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Introduction

When we look at the political economy of Ghana we believe that the dominant and prevailing theory and driver of both constancy and change in Ghana’s economic outlook is its continued overdependence on cash crops – in particular cocoa. First brought to the colony from the neighbouring Fernando Po, this non-native commodity
comprised a substantial part of Ghana‘s colonial economy and subsequently, the economy of the early independence period. Additionally, the overdependence on its’ agricultural sector is an aspect of Ghana’s economic policy that makes a resurgence in times of economic crisis as seen in the the 1980s for example. Cocoa created and
reinforced ethnic and spatial inequalities because these plantations were primarily located within the geographical boundaries with one specific ethnolinguistic group namely, the Ashanti. This provided this group with economic and de jure power that allowed them to mobilise politically both before and after independence. Today we still
see the geopolitical strength of the Ashanti as a political bloc in Ghana’s modern democracy and see the region as a beneficiary of club goods from successive governments.

LOCATION, ENDOWMENT AND
POPULATION
I.I Location

Ghana is located on the southern coast of West
Africa. The coastal country is bordered by the Gulf
of Guinea, Cote d’Ivoire, Togo and Burkina Faso.
Ghana spans over 238,535 km2, with the
coastline stretching over 560 km. The republic
consists of mostly low plains with low hills.

Source: Michigan State University Food Security Group. 2016.

COLONIAL ECONOMY AND
INSTITUTIONS
II.I Colonial Land Division
The British established Gold Coast as a Crown Colony in
1874, at which point this primarily included the coastal
areas. Over the next couple of decades, the British colonial
powers engaged in expansive warfare with the Ashanti
kingdom, which ultimately resulted in their defeat in
1901 and the subsequent inclusion of Ashanti and
Northern Territories into the Gold Coast Colony.

Map highlighting primary
areas producing cocoa.
Source: Berry, 1993

Following a recent referendum in 2018, the state
went from 10 regions in the 1980’s to 16
regions. This change was a part of the current
Ghanaian administrations efforts to decentralise
government. There are currently sixteen regions,
further divided for administrative purposes into
216 local districts..
Source: Philippe Rekacewicz, UNEP/GRID-Arendal

I.II Agro-ecological Zones
The agroecological zones of Ghana reinforce and enflame the geopolitics of the state. The
diversity found in this nations’ agroecological make up granted both the colonial and post
independence leaders the opportunity to create a state with vast agricultural commodities
desired the world over. Historically, farming and agricultural practice in Ghana used to be
agroecological ie. working with the ecological system involved in food production, rather than
attempting to regulate local ecology as a means to increased agricultural productivity.
Cocoa is primarily cultivated in six regions of Ghana: Eastern, Ashanti, Brong-Afafo, Central, Volta
and Western. During the colonial and early independence period the Ashanti region was the
foremost producer of cocoa. However, today, due to fluctuations in rainfall and dwindling soil
fertility, cocoa production has shifted westward to the point that the Western region is now
Ghana’s main producer of cocoa. The Ashanti however, still retain the social capital they
garnered. Regrettably, the move of cocoa production to the West has been a significant cause of
environmental degradation. The most evident form of this being deforestation.

Map of all major gold mines
in the Gold Coast Colony.
Source: Gbireh, Cobblah, and
Suglo, 2007

Source: Harvest Choice, 2005

II.II Indirect Rule and Customary Law

As a significant part of Ghana’s economic profile is dependent on agricultural products global
warming is a prescient issue that greatly affects the states’ ability to rely on agriculture in the
way it once did. With reductions in arable land, soil erosion, water pollution and desertification.

I.III Resource Endowment
Ghana is naturally rich in both mineral and
agricultural resources. While historically it was
largely dependent on exports of gold and cocoa,
in recent years it has turned towards oil exports
as their primary commodity. In terms of
agriculture, Ghana produces large quantities of
cassava, yams, plantains, palm oil, and cocoa.
Agriculture employed 53.8% of the labour force
in 2013 (FAO), with mining making up a
similarly large proportion of employment.

According to Amin (1972) Gold Coast was part of
the Africa of the colonial trade economy division, meaning
that it depended on the production and export of cash
crops. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s The Gold Coast
Colony was focused on production and exports of palm oil.
However, the primary export commodity changed to
cocoa following its introduction as well as territorial
expansion further up north. Lastly, while gold was originally
under indigenous control it became a major export
commodity for the colony in the 1890s as chiefs gave
concessions to the mining companies. Majority of the
cocoa plantations and gold mines are in the central
Ashanti-controlled region, which directly contributed to the
prevalence of Ashanti as a major socioeconomic group.

Map of the Gold Coast Colony including territorial divisions.
Source: Chipp, 1922

Due to the long-term warfare against the Ashanti, the
colonial administration developed a skewed perception
of their traditions. As such, upon the conquest of
Ashanti territories, the British enforced customary
law through local chiefs and councils as part of their
indirect rule strategy. Chiefs oversaw the supply
of labor to the expanding cocoa plantations as well as
for railway construction. According to Mamdani
(2018) not only was such system unnatural, but it
primarily served to collect taxes from the native
population. Furthermore, this contributed to regional
divisions as most labor had to be supplied from
the Northern Territories and Ashanti regions, which
otherwise mainly relied on subsistence farming. Thus,
indirect rule and customary law failed to integrate the
new territories into the rest of the economy (Brukum,
2005). Combined with the growing economic
importance of the Ashanti region, indirect rule
contributed to growing ethnic divisions in the country.

II.III Infrastructure and Development
Ghana Export Trends, 2011-2017. Source: Thomson Reuters Datastream, IMF

I.IV PopulationFrom

1960 to 2019 the population of Ghana grew from 6.6
million(m) to 30.4m. Over this time period the rural population has
declined drastically from 76.7% to 43.3%. This presents a problem
for a nation which has a predilection for overdependence on cash crop
farming in times of economic crisis. Decreases in the rural population
could lead in the ling term in decreases in agricultural productivity if
no coupled with increased industrialisation.
Ghana’s population has rapidly urbanised and now has approximately
51% resident in urban areas compared to the 1960s when about
70% of the population was in rural areas. Slum growth has increased
as part of Ghana’s rapid urbanisation, coupled with sanitation, housing
and reproductive health challenges. The population is also beginning to
record increases in the size of the ageing population, thereby calling
for a lot more attention to be paid to this phenomenon considering
the health and economic challenges that ageing populations are
associated with. (Kwankye and Cofie, 2015).

As with other commodity-exporting colonies in Africa,
the infrastructure in Gold Coast was built to connect
the production areas with the major coastal harbors. A
major railway was built at the turn of the 20th century,
connecting Kumasi and Tarkwa to Sekondi to service
the gold industry (Berry, 1993). While some railways
and
roads
were
built
in
the
19th
century, using African labor controlled through
customary law, large majority of development took
place in the 20th century as part of Guggisberg Ten
Year Development Plan. During Guggisberg's rule as
Governor, the colony underwent significant development
in terms of expansion of infrastructure, funding and
expansion of education, and establishing a healthcare
system. Although, most of these changes and
investment were highly concentrated in the central and
coastal areas, and according to Brukum (2005) failed
to reach and integrate the Northern Territories with the
rest of the colony. Thus, resource endowments largely
drove colonial development policy, in turn contributing
to ethnic and regional inequalities.

ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY
III.I Spatial inequality and economic activity
Ghana is regarded as one of the strongest economies in West
Africa primarily due to the wealth of natural resources and the
general political stability found in the country. The main
economic centres are the Ashanti region, with it’s capital –
Kumasi, representing the hottest area on the economic heat map
and the Greater Accra region which contains the country’s
capital. Looking at the Yale G-Econ map we can visualise the
economic power held in Ashanti region, with the activity being so
strong that it is altering the topography and dragging the
southern regions towards it. Though there has been much change
in the makeup of Ghana’s economy the regional differences in
economic activity are demarcated along the same lines as they
were under colonisation. With Ghana we see a strong NorthSouth divide. The Ashanti region was both a source of labour and
a site of colonial trade. It benefited from the colonial desire to
Yale G-Econ, (2005): Economic map of Ghana
streamline it’s economy.
British mercantilists and imperialists often sought to channel, regulate
and actively hinder trade concerning their colonies by funnelling
economic activity through metropolitan areas. In this all actions taken
in the economic, political, and sociocultural sphere was for the
fulfilment of this requirement. A consequence of this was the
depopulation of the northern regions of Ghana in order to meet the
high resource requirements of the Ashanti regions agricultural
economy. We see this still today, with major spatial inequalities in
Ghana. We see major conurbations around the economic capitals (see
subsection I.IV.). This in and of itself is leading to issues with state
capacity as successive governments fail to address the rural-urban
divide, and instead entrench these inequities with continued
patrimonialism and tribalism.
Poverty Incidence Map, (Ghana Statistical Service 2018)

III.II On agriculture and the service sector
In 1960 agriculture accounted for 51.1% of Ghana’s GDP and 61.8% of the labour force. (Jedwab and
Osei, 2012) Following the military coup that unseated Nkrumah in 1966, the subsequent period of
tumultuous leadership compounded the economic decline that the country was already experiencing,
These structural changes lead to negative economic outcomes in the early independence period.
(Cooper, 2002; Howard, 1978) We see an agglomerative process with Ghana wherein in times of
political or economic difficulty there is a tendency towards dependence on the agricultural sector. For
example during this period (1967-1984) the agriculture sector increased it’s percentage share of the
GDP reaching a peak of 60.7% in 1978 whilst both the service and industrial sectors suffered greatly.
Conversely, periods of economic growth in Ghana are accompanied by decreases in agricultural share of
GDP with the converse being true in instances of stagnation or economic decline. This has thus far
been the hallmark of Ghanaian economic development. With this one would question why the
agricultural sector continues to be a significant portion of Ghana’s economy when there is evidence to
suggest it is a hallmark of economic deterioration. The answer to this may lie in the fact that there has
been little institutional reform of Ghana’s economy in the last 50 years, which could explain why the
economic picture remains predominantly agricultural and comparatively weak. Ghana’s first attempt as
a newly independent country to reform its economy through redistribution failed. Nkrumah's ideas of
levying the profits of the agricultural sector to invest in the industrialisation of Ghana led to political
destabilisation.
Structural economic change in Ghana represents less agricultural involvement and more services as
opposed to what is normally found in emerging markets whereby the economic growth is stimulated by
industrialisation. Ghana’s economic development appears to have taken place without industrialisation.
The service sector is ultimately the driver of long term transformation – however, a growing services
sector without manufacturing is destined for collapse, we say this as the sector is highly volatile and
without capacity building and strengthening it leaves the economy vulnerable and weak.

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY
IV.I Political Economic Significance
In 1957 Ghana became the first African country to become independent from the British Empire,
through a government led by Kwame Nkrumah with the Convention People’s Party (CPP) Who already had
a power-sharing government since 1951 with the British.
The Cocoa economy was instrumental in the decolonization struggle. A very important source of power
and wealth produced in the eastern part of the colony and Ashanti territories as mentioned mapped out
in the geography section, this became the colony’s most export leading to agrarian capitalism among
cocoa farmers.
The CCP benefited from the favourable postwar market conditions accumulating cocoa revenue on a
large scale this followed the steep increase in the prices in the 1950s, farmers were made 2/3 times
more than they got before the war. After the 1954 Elections there was a further increase in export tax
while the producer price remained unchanged for four years. This triggered unrest among the farmers,
the government responded by increasing the producer prices for stability despite the falling world price in
1956-57.
Ghana pursued an ambitious statist development agenda including the construction of the Volta River
scheme which would produce hydro-electrical power through damming the river, spearheaded by the
founding father Kwame Nkrumah. The motivation behind this project was to give Ghana’s political
freedom value through economic independence, expanding economic links with other countries.
(Nkrumah, 2007) He needed the revenues of the wealthy cocoa regions to actualize his goals. However,
he encountered political opposition pushing for “regional autonomy, and a weaker federal state” (Cooper
2002, p.68). In trying to consolidate his political hold, he relentlessly discredited and suppressed this
opposition especially the Asante-based National Liberation Movement. Despite this, Nkrumah’s overly
ambitious plans were crippled by “corruption, waste, and the increasing authoritarianism”(Berry 1993,
p.55) Following this Ghanaians did not respond in outrage when Nkurumah was overthrown by the
military in 1966 .This example highlights the economic geography is intertwined with the regional politics
dynamics in the south cocoa producing Ghana where Nkrumah failed to galvanize support.

IV.II Electoral Geography
Ghana possesses a national dual-party
majority during its democratic history. These
two main parties accumulate around 95% of
the votes in the country, the National
Democratic Congress and the National
Patriotic Party. These two parties are very
distinctly regionally split; this can be seen in
the country map below with the North and
South almost evenly distributed between the
parties. This regional divide maps on to an
economic trajectory as already discussed the
south has a Cocoa endowment and as a
result is a richer region which affects
electoral perceptions. It is interesting to note
the similarities through time, as one of the
maps depicts the 2004 presidential election
and the other the 2016 presidential election
as depicted on the maps below. The National
Democratic Congress was formed by Jerry
Rawlings, capturing a strong hold with the
first few elections following the introduction
of multiparty elections. With controversial
perception following his 2 military coups the
rhetoric resonates with the disenfranchised
Ghananians.
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