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How ASASE is Helping Farmers
Build Climate Resilience in Ghana
ASASE: Accessible Soils and Sustainable Environments

C

ocoa farming is vital for the livelihoods
of over 800,000 Ghanaian households,
yet the crop is also linked to one of the
world’s highest rates of deforestation.
Since 2000, Ghana has lost 50% of its
natural forests, and more than half of this has
been attributed to the expansion of cocoa farming.
Deforestation is a primary contributor to the
climate crisis, and in Ghana lower rainfall and
rising temperatures are already causing marked
reductions in cocoa yields. The result of this is
even lower incomes and rising food insecurity for
smallholder farmers.

2015, annual deforestation rates in Ghana have
been as high as 3.2% on average (see Figure 1). Much
of the observed deforestation, forest degradation
and fragmentation is taking place in areas that
are globally recognised for their biodiversity value
as well as their role as natural carbon sinks. The
conversion of mature tropical rainforests to cocoa
plantations decreases biomass and the carbon
sink effect by over 50%, contributing to the global
greenhouse gas emission crisis. The loss of forest
cover and biodiversity negatively impact rural
communities’ access to water and forest resources
such as medicinal species, fruits, and timber.

In March 2021, ETG-Beyond Beans launched the
Accessible Soils And Sustainable Environments
(ASASE) project, funded by The Netherlands
Enterprise Agency (RVO). This project offers a
model with six different interventions at both
cocoa farm and off-farm level, thereby creating a
holistic landscape approach. The activities include
land titling and shade tree registration for 3,000
farmers, the distribution and planting of more
than 600,000 multipurpose tree seedlings for onand off-farm planting, and the reforestation of
100 hectares of degraded lands such as informal
“galamsey” gold mining sites. In this way, we aim
for a bottom-up approach with tangible, direct
benefit for our farmers and the environment.

Climate Change in Ghana
Deforestation
Data recently collected by the Ghana Cocoa Forest
REDD+ programme suggest that between 2000 and

Figure 1: Deforestation in Ghana between 2000 and 2015.

Cocoa Monocultures
Today over 70% of Ghanaian cocoa landscapes
are dominated by degraded full-sun monocultures
or light-shaded systems. This can be attributed
to a variety of factors ranging from outdated
agricultural practices promoted in the second half
of the 20th Century, to attempts by farmers to
maximise short-term gains at the expense of longterm sustainable yields.

typical for the forest-savannah transition zone,
will spread throughout the cocoa belt, as seen in
Figure 3.

Moreover, there is widespread uncertainty
surrounding land tenure and tree ownership.
Under the prevailing customary systems, cocoa
farmers do not have ownership of the naturally
occurring trees on their farm. Rather, these trees
are owned by the state and when the government
sends in a timber concession holder to cut the
trees, they can destroy the farmer’s cocoa in the
process.
In the midst of these challenges, smallholder
cocoa farmers do not have the means to invest
in more sustainable production systems such
as agroforestry. All this leads to ageing cocoa
plantations becoming increasingly degraded, with
old trees and nutrient-depleted soils. This results
in sub-optimal yields, which in turn drives further
slash and burn expansion into remaining forest
patches.

Figure 3: Predicted rise in temperatures in Ghana, from 2021
to 2050. The pink lines signify cocoa-growing regions.

Galamsey mining
Another important
cause of environmental
and ecological destruction in Ghana is informal
“galamsey” gold mining. This unregulated form of
mining has been on the rise in recent years, and
experts say it is starting to threaten the country’s
agricultural sector. By mid-2021, it was estimated
that 5,000 hectares of cocoa farmlands in Ghana’s
Western Region and 11,500 hectares in the Ashanti
and Eastern regions had been destroyed by
unregulated mining activities.
These mining activities exacerbate deforestation
while
also
leading
to
dangerous
water
contamination from excessive use of chemicals like
lead, mercury and cyanide. This can lead to severe
health risks for surrounding communities. The land
also becomes degraded from the indiscriminate
use of heavy machinery, and farmers close to
galamsey sites have reported crop loss, lower
yields, and declining incomes as a result.

Figure 2: Forest Cover in Ghana from 1975 to 2000.

Changing weather patterns
Deforestation and monoculture systems are among
the key drivers of local climate change in Ghana
today, affecting seasonal precipitation patterns
as well as the air moisture content. Decreasing
rainfall is already affecting cocoa production, and
the frontier of the cocoa growing zone is drifting
southwards as a result of drier climates in the
central parts of the country.
Areas with climatic suitability levels for cocoa
above 50% are projected to decrease by about
half between now and the 2050s. Currently, most
of the West African cocoa belt has maximum
temperatures of under 35°C during the dry
season. With the predicted changes, maximum
temperatures ranging from 34 to 36°C, usually

What is the industry already doing?

The Ghanaian government has been implementing
REDD+ related activities since 2008, with a vision to
significantly reduce emissions from deforestation
and forest degradation over the next twenty
years. This includes Ghana’s Shared Growth and
Development Agenda, the National Climate Change

“The boom in ‘galamsey’
operations is fast becoming one
of the major factors contributing
to the rapid decline of forest
resources in Ghana.”
- Forestry Research Institute of Ghana, 2017

planting across the two countries, among many
other successes. However, initiatives tend to
focus more on on-farm interventions such as
agroforestry, with insufficient attention being paid
to surrounding landscapes and underlying issues
such as legal land tenure.

What is the ASASE Project?

Our team visiting a galamsey site in Fenaso, Ghana. The word
galamsey comes from the phrase “gather them and sell.”

Policy, the National Forest and Wildlife Policy,
the National Gender Policy, and Ghana’s
nationally-determined contributions to the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change.
In the cocoa sector specifically, governments and
private sector actors have come together under
the Cocoa and Forests Initiative (CFI) to combat
cocoa-related deforestation in both Ghana and
Ivory Coast. Since 2018, this has resulted in 10.4
million forest trees being distributed for on-farm

With the ASASE project we have selected
6 key interventions that together create a
comprehensive approach: 1) land titling, 2) shade
tree registration, 3) individual farmer coaching, 4)
forest conservation, 5) reforestation of degraded
lands, and 6) Village Savings and Loan Associations
(VSLAs).
In addition to the six interventions above, we
provide standard Farmer Field School trainings on
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) to all farmers,
and we plan to distribute 640,000 cocoa seedlings
to rejuvenate ageing cocoa farms and increase
production. These activities form a basis for the
six ASASE interventions.
Our ASASE team is working together with 5,000
farmers from our supply chains in Ghana. They are
spread across the Ashanti, Western and Eastern
regions.

The 6 ASASE Interventions Explained
The ASASE project aims for a holistic approach where we focus on 6 key interventions at 3 levels in order
to support farms, communities, and forest remnants in the landscape.
While working on individual cocoa farms is essential for promoting sustainable production, it can lead to a
fragmented approach when issues around farms remain unresolved. By working across geographic zones,
both on and off cocoa farms, we can ensure that whole communities are targeted and supported.

1. FarmSeal: Land titling
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Alongside Meridia, West Africa’s land rights specialists,
we are developing and implementing land tenure
documentation to improve the long-term security of
farmers’ rights to their land.
When cocoa farmers have the legal rights to their
land, they can invest without fear of losing the
profits of their investment. However, roughly 80%
of Ghana’s land is governed through customary
tenure arrangements, with power vested in chiefs or
other customary authorities. Research has shown a
strong correlation between insecure land tenure and
lower farm productivity, especially regarding longterm investments in farms and the implementation
of agroforestry systems. Farmers with land tenure
documentation show a 21.9% productivity increase
and a 15.5% higher income.
Through partnerships with government and
customary authorities, and utilizing specialized GPS
mapping software, we are providing farmers with
recognized land tenure documentation at low prices
(30-35 USD per farmer).
Progress so far: As part of the inception phase, which
ended in March 2021, we met with the traditional
authorities of our target areas and conducted farmer
surveys on land ownership to find the best regions to
begin these activities. Meridia also conducted group
sensitizations with farmers, and mapping activities
began in mid-2021 in Ghana’s Nsokote and Samreboi
regions.

“Farmers with land tenure
documentation show a 21.9%
productivity increase and a
15.5% higher income.”
Already over 1,800 farms have been mapped in more
than 35 communities. Meridia spends an average
of two weeks in every community to do the farm
mapping and farmer interviews, which also gives
them the opportunity to build trust with the farmers
and answer any questions.
350 farmers have so far made a downpayment to
receive FarmSeal documents. Since many more
have already been mapped, we expect this number
to continue rising. Over the four years of the ASASE
project, we will provide land tenure documentation to
3,000 farmers, with the first 1,000 being completed
this season.

Meridia Field Officers conducting farm mapping activities.

2. TreeSeal: Shade tree registration
Together with Meridia, we are also working to map
shade trees on cocoa farms to ensure farmers have
the legal rights to the trees that they plant and grow.
Despite the importance of shade trees on cocoa
farms, farmers often fear planting or maintaining
shade trees on their farms because they lack legal
ownership over them, putting them at risk of
exploitation by timber contractors. These corporations
are known to cut down shade trees without farmers’
consent, destroying cocoa plantations in the process.
With GPS mapping software, we are mapping the
locations of all shade trees on participating farmers’
land. These are then registered and farmers
receive legal ownership documents for the trees.
Progress so far: In April, TreeSeal was also initiated
in Samreboi and Nsokote, and there are plans to
expand to other regions throughout this season.
FarmSeal and TreeSeal mapping occur simultaneously
so that farmers can receive the full benefits.

An example of the documentation that farmers receive with
the map of their farm as well as the location and species of
the multipurpose trees on their farm.

2. Cocoaching: Individual farmer
coaching
Cocoaching is Beyond Beans’ Farm Development Plan
(FDP) methodology, providing individualised coaching
to farmers to help them achieve higher yields
through more sustainable agricultural practices.
While group trainings often overlook the need for
farm-specific advice, individualised coaching has the
potential to build trusting relationships between
Beyond Beans Field Officers and farmers, increase
farmer motivation, and lead to higher adoption
rates of Good Agricultural, Social and Environmental
Practices. The programme has a strong focus on
climate agroforestry, given its key role in climate
change adaptation and mitigation for cocoa farms.
Through
ASASE,
we
are
providing
3,000
farmers with individualised on-farm coaching.

The location of a multipurpose tree on a farmer’s cocoa farm
being registered by an ASASE field officer as part of TreeSeal
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4.
Forest
Conservation
through
Community
Resource
Management
Committees (CRMCs)
Making forest conservation effective for the longterm requires local leadership, ownership and
responsibility over project activities. With ASASE, we
are setting up Community Resource Management
Committees (CRMCs) in 25 forest-fringe communities.
These groups will take the lead on conservation and
reforestation efforts.

Progress so far: Cocoaching began in Ivory Coast
and is now expanding into Ghana as part of the
ASASE project. For details on the methodology
and how the program works, read our previous
Notes from the Field issue on the topic.

Progress so far: During ASASE’s inception phase, we
visited the Forestry Services Division offices as well
as local organizations working on forest conservation
and restoration projects in the areas around Atewa
Forest in Anyinam, as well as in Nsokote, Bekwai and
Konongo. The 25 forest-fringe communities have
now been selected, and we are in the process of
establishing the local CRMCs in accordance with the
regulations of the Forestry Commission.

CRMCs are made up of 10 democratically elected
individuals, often including village chiefs and/or queen
mothers, assembly men, church leaders, school
directors and local farmers. With Tropenbos Ghana,
we visit communities and speak with local authorities
to discuss the project, and then work together to set
up these committees and support with the writing of
bylaws and activity planning. Our partnership with the
Ghanaian Forestry Commission (part of the Ministry
of Lands and Natural Resources) ensures that these
groups are legally recognized.
Through these local structures, we will support the
conservation of 100 hectares of forest lands in and
around these communities.
Our field team in Ghana meeting with local authorities to
discuss the creation of a CRMC in their community.

5. Reforestation of degrated lands
As with forest conservation, we know that reforestation
must be led by communities for it to be maintained
in the long-term. This part of the project therefore
also uses the CRMCs as a basis for effective long-term
community action on reforestation.
To grow multipurpose tree seedlings, we are
establishing community nurseries. Once matured,
seedlings will be planted across former galamsey sites
and other degraded lands through approaches such as
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES), where farmers
receive in-kind payments such as fertilisers and tools
in return for their work. Over the course of ASASE’s
four years, we plan to set up a total of 30 community
nurseries to grow the 650,000 multipurpose tree
seedlings for distribution. At least 100,000 of these
will be for off-farm planting, to reforest a total of 100
hectares of degraded lands across 25 communities.
Progress so far: Five community nurseries have
already been established in Anyinam and SuhumTafo districts, receiving support from Beyond Beans
field staff. The nurseries are located close to target
communities to reduce transportation distances,
while also ensuring direct involvement of community
members. Meanwhile, we are working alongside
communities to select areas for reforestation,
including galamsey sites as well as other areas.

6. VSLA-CHILD
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Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs)
are community-based groups made up of 15-40
individuals (at least 50% women) who come together
to collectively savings a small portion of their
incomes. These savings provide access to small loans
that members of the group can use to invest in their
farms and side businesses, leading to diversified
incomes and greater financial capacity. With VSLACHILD we also integrate group trainings on women
empowerment, shared household decision making,
and child protection to facilitate grassroots change
towards greater social equality.
We have integrated VSLA-CHILD groups into the
broader methodology of the ASASE project in order
to tackle the intersectional nature of climate change,
poverty, and gender and ensure that the women
across our communities are supported to the fullest
extent. We plan to set up a total of 80 VSLA-CHILD
groups with 2,400 members.
Progress so far: The creation of the ASASE project
VSLA-CHILD groups began in January 2022. For more
information about how our VSLA-CHILD groups work
and the impact that these can have on financial
resilience, women empowerment and child labour,
read our Notes from the Field VSLA-CHILD issue.

Two existing VSLA group in Ghana, during their group
meetings.

How do these 6 elements work together?
These six elements create a model to support farmers in producing sustainable cocoa, tackling the effects of
climate change, and ensuring that cocoa becomes a crop that benefits rather than harms the environment.
All six interventions (alongside GAP trainings and cocoa seedling distribution) will take place in each of the
25 CRMC communities. Elsewhere, we are working to ensure that as many interventions as possible can
also take place in the same areas. The figure below highlights some examples of how the different ASASE
interventions work together to maximise impact at the farmer level.
Intervention 1

Land tenure
documentation

Cocoaching
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Intervention 2

Outcome

Cocoaching

Farmers have the
rights to their land
and can invest
for the long term,
and they have
the personalised
coaching necessary
to do so.

VSLA-CHILD

=

=

Impact
Sustainable farming
practices on
farms, including
agroforestry
=
systems, which
build long term
resilience against
climate change while
protecting yields.

VSLA groups
increase access
to finance, and
Cocoaching provides
the knoweldge so
farmers can invest
=
in their farms to
boost production.
Together, this gives
farmers to tools they
need to improve
their livelihoods.

Higher incomes
for cocoa growing
households
reduces the risk
of deforestaton
as farmers do not
need to expand
their farms into
forest areas.
Forests therefore
remain protected,
while sustainable
production rises.

Roy Winkelhuijzen

Project Manager Agroforestry & Environment, Ghana

“We want make sure that our farmers
get the legal rights to their land through
this project.“

“The topic of land rights is important throughout Africa at the moment, especially for farmers. But even
though a lot of people have been talking about it, there has been little action to make a change in the
field. At Beyond Beans we really want make sure that our farmers actually get the legal rights to their
land through this project.
The landscape approach, still quite uncommon in the sector, allows us to look beyond the farm to
the landscape as a whole. We try to also restore parts of the landscape, such as the galamsey sites. We’ve
seen that if farmers have a degraded patch of land and they don’t know what to do with it, they are
actually very happy to be supported in reforesting land. So if we can provide the tree seedlings, the
training, and the support, the willingness of the farmers to get involved is already there.”

Next steps
Inception phase: September 2020 – March 2021
•
•
•
•
•

Conducting field visits
Selection of high-potential communities
Developing training methodologies and materials
Building relationships with traditional authorities
Establishing multipurpose tree nurseries

Preparation of field activities: April 2021 – August
2021
•
•
•
•

Starting with farmer sensitisations to explain
upcoming activities
Installation of CRMC groups for forest protection
Mapping and interviewing of farmers for land
tenure documentation
Hiring of field staff

Baseline study: September – October 2021
•
•
•
•

Biodiversity & ecosystem assessment
Farm management surveying
Socio-economic farmer profiling
Satellite imagery analysis for landscape conversion
and forest loss

Full-scale implementation of project activities:
November 2021 – April 2024
•
•
•
•
•
•

Forest protection through CRMC groups
(throughout the year)
Reforestation of degraded lands (preparations
throughout the year; planting around April - July)
Growing cocoa and multipurpose tree seedlings
in nurseries (November - June every year)
Individual coaching (throughout the year)
Setting up 80 VSLA groups (Intensive training from
January 2022 – January 2023, after which groups
become more independent)
Annual progress reports

Final Evaluation: May 2024 – August 2024
•

Endline report with conclusions and comparisons
with baseline and progress reports

“TreeSeal is very important to me.”
66-year-old Esi Nkrumah is a cocoa farmer from
the village of Pewodi, in Nsokoté. Apart from
cocoa, she also grows plantain, casava and
palm trees, which she sells in order to have an
additional income source. But cocoa is still her
most important crop, and her primary source of
income. This year, Esi has been involved in the
ASASE project.
“The ASASE trainings are helping me to increase
my yields by teaching me proper pruning
techniques, and recommending many different
farming practices specific to my needs,” she said
in an interview.
TreeSeal is an intervention she is particularly
looking forward to being involved in. “It is very
important to me as I have had cases where my
trees have been removed from my farm without
my consent. They destroyed my cocoa trees
and left me with nothing. I think TreeSeal would
really help a lot of farmers like me avoid these
types of situations,” she explained.
She will also soon be one of the farmers receiving
individualised coaching under the ASASE project.
“I think these trainings will be very helpful, as the
Field Officers can help with my specific needs.
Sometimes I am afraid of pruning my farm, as I
can be sceptical that it may be doing more harm
than good. Having an Officer around to support
me with my pruning would give me more
confidence in my farm and my skills. I would feel
more secure in my farming practices with some
personalised advice.”

An ASASE field visit taking place by our team in Ghana

