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When the century turned in 2000, West 
Africa, source of more than half of the 
world’s cacao, was declining in its yield. 
Set with civil unrest, the region was 
also exposed by the media for child and 
trafficked labor in cocoa farming. Its 
supply fell short against the usual demand 
of North America, Europe and Japan, 
and the emerging markets from Asian 
economies like China and India.

After all, more than its dark and decadent 
taste, chocolate reduces the risk of stroke 
and heart attacks.  As pointed out in a study 
made by Cornell University, chocolate is 
also a powerful anti-oxidant that is twice 
more effective than red wine, and thrice 
more helpful than green tea. 

With chocolate consumption exceeding 
the world’s cacao supply, CNN then 
quoted the Ghana-based Nature 
Conservation Research Council (NCRC), 
which predicted that by 2020, chocolate 
will be like caviar: so rare that only a few 
people will be able to afford it.  

To buck this prediction, chocolate 

producers began looking for new sources 
of cacao, and consequently, ways to 
sustain their supply. Mars, a $30 billion 
US company that holds one of the biggest 
consolidated global confectioneries today, 
chose the Philippines, which already had 
hundreds of years of experience in cacao-
planting, when the Spaniards introduced 
it in 1640.

The choice further led the company to 
Mindanao, which, according to newspaper, 
Business Mirror, grows 80 percent of cacao 
trees in the country, 70 percent of which 
comes from Davao del Norte, Davao del 
Sur and Davao Oriental.  Collectively, they 
form the Davao Region, which might as 
well be known as the country’s “chocolate 
hub”, a lesser known nickname, compared 
with the region’s popularity as the country’s 
“abundant fruit basket”.
 

Davao, Philippines as an 
emerging source of cacao
As there was no single plantation in Davao 
that could supply Mars’ requirements, 
the conglomerate in 2007 asked Charita 
Puentespina to consolidate cacao harvests 

of local growers and ferment them.   
Puentespina is the influential cacao grower 
who is also known for establishing the 
iconic Puentespina Orchids and Tropic 
Plants in Davao City.

For Mars, Puentespina was also a familiar 
ally, as a fellow member of the ACDI/
VOCA’s Sustainable Cocoa Enterprise 
Solutions to Smallholders (SUCCESS) 
Alliance Program, which previously had 
been holding the Farmer Field School, 
which advocated massive cacao planting in 
Davao.

Mars then gave Puentespina three years 
to meet its requirements. The time would 
allow her to establish the Mars Cocoa 
Development Center (MCDC) in her 
farm compound in Malagos.  Through the 
MCDC, farmers learned about Mars’ years 
of experience in sustaining the production 
of the cocoa beans in the Asia Pacific 
region, Papua New Guinea, and West 
Africa.   More than 3,000 farmers were 
trained by the center, with most of them 
graduates of the Farmer Field School.
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As world chocolate producers are racing against 
the threat of a cocoa crisis, Davao is emerging as a 
good source of cacao.  For Filipinos at home and 

abroad, the cacao is also coming out as a good 
source of income. Davao local Liza Lacuesta tells 

us what’s brewing down south.


