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Executive Summary  

The current paper aims to capture the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for the non-wood 

forest products (NWFPs) supply and value chain activities in the NENA region taking Lebanon and 

Sudan as case studies. In this context, it covers NWFP collection, postharvest local marketing,  

processing, consumption, and export activities.  

The findings of this document are based on primary data collected through online questionnaires 

targeting NWFPs actors along the supply and value chain and from consultation with key direct 

and indirect actors. The information gaps were covered through a review of literature and national 

reports. It is evident that the NWFP business in the two countries has experienced serious 

blockages in its supply and value chain configuration continuum during COVID-19 

restrictions/lockdowns. These have posed some negative effects on NWFPs production in terms of 

labour force, intermediate inputs, production tools, and equipment, finance and extension services. 

They have drastically reduced the number of dealers and transactions in the markets and added 

negative effects on transportation, storage facilities, and quality control services. These have 

collectively led to increase in prices of basic foods, rising unemployment, and falling exports. The 

document concludes with some points for the consideration for the attention of Commission based 

on the findings of two case studies conducted in Lebanon and Sudan 

. 

Suggested action by the Commission  

 

The Commission may wish to encourage countries, to: 

 

 Seek FAO support to undertake similar studies for their key NWFPs to draw lessons from 

the effect of COVID-19 in order to strengthen the resilience of their NWFPs in the face of 

any similar shocks and stresses in the future and to build back better. 

 

http://www.fao.org/
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I. Introduction 

 
1. The COVID-19 pandemic has created a massive disruption to human lives, livelihoods and 

economic systems worldwide. It has caused a public health crisis and short-term economic 

recession, resulting in the loss of livelihoods1. The forest sector is not an exception. The pandemic 

exposed the forest business to challenges related to employment, supply chains and trade and to 

lack of investment capital2 as well as challenges related to illegal activities.  

 

2. The NWFPs supply and value chains in the NENA region seemed to be less affected as 

there has been no reported increase in the illicit cutting of trees/shrubs or overexploitation of 

NWFPs during the pandemic. The strong linkage of the NWFPs with local people’s livelihoods and 

the domestic market accompanied with reasonable levels of engagement of small and medium-scale 

private enterprises seemed to have reduced the effects of the Pandemic on the NWFPs value chain, 

leading it to reflect some degree of resilience to the impacts of COVID-19 economic shocks despite 

the overall effect of lockdown. 

 

3. The reported findings in this paper were based essentially on the respondents (value chain 

actors) views, with some information obtained from national reports and reviewed literature. Case 

studies were conducted in Lebanon and Sudan3 using a two-stage process whereby actors with 

                                                      
1 http://www.fao.org/3/ca8844en/CA8844EN.pdf 
2 https://www.un.org/esa/forests/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Covid-19-SFM-impact-Africa.pdf 
3 Initially three country case studies were planned, with each country representing a sub-region (Tunisia for 

North Africa, Sudan for the Sahel and Lebanon for the Mashriq). The lockdown linked with the second wave of  

 

 

 

 Develop appropriate polices, plans, programmes and incentive mechanisms to harness the 

potentials that the NWFPs sector has for building resilient livelihood systems for rural 

communities and the various actors along the NWFPs value chain who depend on these 

products to enhance their ability to cope with future shocks such those associated with 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 Mobilize public, private and international development finance to support the valorization 

of the NWFPs in their countries and develop robust national research programmes to unveil 

the health benefit potentials of major NWFPs that already have well-established traditional 

medicinal uses as revealed during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

The Commission may wish to recommend that FAO, upon request from countries, establish 

protocols and/or guidelines for sustainable NWFP harvest, resource management and 

international trade and provide support for conversion of NWFP raw materials into finished 

products with value added in a way that enables NWFP producers/collectors to earn higher 

prices for their products. 

Queries on the content of this document may be addressed to: 

Mr Abdel Hamied Adam HAMID 

NEFRC Secretory, FAO Regional Office for the Near East 

AbdelHamied.Hamid@fao.org 
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medium or high levels of Internet Communication Technology (ICT) were consulted through 

“Google Online Forms” and those with lower levels of ICT access were consulted physically after 

taking all necessary measures and precautions against COVID-19. Respondents were asked to 

express the decrease or increase resulting from COVID-19 in any of the assessed parameters in 

terms of percentages. 

 

4. The specific target groups were the NWFP value chain actors including collectors, village 

traders, forest-dependent communities, city traders, local trading, processing and exporting 

companies, and the indirect actors, including forestry and customs authorities, research institutions, 

national chambers for trade, unions of NWFP producers, etc..  

 

5. A multi-dimensional context analysis was conducted for the two countries based on a 

hypothetical framework, which was developed particularly for the purpose of this study (Annex 1)4. 

The hypothetical framework indicated the negative impact of COVID-19 on the NWFPs value and 

supply chain in terms of external shocks with pull down effect (the pulled down red arrow). 

 

6. A purposive sampling technique was applied to cover the most important geographical 

locations for collection and trade of NWFPs in the two countries. The sample size was 101 and 33 

respondents for Sudan and Lebanon, respectively. Due to the homogeneity of the targeted value 

chain actors in the two countries; this sample size seems to be justifiable to support the depth of 

case-oriented analysis for this type of research (Delice, 2010)5. 

 

7. Both Lebanon and Sudan are passing through difficult economic and socio-political 

situations. The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened this situation and negative effects of the 

pandemic trickled down to all economic activities, including the NWFPs business. The restrictions 

and lockdowns associated with COVID-19 impacted NWFP trade, particularly at international 

scales, while the domestic consumption of some products has increased, including for human health 

and well-being. 

 

8. While the COVID-19 pandemic has posed some serious challenges for the NWFPs supply 

and value chain in the short term, it has also provided an opportunity to accelerate transformations 

and build the resilience of the NWFPs business in the face of these challenges.  

 

9. The overall objective of the current paper is to provide the results of the assessment of the 

impact of COVID-19 lockdowns, restrictions and health measures on NWFPs along their value 

chains (from production, through postharvest, value added and processing activities, to local 

marketing, foreign trade and consumption patterns) and draw lessons for building back better based 

on the above two case studies. 

 

II. COVID-19 Effects on NWFPs Supply and Value Chain Activities  

 

10. The configuration of the NWFPs value chain mapped in the two countries indicated that 

there are three main categories of actors, which are affected by COVID-19 restrictions: upstream, 

downstream, and indirect actors. In Lebanon, however, these categories of actors are partially 

overlapping, for instance the upstream value chain actors sometimes undertake downstream value 

                                                                                                                                                                      
COVID-19 did not allow for carrying out the study in Tunisia as it requires in most cases direct consultation with 

upstream value chain actors.     
4Developed by the authors for the purpose of this study based on a variety of theoretical frameworks, namely 

Porter’s Value Chain Theory, Fundamental Principles of Economics; Theory of Change, and FAO’s Sustainable 

Food Value Chain Framework http://www.fao.org/sustainable-food-value-chains/what-is-it/en/ 

 
5Ali Delice 2010. The sampling issues in quantitative research (https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ919871.pdf) 

 

http://www.fao.org/sustainable-food-value-chains/what-is-it/en/
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chain tasks i.e. sometimes deal with NWFPs processing and export (e.g. the case of pine nut 

collectors). 

  

11. It is apparent that the NWFPs business in the two countries has experienced serious 

blockages in its supply and value chain configuration continuum during COVID-19 

restrictions/lockdowns. 

 

12. In Sudan, with exception of gum Arabic all other studied NWFPs are locally produced and 

traded and while considered promising for export, they require special protocols and quality 

standards to enter the international markets (Annex 2). 

 

13. The main NWFPs in Lebanon are food products (e.g. honey and pine nuts), medicinal (e.g. 

Myrtus communis) and aromatic plants (e.g. wild thyme and sage). Rural communities rely on 

NWFPs to improve their livelihood by providing food, additional income and employment 

opportunities. 

  

14. The results for Sudan indicated that the local consumption of the main NWFPs have 

significantly increased during COVID-19 restrictions/lockdowns period. All these products have 

medicinal and pharmaceutical uses, and, with exception of Acacia. nilotica pods, they are all used 

for food. This increment in usage of NWFPs is probably ascribed to the enhanced domestic 

utilization of these products by both urban and rural communities as in many developing countries, 

including the NENA region, people tend to go for traditional medicine when conferenced with a 

pandemic or major health issues. 

  

15. The results from the respondents’ feedback in Lebanon show the same pattern, where 

domestic consumption of honey by Lebanese communities has increased during the pandemic to 90 

percent of total production.   

 

16. Looking at the upstream value chains in Sudan, collection of NWFPs has been moderately 

affected by restrictions and lockdowns for the rural community due to low adherence to these 

measures in rural areas (see Annex 3), while access of NWFPs collectors/producers to rural and 

urban markets was negatively affected by COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns as shown in 

Annex 4.  

 

17. The figure in Annex 4 shows that about 42 percent of traders were not able to access the 

rural markets, while 55 percent could not access central and urban markets during lockdowns 

because the authority had imposed stricter measures on these markets. The number of dealers and 

transactions also drastically declined during lockdowns and travel restrictions where producers 

were banned from inter-state movement to seek marketing for their NWFPs. 

 

18. Likewise, travel restriction in Lebanon affected beehives transportation from a region to 

another. It was only after the Beekeeping Syndicate intervened and secured a special permit valid 

for 24 hours from the Ministries of Agriculture, Health and Interior Affairs that beehives could be 

moved from one place to another to their ensure adequate distribution.  

 

19. Other marketing value chain elements such as transportation and storage services were 

adversely affected by COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns in both countries. In Sudan, 

interviewed respondents indicated 85 percent and 84 percent decrease in transportation and storage 

services, respectively (Annex 4). A similar decrease was reported by the respondents in Lebanon.  

 

20. Annex 5 shows the detailed effects of COVID-19 restrictions on NWFPs downstream 

actors (traders and companies). It is clear that COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns in both 

countries posed some negative effects on NWFPs production in terms of labour force availability, 
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intermediate inputs, production tools, and equipment, finance and extension services. Nonetheless, 

the domestic use of NWFPs increased in the two countries. 

 

21. In both countries, communication means such as e-communication, normal phone calls, 

online meetings, social media, and e-commerce were widely used during COVID-19 restrictions 

and lockdowns, especially by downstream and indirect value chain actors who have easy access to 

online networks. Online meetings are considered a new information and communication technology 

to most downstream value chain actors.  

 

22. In Sudan, the study findings indicated that the overall NWFPs business performance 

declined by 75 percent as consequence of COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns (Annex 5). While 

in Lebanon, all income sources obtained from NWFPs were affected negatively by COVID-19 

restrictions on trading, government work, and employment. 

 

23. In both countries, all interviewed respondents indicated that they did not receive any kind 

of subsidy from the governmental and non-governmental entities during COVID-19 period.  

 

24. Although gum Arabic export quantities in Sudan have moderately/slightly increased during 

the last 8 years (Annex 6), a decrease in its export earnings was witnessed during the COVID-19 

lockdowns period in 2020 (Annex 7). This could also be attributed to the strict measures imposed 

on agricultural and food commodities at international markets and the sharply increased costs of 

local transportations, freight shipping and insurance, during COVID-19. 

 

25. Looking at the monthly quantities of gum Arabic exports during the last eighteen months in 

2020/21 (Annex 8), it is apparent that the quantities showed a sharp decline at the beginning of the 

pandemic months (January-March 2020), then fluctuations occurred in most of the middle period. A 

small tendency of increase in gum Arabic was observed towards the end of this period. This could 

be attributed to the fact that many gum Arabic exporting companies have coexisted with COVID-19 

pandemic contingencies.  

 

26. In Sudan, interviewed informants stated that a substantial amount of baobab fruits were 

imported from West African countries (e.g. Nigeria) which reached about 15 000 tons in 2019. The 

consumption of the product (locally collected and imported) has significantly increased with an 

accompanying surge in its price (100-150 percent). This price surge could be attributed to the drop 

in imports due to COVID-19 restrictions as well as to the increase in its domestic consumption.  In 

the same manner, prices of other NWFPs such as Tamarind has also increased during COVID-19. 

 

III. Conclusions  

 

27. Although difficult to generalize due to the different end products and market dynamics, the 

study showed that NWFPs production/collection were less affected by COVID-19 restrictions and 

lockdowns than local marketing and export activities. Upstream NWFP value chains demonstrated 

a general resilience to the pandemic, given that most of the harvests takes place in rural areas where 

mobility was less affected by lockdown measures. Harvest and consumption of some products in 

rural areas actually increased (e.g. honey, gum Arabic, baobab, tamarind), thus effects on 

subsistence and livelihoods appear to be generally positive. 

  

28. NWFP value chains, particularly products destined for international trade (e.g. gum Arabic) 

were, unsurprisingly, the hardest hit. Measures to facilitate domestic and international trade and 

protect NWFPs value chain actors from external shocks such as the pandemic but also other 

calamities (e.g. climate change) should be put in place in the efforts to build back better.  

 



6 FO:NEFRC/2021/4 

 

 

29. The noted difference in the effect of COVID-19 on NWFPs supply and value chains in the 

NENA region, as compared with the overall effect of the pandemic on the forest sector in other 

regions is that there was no reported increase in the illicit cutting of trees/shrubs or overexploitation 

of NWFPs during COVID-19 lockdown.  The strong linkage of the NWFPs with local people’s 

livelihoods and the domestic market accompanied with reasonable levels of engagement of the 

small and medium-scale private enterprises seemed to have led the NWFPs supply and value chains 

to reflect some degrees of resilience to COVID-19 shocks despite the overall effect of lockdown. 

 

30. Building back better, will require critical assessment and monitoring of the actual and 

potential risks/shocks associated with COVID-19 (and other similar external shocks) on the NWFPs 

supply and value chain. This should lead to the provision of proper management and technical 

advice along with technical support to innovate and adapt good practices throughout the NWFPs 

supply and value chain continuum to strengthen the viability and resilience of the value chain. 

 

31. The COVID-19 crisis has introduced a hybrid working models on NWFPs downstream 

activities mainly through the online communication, e-commerce, and social media for promotion 

and advertisement. These models require new workforce skills, particularly social, financial, 

technical and advanced cognitive abilities to close the business gaps. This may call for a need to 

facilitate the conduction of a comprehensive inventory of skills across the NWFPs traders and 

companies, create ongoing learning programmes, and document the successful measures adopted by 

these actors for the coexistence and resilience against COVID-19 crisis. At the same time traders 

and companies have used some methods (e.g. home business, e-trade, online meetings, social media 

for advertisement) to boost their resilience against COVID-19 effects. These methods need to be 

further elaborated and sustained. 

 

32. Despite the fact that most of the NWFPs are locally produced and traded, very few of these 

products have well-established protocols for sustainable harvest, resource management and 

international trade. Efforts should be made by countries and development partners to develop 

guidelines and tools for certification and protocols for organic NWFPs and for developing quality 

standards to enter the international markets. 

 

. 
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Annex 1: Hypothetical framework for NWFPs supply and value chain analysis in the Lebanon and 

Sudan 
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Annex 2: Ranking of NWFPs according to their importance (Sudan) 

 

 

 
Annex 3: Effects of COVID-19 lockdowns on NWFPs collection in Sudan 
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Annex 4: Effects of COVID-19 restrictions on NWFPs collectors and other upstream actors in Sudan  

 

 

Annex 5: The effects of COVID-19 restrictions on NWFPs downstream actors 
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Annex 6: Quantities of gum Arabic exports from Sudan (2012-2020) 6 

 

 
Annex 7: Export earnings of gum Arabic exports from Sudan (2012-2020) 7 

 

 
Annex 8: Quantities of gum Arabic exports from Sudan during COVID-19 (2020-2021) 8 

                                                      
6GAB. Gum Arabic Board Annual Report (s), for the 2012-2020. www.gab.gov.sd (accessed on 21.06.2021) 
7GAB. 2021. Gum Arabic Board Annual Report (2021). www.gab.gov.sd (accessed on 21.06.2021) 
8GAB. 2021. Gum Arabic Board Annual Report (2021). www.gab.gov.sd (accessed on 21.06.2021) 


