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Interview Questions - Madagascar Vanilla Company


We can see that you have been operating in Madagascar for over 60 years. Could you please provide a brief overview of your current business activities and where your operations start and finish in the vanilla supply chain?

Currently we export to and are creeping into retail further down the value chain in North America, Europe, and Asia. Over time the MVC Group and many of the other legacy vanilla groups in Madagascar have become vertically integrated participating in growing and land, production, collection, curing, packaging, exporting, and even deploying satellite distribution firms and using 3PFs and private label extensions in the import and receiving side to capture more of the end user dollars and B2B and B2C, as the price journey can track to allow more margin on the 2 ends of the chain. Vertical integration leads to better planning and control.


Which stakeholders do you interact with (e.g. exporters, regulators, etc.)?

Regulators, importers, small and large businesses, cosmetics, confectionary, flavoring, beverage, breweries, baking, NGO’s, farming associations, embassies and interns and guests interested in the cultural landscape of vanilla curing. We now interact with amazon and online platforms and payment portals and more interesting banking and order software providers too.

Approximately how many employees do you have?

It depends on the time of year and the extension/part of the group but at peak a few hundred especially in the Madagascar production and growing end around Antalaha and the vanilla coast.

How much, if at all, does climate (including extreme climate events) affect your business? 

Extreme client events do affect yields and logistics, but many in the vanilla industry use the climate events as mediagenic and believable justifications for raising prices, to reporters and media who parachute in and appear more concerned with the perception of expertise than fact-checking or deep-diving into incentives and physical stock realities. While expensive crops like vanilla have a natural incentive to keep dry and safe from weather in locked secure storehouses, many claim climate events cause delays or price changes. Yields are affected,yes, but perception of these markets and yields are more affected and more useful, by extreme client events such as Indian Ocean cyclones.

If relevant, how do you mitigate your exposure to any climate risks (such as cyclones)?

We like everyone put the vanilla inside when it rains, in cemented sanitary structures that cannot blow away. Even before the rise in the price of vanilla this was common practice. Some orchid croppings and cuttings are destroyed by cyclones, however the vanilla orchid hails from rainforests and is not very brittle. Less supply comes into the market in a staggered event from cyclones, that resonates or autocorrects in the 4-5 year future as vanilla plants alive during a cyclone are typically alive not just for that specific year. Air freight still flies in rainy periods, and trucks still drive on the excellent SAVA road built for the industry here. The strata of different altitudes in SAVA means we can carefully move growing up and down in elevation or to different ranges in the vanilla coast if soil or weather mandates it…so we also watch the ground not just the sky.

Do you experience significant fluctuations in the price of vanilla? If so, is there anything your business does to help cope with these fluctuations?

Yes of course. There a panoply of interacting factors and forces on the vanilla price, but supply and demand is the most simplified barometer and a lot of lobbying goes into trying to prevent it from ruling the day. Mostly, the exporters cannot repeal the forces of simple supply and demand. The Madagascar government has some very excellent forces on helping the communities and making sure bad quality doesn’t escape the island and devalue the production efforts of everyone, and there are some excellent regulators in the Madagascar government working hand in hand with the vanilla professionals. We see a wax and wane of new entrants pouring in late after the price rises and peaks, then run away in despair when the tide goes out and the price levels down. Almost all of the new companies turn up temporarily for a high price sticker, but quickly realize that profit is not the same as price if they aren’t vertically rooted down to the farm and into the forests. We simply focus on quality and the 50 year game as a catch-all safe conservative mission. Higher sale prices, higher revenue, is not the same as higher profits. Harmony in the SAVA communities and along the value chain makes everybody happy. We simply are stuck with what the production price was, and the green vanilla price, no matter what the market makes for us. The equation from here in the “green machine” of the SAVA forests and farms is not very difficult to calculate and calibrate. Labor costs rise in bull markets in vanilla, but most of the families who work with us have been involved for generations and have everything from meals to childcare taken care of during times of a lot of curing and processing, and there is not too much stress. Even during the coronavirus, there was not much noticeable change in outbound export logistics, while mostly the customer/importer communities drove the slowdown.

How does the vanilla you process arrive at your processing facilities?

In jute sacs or plastic fiber sacks in trucks, of green vanilla. It is quite a spectacle and a lot of fun to watch and literally sometimes attracts tailgating parties at Belle Rose!

Are you able to trace which specific farm in Madagascar each vanilla bean is sourced from?

Yes approximately, at least the area and soil sector and community, and we use bean tattoos, a marvelous low-tech invention for attribution, anti-theft, and other general tracking and security. In fact we wish customers would request custom tattoos for fun (you can get the batman logo on a bean for example, or your girlfriend’s name, like coca cola cans…..but nobody does…)

How often do you interact with the government, and what is the main reason for these interactions?

All the time. Customs, health and phytosanitation, and quality and export matters, export codes and price floors and measures for taxes and packing regimes that affect mainly just exporters. The government is a force for good in vanilla quality in Madagascar, and protects the reputation and quality of the industry. All of the exporters owe many thanks to the Malagasy leadership.

Are there regulators for the vanilla industry in Madagascar and how often do you interact with them?

Madagascar regulators are in interactions weekly, light and heavy. International regulators for vanilla quality standards and grading meanwhile are fictional/PR-made, and do not exist. For example, anybody can say anything is “Grade A” (and this is rampantly abused and spun)….Organic practices and health standards we interact with a few times per year, but organic standards organizations do not send many representatives to SAVA. Most of the formation of quality standards is in SAVA itself, being so remote and removed from the end users of vanilla. Also, not many people in Madagascar even buy vanilla or use it for food and drink. 

What do you believe have been the biggest changes in the vanilla industry in Madagascar over the past 15 years?

The largest changes are certainly that the younger children of the legacy vanilla families are more digitally literate, western or French-educated, and interested in marching down the value chain so that they see more of our beans than just the ship or airplane they leave on. The other change is everybody between Antalaha-Sambava-Ampanefena-Andapa forming a constellation rather than cannibalizing each other, and the southern span of forests working together. There is not much racism in this part of Madagascar due to the long intermarriage of Malagasy, French, Chinese, Indian, Arab, Merina, Saklava and many sub-groups of Madagascar. The “foreigners” in SAVA have been there for 4 generations and don’t leave the island and Mandarin/Cantonese and English is spoken by more people. Vanilla is more cooperative. There is change in that many tech companies now come and attempt to “revolutionize” vanilla with manifold and various strange solutions, rather than traders and private planes, but still fail or cannot replicate the price and product result that Madagascar’s culture and experience and complicated communities make. The last change was the worsening and then improvement of security in Sambava with inpouring migrants, which tracked more the security in the country in general and the capital than it did the vanilla situation. Security in Antalaha is very good and visitors and workers can come and go at ease. Most people recognize each other and the spirit if very genial and positive and cooperative.

If any, what changes do you feel would improve the vanilla industry in Madagascar?

There is not much letup to suitors courting the house of bourbon…in the bust and failure of many attempts to scientifically replicate the vanilla taste and molecule to mimic the bourbon SAVA flavor, or curing culture, or whatever it is that yields the final flavor, and dead companies from Hawaii to South Africa abound with over-investment in these attempts. It would be great if a serious long term study of what vanilla farmers really want was conducted, sampling around the entire vanilla coast to see what would make life better. Ecotourism would also be great! - SAVA has veritably some of the finest parks (like Marojejy) and lemur lands in Madagascar, and Duke University’s Lemur Center is there as well as the most adventurous road trips and gateway to the rainforest Masoala…but nobody goes there!
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