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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to our very first cacao Sourcing Report. Here, you will find an overview of every 
partner and every source we purchased beans from in 2014. I consider each bar we make 

to be a collaboration between cacao producers and Dandelion Chocolate, and our company 
would not exist without those producers. We wrote this report to offer clarity around who we 
work with, why we work with them, and what we appreciate most in these relationships. This 
is part of a larger effort to help our customers feel as connected to our partners as possible. 
You will also find up-to-date information about our current beans at any time in the “Beans” 
section of our website, and if you’re really looking to get close to the source, we lead trips to 
origin a few times a year. 

The whole of 2014 was a great year for cacao at 
Dandelion! As Dandelion grew, so did our ability 
to work with cacao producers. We continued our re-
lationships with a number of partners such as Maya 
Mountain Cacao Ltd. in Belize, and Bertil Akesson 
in Madagascar. We started working with a few others 
like Öko-Caribe in the Dominican Republic and 
Kokoa Kamili in Tanzania. We visited Camino Verde 
in Ecuador for the first time and were blown away 
with the care and detail that Vicente Norero puts 
into growing and fermenting his beans. We brought 
a group to Belize on Chocolate 301 where they saw 
Xibun River Estate (formerly known as Hummingbird 
Hershey), a 30-year-old cacao farm that’s being re-
conditioned to dramatically improve the quantity 
of quality cacao produced in Belize. I visited Reserva 
Zorzal and Öko-Caribe in the Dominican Republic 
for the first time and discussed partnering on a project 
to help with seedling selection. I took exploratory trips 
to Samoa, Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and Colombia to 
understand the state of the cacao industry and look 
for new partners. All the while we used over 20 metric 
tonnes of cacao throughout the year and had enough 
cacao in storage so we didn’t need to scramble in 
order to continue making chocolate (which happened 
frequently in 2013). 

In 2015, we’ll continue to connect and reconnect 
with our partners at origin; we’ll also begin a few 
experiments, and launch a number of new chocolate 
bars using the cacao we secured last year. This summer 
I’ll be heading to Tanzania to meet with our new 
partners, Simran and Brian from Kokoa Kamili, and 
to see their operation in person. In the fall, we’ll be 
leading our first ever Chocolate 303 trip to Camino 
Verde in Ecuador and heading back to Madagascar 
for the first time in two years—this time to lay the 
groundwork for what might be Chocolate 304. Finally, 
we hope to do a few more exploratory trips to meet 
more producers and see what’s happening in places we 
haven’t worked before, we’ll keep you updated on that 
progress in our blog. 

This past year felt like a big jump for Dandelion; I was 
excited by how much we accomplished but also driven 
by the need to constantly improve. In the beginning, 
we mostly worked with well-established producers who 
had been perfecting their cacao for years. Now, we’ve 
been making chocolate and working with cacao long 
enough that we can spend more time improving the 
state of cacao in the world through providing technical 
assistance, starting new projects, and helping to connect 
newer producers with newer chocolate makers which 
empowers them both to expand their businesses. This 
report was partially inspired by Alex Whitmore of Taza 
Chocolate who has helped to lead the charge towards 
building direct trade models with cacao producers, 
setting the bar high with his open and straightforward 
approach. At the moment, chocolate makers have a 
great opportunity to help move the industry along at 
an interesting and crucial time in its growth. We are 
trying our best to live up to that and find ways that we 
are uniquely suited to helping the industry. 

You can reach us at beans@dandelionchocolate.com 
and we’ll do our best to answer any questions! 

— Greg D’Alesandre 
chocolate sourcerer 

Credit: Cameron Ring

Credit: Molly Gore



Alice learns to harvest cacao during a trip in 2011.  
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While bean genetics, fermentation, and environment play integral roles in the flavor 
development of cacao, drying can make a significant impact on a bean’s final flavor. 

The beans we buy from Madagascar represent the effects of this process beautifully.   
 Cacao beans are fermented in their own pulp—a thick, tart, and sugary liquid called 
mucilage, and often referred to as “miel” for its honeylike consistency. Fermentation typically 
begins immediately following harvest, in one of two ways—either piled high and wrapped in 
banana leaves (“heap fermentation”), or graduated through a series of boxes over five to seven 
days. In either case, the beans are turned every couple of days to facilitate both aerobic and 
anaerobic bacterial activity.

In the process, ambient yeasts convert the sugars 
of the pulp into ethanol and carbon dioxide, while 
lactic acid bacteria utilize the anaerobic environment 
to convert the alcohol into lactic acid. Eventually, 
as the yeasts die off and the beans are continually 
turned and aerated, aerobic conditions increase and 
acetic acid halts the development of lactic acid. The 
acids penetrate the bean, lower its pH, and help to 
break down the cell walls. This encourages enzymatic 
activity, oxidation, and the conversion of proteins 
into amino acids—producing aromatic compounds 
that contribute to the development of the cacao’s 
flavor. Fermentation also serves to arrest the growth 
and life of the beans, which cannot survive in the 
hot, alcoholic, and acidic environment created by 
the microbes. Acetic acid occurs in all cacao fermen-
tation, but it plays a slightly more important role in 
the final product from Madagascar. 

At the end of 2011, Cam and Alice visited the 2000 
hectare Akesson farm in Madagascar. With Bertil, 
the farm’s owner, they decided on one of the farm’s 
unique styles of drying that retains more acidity, 
resulting in a final product that holds a strong and 
fruity punch. The fruitiness of Akesson’s beans is 
partly a product of the oft-flooded, lush valley from 
which they come, but also from the drying process 
that is quicker and hotter than most. Beneath the 
blazing Madagascar sun, the beans are dried on 
concrete—too quickly to let much acetic acid 
dissipate. In the end, we choose to roast these beans 

lightly, and refine them for the least amount of time 
possible in order to preserve their citrusy, fruit-for-
ward character. 

Madagascar is now a mainstay for many bean-to-bar 
chocolate makers, but it wasn’t always that way. The 
trademark acidity that we love so much was, for a 
long time, considered undesirable because it strayed 
too far from the classic, one-note chocolatey flavor 
that the world had come to know. As such, it sold 
quite cheaply at market. Bertil was one of the first to 
capitalize on this difference, and he worked hard to 
produce a balanced and unique cacao that eventually 
caught the attention of larger specialty chocolate 
makers. The first container of beans that we ever 
bought came from Bertil, and his cacao has remained 
one of our stalwart favorites ever since. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Akesson Farm

REGION:  
Ambanja, Diana region

COUNTRY:  
Madagascar

SOURCE TYPE:  
Farm

BEANS:  
Grown and fermented  
on farm

FERMENTATION STYLE:  
On-site, 4-tier box 
system over six days

TASTING NOTES:  
Lemon, nuts

AMBANJA, MADAGASCAR

Credit: Cameron Ring

METRIC  TONS



Vicente Norero opens a cacao pod on his 500-hectare banana and cacao farm.   
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CAMINO VERDE, ECUADOR Camino Verde cacao comes from a farm and fermentary in Balao, a town in the Guayas 
province of southern Ecuador where Vicente Norero employs a rigorous but artistic 

approach to experimental processing. In lieu of fermenting cacao beans in their own pulp—
as it’s traditionally done—Vicente drains and reintroduces a measured quantity of the “miel,” 
or pulp, alongside a carefully curated cocktail of effective microorganisms comprised mostly 
of anaerobic yeasts and bacteria. Inoculation itself is unusual, but the extraordinary level of 
control and creativity that characterize Norero’s process is what excites us most about this 
cacao. This methodical approach to fermentation enables him to consistently reproduce his fer-
mentation results, while also allowing him to conduct controlled experiments and continually 
evaluate and improve his processes. There is a reason Vicente is more often known as “El 
Profesor” on the farm than by his own name.

The cacao plants on Vicente’s 500-hectare farm are 
separated into plots by genotype and phenotype; 
that is, based on characteristics such as flavor and 
appearance. Because different types of cacao have 
different flavor profiles (fruity, floral, spicy and 
chocolatey notes are already detectable in the fresh 
cacao beans), knowing exactly which kinds of cacao 
are grown in each plot allows Vicente to adjust for 
flavor from the very outset. 

In 2014, we received Camino Verde beans with 
two different fermentation profiles: one which 
brings out rich and intensely chocolatey flavors in 
the cacao, and another which highlights the fruity 
notes of the beans instead. Vicente is at the fore of 
a modernizing mission, but his work is also deeply 
rooted in Ecuador’s history of cacao production. 
Until the early 20th century, Ecuador was the home 
of a prized and pure heirloom variety of cacao in 
the Forastero family: Arriba Nacional. About fifty 
years ago, an Ecuadorian agronomist—Humero U. 
Castro—designed a new variety of hardier, more 
productive cacao: CCN-51 (the fifty-first attempt in 
a series of genetic crosses). The breed produced larger, 
denser pods, was self-pollinating, and withstood 
threats of disease better than other varieties—
including Arriba Nacional. A high yield and robust 
composition gave farmers more financial security, 

and CCN-51 quickly became a widespread cultivar, 
displacing a good deal of Ecuadorian heirloom 
cacao and resulting in the extinction of pure Arriba 
Nacional. 

While Vicente grows CCN-51, he also keeps a 
plot of land devoted to cultivating a new variety of 
Nacional, showcasing to other Ecuadorian farmers 
that heirloom varieties are easy enough to cultivate. 
Vicente blends the harvest from this plot with other 
cacao to create a unique and balanced flavor profile. 

The Camino Verde farm maintains an attitude of 
social responsibility towards its employees, providing 
additional training as well as housing, recreation, 
and medical services. The employees at Camino 
Verde are not only highly knowledgeable about their 
crops, but they also take pride in their work and are 
treated with a high level of respect from managers 
and coworkers alike. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Camino Verde

REGION:  
Balao, Guayas Province

COUNTRY:  
Ecuador

SOURCE TYPE:  
Single estate farm 
and fermentary

BEANS:  
Grown and fermented  
on farm

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
On-site, using inoculation

TASTING NOTES:  
Brownies, nuts, caramel

Credit: Greg D’Alesandre

METRIC  TONS



Greg and Adriano De Jesus Rodriguez with a Reserva Zorzal jute bag in front of one of Öko-Caribe’s drying decks. 
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These beans come from a fermentary, Öko-Caribe, near the city of San Francisco de Macorís 
in the Cibao region of the Dominican Republic. Öko-Caribe was started in 2006 by two 

cacao production veterans, Gualberto Acebey Torrejon and Adriano De Jesus Rodriguez.  
 Formerly técnicos, or technical advisors who help to educate farmers on effective 
farming practices, Gualberto and Adriano left the largest Fair Trade Certified co-op in the 
world to begin their own small venture striving to raise quality standards and connect small 
farmers to specialty chocolate makers in Europe and the Unites States. Öko-Caribe is devoted 
to environmentally sound and socially responsible practices, and upholds stringent quality 
standards that make for consistently delicious cacao.

Öko-Caribe buys wet beans from a wide variety of 
farmers, and employs a slightly longer fermentation 
process than is typical, graduating beans through a 
series of four boxes over a period of six days. Fermen-
tation is a precise process which requires injecting 
oxygen into the bean piles by turning them at critical 
points in order to catalyze the activity of certain 
bacteria at a certain time. The folks at Oko-Caribe 
take particular care in their methods, and process both 
organic and conventional beans using two separate 
fermentation sets. 

When fermentation is complete, the fermentary uses 
a two-stage drying method, beginning the beans on a 
mesh screen to maximize airflow, and finishing them 
on a hotter, concrete surface that helps burn off the 
moisture until it’s between 7% and 9%. 

Until recently, drying under the sun was standard 
practice in the Dominican Republic. The rainy 
season gave over to a reliable cluster of dry months 
that made drying outside easy. Over the last few years, 
the climate has started to change. Now, short bouts 
of rain interrupt the dry season, forcing producers 
to use heat by fire as a solution. In these cases, the 
beans take up a smokey flavor from the burning wood. 
Drying by fire is still a rare and desperate measure but 
increasingly necessary. 

Öko-Caribe only began exporting to the United 
States about three years ago, until which point it 

had sold primarily to Japan and Europe. Now, the 
operation exports about 200 metric tons a year. A large 
percentage of Dominican cacao comes from the Cibao 
region, but the folks at Öko-Caribe are particularly 
technical and careful in their approach. 

A large percentage of Dominican cacao comes from 
the Cibao region, but the folks at Öko-Caribe are 
particularly technical and careful in their approach.
The fermentary staff has even found a way to ferment 
small batches inside larger batches of beans using 
permeable bags. 

Recently, Charles Kerchner of Kerchner Artisan 
Chocolate introduced us to a new Dominican project 
he started called Reserva Zorzal. The project aims to 
protect the nesting ground and sanctuary for Bicknell’s 
Thrush (an endangered species of bird that migrates 
between the U.S. and the Dominican Republic). Bird 
sanctuaries typically rely on public funds, but that 
can be a precarious model. Instead, Reserva Zorzal 
grows cacao on a small portion of the sanctuary in 
order to raise money for growing and protecting the 
reserve. We are working with Charles on a number of 
experiments to determine the best varietals for Zorzal 
to work with in the future and eventually for us to use 
in making chocolate.

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Öko-Caribe

REGION:  
Cibao, Duarte Province

COUNTRY:  
Dominican Republic

SOURCE TYPE:  
Fermentary

BEANS:  
Purchased (wet) from 
165+ producers

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Centralized, 4-tier box system

TASTING NOTES:  
Roasted peanuts, honey, 
and subtle cherry

ÖKO-CARIBE, DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

Credit: Greg D’Alesandre

METRIC  TONS



Lisa, Becky, and Greg walk through Maya Mountain’s new agroforestry demonstration farm.
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Maya Mountain Cacao was founded in 2010 by Alex Whitmore, Jeff Pzena, Emily Stone, and 
Gabriel Pop. As the founder of Taza Chocolate, Alex was keenly interested in the potential 

of Belize as a hotbed for premium cacao, and Jeff was running Cotton Tree Lodge—an eco-lodge 
embedded in the country’s most productive cacao-growing region. As a lifelong cacao farmer, 
Gabriel Pop grew up among the cacao and producers of southern Belize. Together with Emily, 
the team saw an opportunity to develop a more farmer-friendly market, leveraging high quality 
cacao to prevent deforestation and improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers. 

Traditionally, cacao farmers in Belize grow, ferment, dry, and 
transport their own cacao to market. In the end, the lots 
are variable, and farmers hold the risk of producing cacao 
they are unable to sell if it has been improperly fermented 
or dried. If it can be sold, it will likely fetch little more than 
the world market price. 

Maya Mountain Cacao (MMC) developed a new model 
that alleviates the pressure and instability of the market, si-
multaneously incentivizing sustainable farming techniques 
and encouraging a more robust and resilient local cacao 
economy. To curb the financial risk farmers usually incur 
by renting trucks to transport cacao, MMC picks up 
unfermented wet beans from farmers. For the farmer, this 
means less work and more money because MMC pays a 
premium price. All the beans are then fermented and 
dried by a small staff at the “cacao house”—the fermenting 
facility adjacent to Cotton Tree Lodge—where beans are 
rotated through a 3-tier box system and closely monitored 
for five to seven days, after which they are raked across 
solar driers under indirect sunlight or spilled across an 
open-air drying patio. Because the Belizean climate can be 
wet and unpredictable, solar dryers with plastic siding are 
the best means of drying properly. After drying, beans are 
then sorted by hand—sifting out cracked, sprouted, and  
damaged beans. 

Centralized processing has many upsides, not least of 
which is the ability to conduct intensive studies around 
the best processing techniques, ensuring better cacao that 
sells at a higher price. The eventual influx of this money 
trickles straight back down to the farmer, incentivizing 
him to produce the highest quality cacao. MMC also offers 
pre-harvest microcredit loans, as well as technical support 
in order to ensure that quality and sustainability standards 
are met. Additionally, MMC’s higher price standards have 

forced competitors to raise their own price floors, bolstering 
the entire region’s cacao farming community. Generally, 
increased income for farmers shows up as school tuition 
for their children, home improvements, and the resources 
to further develop their farms. 

MMC works with over 300 farmers, most of whom are 
Q’eqchi’ and Mopan Maya, spread throughout communities 
in the foothills of the Maya Mountains. Cacao is currently 
the main cash crop in rural Mayan households, and often 
the only source of income. Economically, cacao is integral 
to the survival of the region, but it is also deeply embedded 
in the cultural history of the Maya, who were the first to 
domesticate it for commercial and cultural purposes. 
Beyond having great cultural import and significant impact 
on the collective income of a region, cacao is particularly 
vital as a driver of economic development because it grows 
best in the shade, organically, thriving in diversified agro-
forestry systems that mimic the ecosystem services of forests 
as they naturally exist. In the end, this effectively provides a 
sustainable habitat that protects water quality, conserves soil 
fertility, stores carbon, and even generates rainfall. 

Ultimately, MMC is leveraging the power of direct rela-
tionships and consistent innovation to shorten supply 
chains, increase transparency, and catalyze social impact 
and stewardship of the land. 

We’ve been working closely with Emily Stone ever since we 
met during Taza Chocolate Week in 2012, and usually visit 
a few times a year—continually inspired by the work that 
Maya Mountain is doing to reinvigorate Belizean cacao in an 
economically sustainable way. In 2014, our own wholesale 
manager Maya Granit became the managing director of 
MMC, and Emily began to concentrate on a new export 
project in Guatemala—Cacao Verapaz.

SOURCE:  
Maya Mountain Cacao Ltd.

REGION:  
Punta Gorda, Toledo District

COUNTRY:  
Belize

SOURCE TYPE:  
Fermentary and  
social enterprise

BEANS:  
Purchased (wet) from 
300+ farmers

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Centralized, 3-tier box system

TASTING NOTES:  
Green grape, pineapple, honey

MAYA MOUNTAIN, BELIZE

Credit: Jenna Nicolas

METRIC  TONS



Eulalia, a co-founder of the Flor de Mantuano cooperative, rakes beans over concrete to dry.  
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Until a few years ago, Mantuano was a foreign name to chocolate makers. The small town 
in northern Venezuela produced very little cacao, and what it did produce was tradi-

tionally mixed in with other regional lots and sold to large buyers. In 2008, a few women 
from Mantuano took a two hour bus ride to a local NGO that provided support for cacao 
farmers, organized themselves under the NGO, and received government financing to build 
out facilities for chocolate making and cacao fermentation in their village. In 2010, Patrick 
Pineda—founder of the cacao exporter and tea company Tisano—saw potential in the new 
project, and helped to finance the completion of drying patios, fermenting boxes, and tools. 
The company began to send technical support for fermentation, and in 2010, exported the 
first lot. So far, the results have been stunning. In 2013, Greg and Caitlin visited Mantuano 
and met the women who run the cooperative as they were working on a variety of projects to 
improve quality and consistency. 

Coperativa Flor de Mantuano is composed of six 
members from three families, a group that runs the 
fermenting, drying, bean purchasing, and quality 
control. They source from ten families in the village, 
including their own. The average farm ranges in size 
from two to five hectares, and most of the village is 
within a 15-minute walk of the co-op. 

Mantuano has the capacity to export up to ten metric 
tons a year, but the real number hovers somewhere 
around 6.4 metric tonnes because day laborers are 
scarce in the small town, making the processes of 
pruning, harvesting, and replanting much slower. 

In 2012, we purchased our first beans from Mantuano, 
and made the first single origin bar to come from that 
village. We were smitten, immediately, with the bright 
cinnamon notes and the warm, classic chocolate flavor 
redolent of perfect brownies. It quickly became a 
stalwart favorite inside and outside the factory, and 
we’re thrilled to have these beans again. In 2014, we 
bought beans from the newest harvest, but shipping 
them turned out to be much more difficult than 
we anticipated, thanks to some political unrest in 
Venezuela. Eventually, we opted to airfreight the cacao, 
and this winter it finally began making its way through 
production and onto shelves. Everything we loved 

about last harvest shows up even more brightly in 
this harvest—clear, distinct cinnamon notes, a warm 
suggestion of gingerbread, and that classic chocolate 
note that we came to love the first time. 

Mantuano is a notable project, not least because 
of the consistently high quality cacao it produces. 
The women who run the cooperative have made 
remarkable, inspiring strides to elevate Mantuano 
from a small Venezuelan town that rarely appears on 
a standard map to a place known by name and taste. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Coperativa Flor de Mantuano

REGION:  
Carabobo Province

COUNTRY:  
Venezuela

SOURCE TYPE:  
Women-run cooperative

BEANS:  
Grown, fermented, and dried 
by cooperative members

FERMENTATION STYLE:  
Varied

TASTING NOTES:  
Cinnamon, gingerbread, 
espresso

MANTUANO, VENEZUELA

Credit: Caitlin Lacey

METRIC  TONS



David Sanga, one of Kokoa Kamili’s most productive farmers, harvests cacao.  
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Despite the interesting genetics of its trees and a tremendously hospitable growing 
environment, Tanzania has long flown under the radar of specialty chocolate makers. 

Introduced to the country by German colonialists in the 1880s, cacao followed the classic 
growth pattern of an agricultural commodity—bred for yield, not quality. Large conglom-
erate buyers consumed the great majority of cacao—and still do—prioritizing low prices 
over high quality. Typically, farmers are still responsible for fermenting and drying their own 
beans, sometimes without technical support or adequate equipment. In the end, this risks 
an inconsistent, low quality product that can fetch little more than the world market price. 
In a word, Tanzania cacao is hardly reaching its potential. Thanks to social enterprises and 
companies like Kokoa Kamili, there is a glimmer of change. 

A couple of years ago, Simran Bindra and Brian 
LoBue saw an opportunity. Both deeply entrenched 
in development work in Africa, the two recognized a 
way to sustainably improve livelihoods in Tanzania’s 
rural reaches by concentrating on quality cacao. To 
actualize the dream, Bindra and LoBue convened with 
villages and chiefs around the Kilombero District in 
central Tanzania to pitch a new business. Ten hours 
outside of Dar Es Salaam by car, 55 kilometers 
from the closest town, and 150 kilometers from the 
closest tar road, the pair set up the headquarters of  
Kokoa Kamili. 

To convert a defunct bar and wedding hall into the 
fermentary they needed, Bindra and LoBue poured 
a cement floor, installed a fence and fermentation 
lines, and hired a local carpenter to build fermenta-
tion boxes and 160 drying tables. 

Kokoa Kamili buys wet cacao—freshly harvested 
and pulled from the pod the same morning—from 
its neighbors, purchasing 95% of beans from 
farmers within a 15-kilometer radius. If farmers 
have two 20-liter buckets of beans or more, Kokoa 
Kamili will pick them up for free. This past harvest 
season, between June and November, Kokoa Kamili 
sourced from 1,519 farmers. By maintaining rigorous 
quality standards and centralizing fermentation, 
Kokoa Kamili controls the price it can fetch for 
the cacao, garnering a premium that trickles down 

to the producers from which it buys. In the end,  
everybody wins. 

Of the 8,000 metric tonnes that Tanzania exports 
annually, Kokoa Kamili is responsible for 43. It’s a 
small drop in the bucket, but Kokoa Kamili’s impact 
is rippling further than the numbers imply. 

When farmers in a region get paid more, it can impact 
the entire country’s industry. Last year, Kokoa Kamili 
paid 24% above the equivalent price for dried cacao—
how most cacao in Tanzania is purchased—which 
effectively succeeded in raising the region’s dried 
market rate to the highest in Tanzania thanks to 
increased competition. Our first test batches from 
Kokoa Kamili’s cacao showcased a wildly dynamic 
range of flavors, and we’re excited to roll out the first 
batch of bars in 2015. 

Kokoa Kamili is one of a growing number of projects 
that are working to make farming a sustainable, 
empowering livelihood by increasing cacao quality. 

This coming year, Kokoa Kamili will distribute 
100,000 seedlings from its nursery, begin providing 
technical support to producers, and work towards 
organic certification.  

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Kokoa Kamili 

REGION:  
Kilombero District 

COUNTRY:  
Tanzania

SOURCE TYPE:  
Social Enterprise

BEANS:  
Purchased wet from 
producers within 15 km

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Centralized, 3-tier box 
system over six days

TASTING NOTES:  
Caramelized red 
fruit, chocolatey

KOKOA KAMILI, TANZANIA 

Credit: Simran Bindra

METRIC  TONS



Members of the Liberation Cocoa collective carry bags of cacao into the warehouse.  
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The beans for our Liberian chocolate bar come from Liberation Cocoa—an extraor dinary 
collective wrought from the wreckage of a postwar Liberia. The project came about after 

nearly two decades of a civil war that left the Liberian economy crumpled and 150,000 child 
soldiers lost, looking for a way back into society. A decade ago, the war ended and progress 
began. Sheikh Abu Turay, a visionary social entrepreneur who survived fourteen years in a 
U.N. refugee camp, devised a double-edged solution to provide both healing and a way to help 
resuscitate the economy. The answer? Cacao.

Cacao has been grown in Liberia since the early 
1900s, but the civil war crippled the funds and in-
frastructure that used to support farmers. The Agri-
cultural Ministry cut off capital that was slated for 
cacao production, the Central Agricultural Research 
Institute—a critical hub for sharing knowledge—was 
destroyed and looted. 

Even though the war is over, farmers are still faced with 
all kinds of challenges. Liberia’s infrastructure is fragile, 
its road system unreliable, and farmers’ access to credit 
is very limited. Farmers are often too disconnected 
from the global market and its prices to have much 
bargaining power against the middlemen buying 
their cacao, meanwhile crop pests and the fungus that 
causes black pod rot provide a real threat. In the end, 
many smallholders have gradually shifted to new crops 
like rice, or moved their cacao production into Guinea 
and Sierra Leone where sales are more reliable. Since 
the war, the government has placed a good deal of 
effort and resources into marketing, but raising quality 
is another story. Liberation Cocoa is a new project, 
connecting environmental and social needs with 
sustainable solutions, while tapping into a growing 
market that is focused on quality and single origins.

Though it’s still a fledgling, Liberation Cocoa is 
forging a new, hopeful path to the future by providing 
rehabilitation and reintegration programs to former 
child soldiers, teaching its members how to work in 
various capacities on revived cacao farms. Together, 
they are nurturing the new roots of a lost industry, 
building a sustainable model that has begun producing 

some of the best cacao in the world. We haven’t yet 
been able to visit Liberation Cocoa due to the Ebola 
outbreak, but we hope to visit soon. 

As a collective, Liberation Cocoa combines cacao from 
all of its member producers who ferment their lots 
individually. The results of this process can be variable, 
and Liberia is the only origin we buy from that does 
not centralize fermentation. Because we purchased a 
small lot, and because this cacao takes more time to 
sort through and prepare for roasting, we offer it as a 
limited edition bar that is priced slightly higher than 
our mainline bars. 

So far, we’ve been smitten with the results we get from 
these beans—an entirely distinctive earthiness and low 
notes rich with umami. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Liberation Cocoa

REGION:  
Butuo, Nimba Province

COUNTRY:  
Liberia

SOURCE TYPE: 
Farmer collective

BEANS:  
Fermented and dried by 
members of collective

FERMENTATION STYLE:  
Individually processed 
by farmers

TASTING NOTES:  
Caramel, butter, cinnamon

BUTUO, LIBERIA

Credit: Sheikh Abu Turay

METRIC  TONS



Mr. Jude Solomon, the longtime general manager of San Juan Estate, stands before the estate’s drying decks.  
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The San Juan Estate is one of the oldest estates in Trinidad, tracing its operations back to 1870. 
Situated near the town of Gran Couva, in the Montserrat hills in the center of the island, the 

estate offers ideal growing conditions for cacao—laced with its famous free-draining sandstone 
soils so ideally suited to cultivation that they’ve garnered the nickname “chocolate soils.” The 
microclimate lends itself to reliably consistent fermentation and drying.

San Juan Estate may be old, but the story of cacao 
in Trinidad is much older. Cacao here grows under 
a canopy of banana trees and Immortelles—a nitro-
gen-fixing tree that floods the forest with brilliant 
vermillion flowers at the end of the rainy season each 
year. Immortelles are affectionately known as madre 
de cacao for the way Trinidadian cacao thrives beneath 
them, and provides a classic landscape that recalls the 
entire history of cacao on the island. In the late 17th 
century, Spanish monks landed in the Montserrat hills, 
and promptly began cultivating a delicate varietal of 
cacao called Criollo. Between 1727 and 1733, a blight 
wiped out the country’s entire crop, and new stock was 
brought from the Orinoco basin in eastern Venezuela. 

These new plants—surmised to be a variety of 
Forastero cacao called Amelonado, based on recent 
DNA testing—were hardier and more disease resistant 
than the Criollo, and the two varieties crossed and 
thrived. While some controversy remains around 
the question of whether or not Trinidad was the site 
at which this new hybrid, Trinitario, first occurred—
rather than, say, in the lower Amazon from where the 
Spanish may have carried the hybrid up the Orinoco—
we do know that Trinitario’s success on Trinidad 
inspired more genetic crossings in cacao-growing 
regions across the world and popularized Forastero 
propagation. 

At the turn of the 20th century, another wave of 
widespread disease across cacao plantations prompted 
the rise of cacao research centers, including the 
prolific Imperial College of Tropical Agriculture 
that continues to operate as part of the University 
of the West Indies on Trinidad. In the 1930s, a 
geneticist name F.J. Pound launched a series of 

expeditions out of the research center, attempting 
to collect the most successful wild stands of cacao 
along the Western Amazon and its tributaries, with 
the intention of infusing their genetics into the more 
vulnerable varieties. Scientists planted the seedlings 
on select farms across Trinidad, eventually plucking 
the cultivars with the highest yield and strongest 
immunity to disease for cloning and crossbreeding. 
These were also crossed with robust Trinitario cultivars. 
The resulting crosses were classified as Trinidad Select 
Hybrids (TSH), and soon spread to plantations across 
the globe. 

The San Juan Estate is planted principally with TSH 
varieties, but the older clones have recently been 
swapped out for newer clones that offer the benefit of 
higher yields and better immunity, while maintaining 
the flavor notes that Trinidadian cacao is known for. 
The estate is also famous for continued practice of 
traditional techniques, including grading cacao with 
an antique machine from 1905. For many years, the 
estate has slated their export exclusively for Valrhona, 
but a recent surplus created by the higher-yielding 
hybrids has made their cacao available to new markets. 
We’re excited to work with cacao of such an interesting 
lineage and much-loved flavor. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
San Juan Estate

REGION:   
Couva-Tabaquite-Talparo

COUNTRY:  
Trinidad

SOURCE TYPE:  
Single estate

BEANS:   
Grown and  
processed on-site

FERMENTATION STYLE:  
On-site, single box over  
six days

TASTING NOTES:  
Vanilla, classic chocolate 

SAN JUAN ESTATE, TRINIDAD

Credit: Gino Dalla Gasperina

METRIC  TONS



Emily Stone and Greg talk with producers around the new drying decks in Cahabón.  
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These beans come from a new project by The Uncommon Cocoa Group, the same folks  
behind Maya Mountain Cacao Ltd. in Belize. Over the past four years, MMC has worked to 

build sustainable livelihoods for cacao farmers, raising the price floor and the quality of beans 
in the Toledo District of Belize by centralizing fermentation, providing technical support to 
farmers, and offering a premium that incentivizes best practices and quality crops. In 2014, MMC 
co-founder Emily Stone expanded into Guatemala with a new export company, Cacao Verapaz, 
that is working to help farmers meet market standards and improve the quality of their cacao. 

Despite a yearly production of 1500 metric tons—
far greater than the ~70 tonnes Belize exports—
Guatemalan cacao stays primarily within the country’s 
internal market. At the time of writing, Cacao Verapaz 
remains the only exporter of Guatemalan cacao to the 
United States, and is consistently working to grow the 
group of communities it works with. 

Because producers in the Alta Verapaz region were 
already organized into farmer associations, Cacao 
Verapaz was able to dive into preexisting organizations. 
The company sources beans from the Cahabón and 
Lachua municipalities in the Alta Verapaz region. The 
farmer associations in these municipalities buy from 
220 families, 99% of whom are indigenous Maya, and 
65% of whom live in conditions of extreme poverty. 
Fermentation is centralized at the community level, 
which means groups of 20 to 50 farmers are sharing a 
fermenting and drying facility. Cacao Verapaz provides 
technical assistance and quality control throughout the 
harvest, and buys the cacao once drying is complete. At 
a warehouse and drying facility in central Guatemala, 
the company re-dries the cacao to remove more 
moisture, sorts the beans, and packs shipping container. 

The Alta Verapaz region is comprised mostly of rippling, 
hilly terrain, and most farms are planted along steep 
slopes that present an especially physical challenge to 
farmers. The varietal of cacao we get from Cahabón is 
primarily a hybrid called IMC-67, or Iquitos Mixed 
Calabacillo, which was named for the pods’ likeness 
to the smooth, rounded fruit of the Calabash tree. The 
beans themselves are gargantuan—some of the largest 

we’ve ever seen in the factory—but the size also means 
they are especially difficult to ferment evently. Even so, 
Cahabón farmers are taking careful measures to track 
and improve the fermentation process. IMC-67 is an 
old and robust hybrid, developed from seeds collected 
near the Peruvian city of Iquitos by the plant researcher 
F. J. Pound around the late 1930’s. At the time, Pound 
was researching and developing cultivars that were 
resistant to witches’ broom, a disease that had begun 
to impoverish the cacao supply in places like Trinidad. 

The farmer associations in Cahabón are continually 
making improvements to increase quality. In 2015, 
Cacao Verapaz is financing the construction of new 
wooden drying decks to replace the concrete decks 
that were originally financed by John Scharffenberg-
er. The cement decks are good for trapping heat, but 
wood decks are better for maximizing airflow and 
preventing mold. Because Cahabón beans are so 
large, they require an unusually long time in the fer-
mentation boxes. This makes consistency a challenge, 
and provides Cacao Verapaz with a point for focused 
research in coming years. 

Cacao Verapaz’s model in Guatemala differs from the 
company’s Belizean sister model in a few ways, but the 
values and mission are the same—to build a monitored, 
traceable, centralized post-harvest processing system, 
to provide technical support and credit to farmers, 
and to raise the market price by improving quality 
and building relationships with specialty chocolate  
makers. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Cacao Verapaz

REGION:  
Alta Verapaz

COUNTRY:  
Guatemala

SOURCE TYPE:  
Social enterprise

BEANS:  
Purchased (dry) from 
associations

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Centralized, three tiers 
over eight days

TASTING NOTES:  
Chocolatey, light spice, nutty

CAHABO´N, GUATEMALA

Credit: Minda Nicolas

METRIC  TONS



Village members perform a dance and play music to welcome Greg, Caitlin, and Cynthia.  
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Our Papua New Guinea beans come from the hot, dry flat land of the Markham Valley,  
situated on the country’s eastern coast. Papua New Guinea beans are distinct in a few 

ways, but most recognizably by a hallmark smokey flavor. The taste is furnished from drying 
the beans by heating the air inside steel pipes using a wood fire, a traditional technique that 
circumvents the challenges presented by a cloudy, damp climate.

There are many ways to dry beans—under the sun, 
in the shade, on mesh, on cement, or blowing hot air 
around them—and the choice depends upon what 
suits a region’s climate, resources, and infra  structure. 

Because the freshly fermented beans are still wet with 
their own pulp before drying, they readily absorb the 
flavor of smoke from the surrounding air. Moderating 
the intensity of the smoke absorption is a delicate 
balancing act for farmers, and can easily become 
too intense. The effect is a taste that many chocolate 
makers liken to barbecue. Whether or not smoke is a 
desirable taste is subjective—some small scale makers 
find it delicious and defining, in the same way peat 
characterizes certain scotches—but most chocolate 
makers consider strong smokiness a taint that they 
choose to mute. Oftentimes, this means blending 
Papua New Guinea beans with larger proportions of 
other beans, or processing them in a way that hides 
the flavor. We love a delicate balance of subtle smoke, 
and the way it warms up the cacao’s fruit notes. Like 
grilled peaches, or bruléed bananas. 

Papua New Guinea is an interesting and volatile 
hotbed of cacao production that relies to a large 
degree on the export for economic success. Until 
recently, the country produced 4% of the world’s 
cacao supply. Over the last few years, an influx of cocoa 
pod borer—a crop pest—has cut Papua New Guinea’s 
production by more than half, wiping out as much as 
80% of the crop in provinces like East New Britain, 
inspiring more and more farmers to move away from 
cacao into other crops. 

Greg, Caitlin, and Cynthia recently visited Papua 
New Guinea to learn more about the landscape, the 

beans, and how we can begin to work more directly 
with producers in the country. There are over 10,000 
fermentaries in Papua New Guinea, which means 
most villages have their own (or a few). Electricity 
and good roads become less frequent further from 
the major cities, which makes coordinating export 
very difficult. We work with local experts and 
exporters with good tracking and traceability to help 
us coordinate purchases, and we’re looking forward 
to making and strengthening more direct relation-
ships with producers. The producers we have worked 
with in the past are no longer producing cacao so we 
are currently looking for a new partner to continue 
bringing cacao from Papua New Guinea to the craft 
chocolate industry. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Markham Valley

REGION:  
Morobe Province

COUNTRY:  
Papua New Guinea

SOURCE TYPE:  
Collection of fermentaries 
and farms

BEANS:  
Purchased (dry) for export 
by Panamex USA

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Individual lots fermented 
by farmers using collection 
of shared fermentaries

TASTING NOTES:  
Pomegranate, raisins, tobacco

MARKHAM VALLEY, PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Credit: Caitlin Lacey

METRIC  TONS



Caitlin with two Piaroan community leaders in 2013, near the Guaniamo river valley. 
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For an exporting region, the Guaniamo river valley is nearly impossible to get to. Twenty 
hours by car from Caracas, over the Orinoco, and all the way to the edge of the Amazon 

basin, the cluster of Piaroan villages that produce these beans have long been nearly out of 
reach. Any beans the area did produce were picked up by the side of the road by middlemen 
and brokers who paid rock bottom prices. Even now, despite a steadier market and healthier 
economy, the cacao is only accessible three or four months out of the year when the Guaniamo 
River is not flooding the log bridge that crosses it. Producers along the valley transport their 
cacao in a truck, one metric ton at a time, over the bridge and north towards the port. Each 
trip takes about twelve hours, and it happens forty times a year. An airstrip was recently built 
nearby, but we have not learned yet whether it is being used to export beans.

The cacao trees in the Bolivar State were planted thirty 
years ago by Jesuit missionaries looking to establish new 
economies in Piaroan communities, and have not been 
pruned or kept since the Venezuelan economic crisis 
in the 80s halted production. About one decade ago, 
the government sent a cacao agronomer to resuscitate 
cacao production, but the cacao remained mostly inac-
cessible to all but the agronomer, who became a broker. 
A few years ago, the Venezuelan cacao exporter and 
tea company Tisano got word of excellent cacao in 
the area, and and paid a visit to the river valley along 
with Greg and our production manager, Caitlin. Over 
the last few years, they’ve worked to increase quality 
and establish farmer associations, facilitating technical 
support and the sharing of resources. Tisano now 
sources from eight Piaroan communities, including 
90 families divided into three associations, stretching 
between Guaniamo in the Bolivar state to Maniapare 
in the Amazonas state. 

Each community is composed of families that manage 
their own conuco, or small farm. Each family harvests, 
ferments, and dries in its own way, and Tisano is 
working to establish uniform fermentation style and 
standards between farms. 

Two years ago, Greg and Caitlin visited Guaniamo 
with Patrick Pineda of Tisano. The two communities 
from which we buy beans—Sabana Cardona and 

Huan-aje—experienced a schism some years back due 
to religious differences, but recent years have shown 
remarkable progress in refortifying that relationship. 
Now, they work together in the same association, 
Huottoja Huana-aje, through which Tisano is able 
to finance cacao production before the growing 
season, providing upfront capital to growers who 
are otherwise challenged to make a living during the 
rainy season. The association is also an excellent way 
to disseminate information by communicating with 
all the heads of families at once. 

Guaniamo cacao is distinguished by the large size of 
the beans, and the rich, bright chocolatey flavor. The 
trees grow along the Roraima region, in valleys filled 
with the oldest rock formations on earth. Though the 
evidence is inconclusive, the tributaries of the Orinoco 
are popularly thought to be the birthplace of cacao. 

*   *   *

SOURCE:  
Asociación Huottoja Huana-aje

REGION:  
Bolivar Province 

COUNTRY:  
Venezuela

SOURCE TYPE:  
Association of producer 
communities and fermentaries 

BEANS:  
Purchased (dry) from 
association 

FERMENTATION STYLE: 
Disparate, individual lots 
fermented on farms  

TASTING NOTES: 
Chocolatey, mild spice

GUANIAMO, VENEZUELA

Credit: Diego Mata Martinez

METRIC  TON
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DANDELION CHOCOLATE SOURCING CHART

ORIGIN
FIRST 

PURCHASED
LAST 

VISITED
BY WHOM

MOST RECENT 
PRICE/ 

METRIC TON*

 PURCHASED
 IN 2014 

(METRIC 
TONS)

AMBANJA, 
MADAGASCAR 2011 January,  

2012
Cam,  
Alice $4,900 12.68

CAMINO VERDE, 
ECUADOR 2013 March,  

2014

Greg, 
Chiann, 

Arcelia, Pearl
$6,600 12.07

ÖKO -CARIBE,  
DOMINICAN  

REPUBLIC
2014 July,  

2014 Greg $5,500 7

MAYA MOUNTAIN, 
BELIZE 2013 February, 

2014

Arcelia, Lisa, 
Jenna, Becky, 
Cynthia, Greg

$6,200 4.08

MANTUANO, 
VENEZUELA 2012 February, 

2013
Greg,  

Caitlin $5,800 4.08

KOKOA KAMILI,  
TANZANIA 2014 Planned for 

August 2015 n/a $5,517 4.06

BUTUO, LIBERIA 2014 n/a n/a $6,000 3.12

SAN JUAN  
ESTATE,  

TRINIDAD
2014 Planned for 

2015 Greg $7,440 2.48

CAHABÓN, 
GUATEMALA 2014 February 

2015
Greg,  

Minda $6,300 2.34

MARKHAM VALLEY, 
PAPUA NEW GUINEA 2014 n/a n/a $5,000 1.44

GUANIAMO, 
VENEZUELA 2012 February, 

2013
Greg,  

Caitlin $5,400 1.02

*Includes price paid at farm gate and cost of shipping.
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