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Selassie Atadika: truffles a speciality

Neil Munshi OCTOBER 7, 2018

During her 10 years as a humanitarian aid worker for the UN, Selassie Atadika spent a lot of time
hearing colleagues complain about “African food”. Four years ago, she left the international
organisation, went to culinary school in the US and then moved to Ghana, her birthplace, to do
something about it.
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“I want to be one of the people who counters that thought process and be able to show the amazing
stories and beauty around our cuisine,” says Ms Atadika, 42. “I moved back to Ghana with the
hopes of finding ways to get people to better understand African cuisines.”

To that end, she founded Midunu, a pop-up restaurant and private dining business that also makes
chocolate truffles featuring flavours from around the continent infused in Ghanaian chocolate.
Midunu is one of a small group of artisanal chocolate makers that have cropped up in Ghana — and
other cocoa-growing countries in Africa — in recent years. Ghana produces about a quarter of the
world’s cocoa beans but the vast majority are exported for processing, made into chocolate by US
and European companies — Nestlé, for example — or used by boutique chocolatiers.

“The main part of my ethos has been how do we take undervalued and overlooked ingredients and
find ways to add value?” Ms Atadika says. “So when I moved back to Ghana, one of the things that
was glaring was the cocoa industry.”

Ghana is losing out on the vast majority of the profits of the $100bn chocolate business, something
President Nana Akufo-Addo highlighted during a visit last year by Mary Barnard, president of the
chocolate division at Mondelez, one of the world’s largest chocolate makers and the owner of
Cadbury. “We are looking to seeing more of the processing and value-enhancing aspects of the
development of the cocoa industry here in Ghana,” he said. “That is a major preoccupation for my
government, and we are fashioning policies to this end.”

This year, the Ghana Cocoa Board, the industry regulator, said it wanted to spend a third of a
planned $600m fundraising for the sector on increasing local processing and adding value to the
raw materials in the country, according to a report by Bloomberg. In May, Ghana said it had
secured $35m from China’s Eximbank to help build a 40,000-tonne state-run cocoa processing
plant.

This will do little to address the biggest challenges facing chocolate makers in the country. These
are the lack of a refrigerated supply chain and the inability to source four of the five main
ingredients in chocolate locally — milk, sugar, vanilla and lecithin, a stabiliser used in the tropics.

“Ghana doesn’t produce vanilla, Ghana doesn’t produce lecithin, Ghana doesn’t produce sugar . . . 
and we don’t have a dairy industry,” says Ms Atadika. “So four of the ingredients we don’t have any
control over — we do, however, have access to cocoa.”

But that access comes with its own set of problems.

The Ghanaian cocoa industry was designed to service the bulk chocolate makers from years past,
says UK-born Ruth Amoah, whose The Sweet Art Company supplies the president’s office with bars
for foreign guests and for international trips. It has not yet caught up to the sourcing and
traceability that the customers of small-batch chocolate makers demand.

People want to know the exact farm from which their chocolate was sourced, she says, while
multinationals have been lobbying for regulations that better account for the industry-wide trend
towards traceability.

Ms Amoah, 34, sources her beans from her family’s farm in Ghana’s central region. But, according
to regulations, her family’s beans should be sold to the cocoa board, where they will be added to the
mix of the roughly 900,000 tonnes the country will produce this season.

“In Ghana, the law is that you have to buy cocoa from the cocoa board — but what I said to them is
‘why, if I have a farm, do I have to sell my beans to the government and then buy them back?’” she
says. “So far, so good — they haven’t shut me down yet. They know me. Maybe that means I’m
disrupting [the industry] positively.”

Indeed, the cocoa board brought Ms Amoah to the 2016 Salon du Chocolat in Paris to represent
Ghana at one of the industry’s biggest gatherings.
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Kim Addison, who together with her sister founded 57 Chocolate, an Accra-based boutique bean-
to-bar chocolate maker, has also been to the Paris show, as well as London’s version of the event.
There were few African chocolate makers present.

“Hopefully, in coming years I can go back, [and] it would be great to see that there are more
chocolate makers where the cocoa actually grows who are participating,” she says.

She thinks again.

“I would personally love to see the day where you would actually have, say, an Accra chocolate
show, where, instead of us going to London or Paris — let all of them come here, where the cocoa
grows,” she says. “At that point, I think you would know that the chocolate industry has really
taken off. I believe we can get to that point.”
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