 
prove that their spices are, indeed, organic. The process is so cumbersome that the Swedish 
government ran a project for ten years, EPOPA, simply to help East African farmers get organic 
certification. They estimated that their field officers spent 70-90% of their time just helping 
farmers to fulfil certification requirements, instead of training them on organic farming methods 
(Experiences with Certification in EPOPA, p. 28). 

Usually a spice trading firm organises the certification for groups of farmers. This makes it 
easier for a farmer to become certified and hence to sell to Europe - but it also ties them to that 
trader: the company, not the farmer, owns the certification. To make things worse, there is a 
tendency in Europe  to impose stricter organic standards on 'foreign' farmers than on EU farmers - 
a practice that is illegal under the WTO. 
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TAZOP spice mixes: certified organic by TANCERT.



There are other costs that make it more expensive to produce certified organic spices. Land 
has to be cleared by hand, as opposed to by burning. Farmers need to keep back some produce for 
seeds - treated, shop-bought seeds are not allowed. Because organic production does not allow 
artificial fertilisers or pesticides, it takes labour and time to make compost and your own 
pesticides; on the other hand this is cheaper and better for the health and environment. Organic 
spices need special (simple) equipment for drying and post-harvest processing, which means 
another investment. (Akyoo & Lazaro pp.22-23) 
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Dried ginger from Upendo development group: TANCERT 
organic certification is too expensive.

Example from Upendo Development Group
Upendo Development Group is a group of 30 women in Kisarawe who produce organically grown spices and 
dried fruit and vegetables. They want to get their products certified as organic, but even the Tanzanian 
certification from TANCERT is beyond their reach. Mrs Lydia Jacob, the chair of Upendo, says: "We use guano 
from bats as fertiliser and no chemical inputs, so it's all organic. The people from TANCERT came to visit and 
told us that the inspections would cost 4 million shillings." (ca 2000 euro). When a jar of ground ginger sells 
for 3000TSH or 1.5 euro, it is understandable that the certification price is out of reach. 



Do farmers get higher prices for organic spices? Not always. The East African market prices 
are sometimes higher than those for the EU. On the other hand, a relationship with an organic 
trader means a regular, reliable income. The other benefits are to the farmers' health and to the 
land and environment. 

Obstacle 2: Safety standards. 
It is very important that food is safe, and the EU follows strict safety standards, generally called 
Sanitary and Phytosanitary Safety Standards, referring to chemical and bacterial contamination 
(known as SPSS for short). In addition to requiring the organic certification, organic spices are 
tested for five parameters: aflatoxins, heavy metals, Minimum Residue Levels of pesticides, 
artificial additives, and pathogens (especially salmonella). There are good reasons for these tests. 
Most non-organic spices that are sold for African markets are dried on the ground under risk of 
growing mold, which can be a poisonous aflatoxin. There is no regulation for non-organic spices, 
so organic spice farmers need to give up working time to attend training courses on safety and to 
invest more time, care and equipment in post-harvest processing. 

At the moment there are no accredited Tanzanian laboratories for testing for these 
parameters. This means that anyone wanting to export Tanzanian spices needs to send samples 
to European laboratories. Understandably, this adds to the cost of selling to Europe. 

All of these fees - IMO inspection and certification, standards testing, organic agriculture 
and certification training, processing and transport - need to be deducted before farmers can be 
paid. There is often not much left to pay as an 'organic premium'. 

Obstacle 3: Reliance on European business partners
Few companies are big and well-organised enough to deal with all the paperwork described 
above - yet it is a precondition for selling in Europe. Some coffee cooperatives in Tanzania are big 
enough to join fairtrade or organic value chains by themselves, but in the spice sector there are 
still no companies who can do so. Hence, Tanzanian organic spice companies rely on European 
partner companies to take care of the European standards testing and certification, permits and 
marketing. 

This works best with a close, well-known parter. It is said that one Zanzibari organic spice 
company was cheated by their German partner organisation and collapsed: for a small company 
in Africa, there is almost no way to get justice in the courts in cases such as these. Tanzanian spice 
companies are hence part of international firms, which is not an option for small farmers. Small 
farmers can join the organic spice value chain as contract farmers.
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TAZOP example: trading as part of a European firm

TAZOP, Tanzania Zanzibar Organic Producers Ltd, is the main Tanzanian organic spice company with 239 
contract farmers. They deal with orange and lemon peel, pepper, lemongrass and ginger in Tanga, and 
cinnamon from Kinole village in Morogoro. TAZOP also sells ready-packed spice mixes  in Tanzania, and retail 
and wholesale spices to Europe. They work in partnership with the Swiss firm Zanzibar-Spice, which owns 
49% of TAZOP. Zanzibar-Spice takes care of the marketing of the spices in Europe, which includes organic 
certification under the European standard EN 45011. They also think of the best design for the spice 
packages, including printing the labels, and deal with importers who want to sell these spices in European 
supermarkets. 

At the moment TAZOP's spices are shipped to Europe in raw form, where they are packed by hand by 
European workers. If TAZOP and Zanzibar-Spice want to grind and pack the spices in Tanzania, giving jobs to 
Tanzanians and importing a more valuable product into Europe, they have to pay import tax in Europe 
unless they manage the paperwork to demonstrate that they qualify under the Everything But Arms (EBA) 
scheme. In order to benefit from the EBA scheme, TAZOP or its partners have to complete a  Movement 
Certificate, Certificate of Origin form, and an Invoice Declaration to ensure that the imports are actually from 
Tanzania, and not some other country that does not benefit from EBA. This is known as 'Rules of Origin': the 
whole of the product has to come from countries that belong to EBA, otherwise tariffs are charged on the 
parts that don't - this is often the case of packaging, for example. 

In the case of TAZOP, something has gone wrong with the paperwork, and it has not been able to 
demonstrate that it should benefit from EBA. As such, it pays tariffs as a 'third country'. In this case, the tariff 
on raw spices is zero, but for ground chili it is 5% and for ground pepper, 4%. 

Despite the tariff, TAZOP intends to start processing and packing its spices in Tanzania. In the raw spices 
market, Tanzania competes with giants like China, India and Indonesia who can produce enormous 
quantities of spices at a cheap price. Tanzania's selling point is reliable, consistent quality. 

So, although the Everything But Arms agreement says that any product from a Least Developed Country 
like Tanzania can enter the EU without tariffs, in practice it is too complex for this local firm to benefit, even 
with the help of their European investors and partners. European processors benefit from this. 



Obstacle 4: Local production bottlenecks
In the TAZOP/Zanzibar-Spice partnership, TAZOP takes care of production. This means contracting 
farmers to produce spices, arranging their organic certification, and buying and storing the ripe 
spices. Khamis Mohammed, the Managing Director of TAZOP, acknowledges that it is difficult to 
get enough spices together: "Our quality is well accepted, but quantity is a problem. Most of time 
we are not fulfilling orders." This is partly because of general farming problems in Tanzania: 
farmers can't get loans from the bank (except at sky-high interest rates), so they can't invest in 
improving their farms. Also, spice trees like cinnamon and cardamon take 3-5 years to mature, 
which is too long for most people (including investors) to wait for results. This means that the 
risks are high, especially in terms of investing in machinery/capital. Sales volumes are low, fixed 
costs are high. 
 
Obstacle/ opportunity 5: Competition with local spice demand
However, there is another important dynamic at play: competition with the local, East African, 
spice trade. In Tanzania, TAZOP organises training in organic methods to the farmers, internal 
inspections, external inspections and certification. Running these processes costs around 14,000 
euro a year - after which they might not get any spices to deliver. 
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TAZOP spices at a trade fair in Germany. Photo courtesy of Mr. Khamis Mohammed.



Tanzanian organically certified and 'standard' spices are pretty much similar. And the prices 
of spices in Africa fluctuate a lot. In some years, the East African prices of spices are higher than 
the prices in Europe - and in East Africa, none of the procedures and bureaucracy of the EU 
markets are needed. At the time of writing, cardamon is in such high demand that there is none 
to be had - traders have snapped up all the cardamon from places like Kinole in Morogoro region. 
(MVIWATA interview 5.7.11). In 2010, the price of ginger rose so high that "you could get the same 
price for fresh ginger as for dried" (TAZOP interview 11.7.11). That year, traders from Uganda, the 
DRC and north Tanzania arrived in Tanga and bought 70,000 tons of ginger from one village - 
from farmers who had a contract to sell their certified organic ginger to TAZOP. Because TAZOP 
had drawn up the contracts in advance, estimating a price, the actual price was considerably 
higher and the farmers, understandably, sold to the other traders. "We bought zero kilos. We still 
had to pay a penalty to the importer for breaking the contract, $50,000. But the growers are free to 
sell to whoever they want, and we can't raise our prices any more after signing the contracts. But 
in terms of poverty reduction, it was great. That village has corrugated iron roofs everywhere 
now." This also demands a lot from the trading relationship. At the moment, the Swiss and 
Tanzanian directors are starting closer cooperation, with visits in order to know more about the 
production when negotiating new contracts in Europe. 

Meanwhile, the Tanzanian market is developing - there are new spice marketing strategies 
being planned, a support package to revitalise and brand the cloves industry, and now Tanzanian 
packaged products can get their local bar codes. 

3. Is it worth it? 
The best possible trade treaty for African producers is in force at the moment: Everything But 
Arms, Least Developed Countries like Tanzania can export as much as they want of anything 
(except arms) to the EU without paying tariffs. But even this scheme involves lots of complications 
that can overwhelm LDC exporters. 

There is a conflict in the spice trade between the local East African region and the EU. In 
theory, the EU should be the better export destination: high prices, lots of consumers, reliable 
supply chains, better health for workers and the soil - and higher incomes for farmers. However, 
the demands for exporting to the EU are so high and complicated that they negate most of the 
potential benefits, at least until Tanzania's institutional food safety structures and agribusiness 
climate improve. In the words of researcher Dr. Adam Akyoo at Sokoine Agricultural University: 
"Sometimes I just want to say, stop this madness!" Locally, formal standards are lower, there are 
informal cross-border trade arrangements, and a more fluid market. At times prices are also 
higher, making it more lucrative. Here EU protectionism loses out against local free trade. 

In reality, international trade with the European Union promises much but delivers little for 
Tanzanian organic spice traders because of the European non-tariff barriers, weak support for 
enterprise in Tanzania, and competition from the vibrant local market. It may be a viable option 
for a few specific companies, but not as a development strategy for the majority of spice farmers. 
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