
 
 

Where “food security”, “health” and “income” grow on trees: 
opportunities for forest-dependant entrepreneurs in Central Africa 

Isihlahla saziwa ngezithelo zaso.  

A tree is known by its fruit.  

(Zulu proverb) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Logging has been, for many, considered 
the only possible source of income from 
forests. Trees, however, provide much 
more than timber. For example, they play a 
variety of roles in Central Africa. In the arid 
Sudano-Sahelian zones, trees serve as 
dune stabilizers and supply a wide number 
of resources to the poorest communities. In 
or around the Congo Basin rain forest, 
more than 100 million people depend on 
non-wood forest products for food.   

 

 

Non-wood (or non-timber) forest products (NWFP) include fruits, leaves, seeds and nuts; 
bark, gum and sap; insects, multi-targeted medicinal compounds; fodder and honey. From 
contributing to poverty alleviation, to allowing the direct participation of women in income 
generation, the benefits of trees are manifold.  

 
Non-Wood Forest Products as a tool for fighting poverty 

The North and Far North Regions of 
Cameroon are highly ecologically diverse. 
The gum-producing Acacia species which 
have adapted to the Sudano-Sahelian zones 
are an interesting example of the types of 
organisms found there. According to new 
scientific studies, gum arabic beats modified 
starches as a beverage stabilizer, making it a 
sought after commodity, despite costing more 
than alternative chemical food stabilizing 
products. Traded internationally (France, UK, 
USA, India, Japan) and consumed locally, 
gum arabic also contributes, and could 
increasingly contribute to, improved food 
security and enhanced income generation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acacia senegal, Acacia polyacantha and Acacia 
seyal (Gum tree) 

The bark is the most valuable part of the Acacia spp. It 
is extensively used as cattle, goat and sheep feed 
during the dry season. The bark is thick, smooth and 
relatively soft when fresh. Gum arabic, tapped by slicing 
the bark of gum arabic trees, is traded internationally 
and used locally in foods, medicines and handicrafts. 
The crude protein content of the bark ranges from 10.6 
percent in February to 4.1 percent in August. The 
calcium values are also very high. The smoke of Acacia 
spp wood is said to be an effective insect-repellent. 
Acacia spp leaves, gum and bark are also used in 
phytotherapy for hemorrhaging, colds, diarrhea, gastro-
intestinal disorders, jaundice, biliary diseases, syphilis, 
and headaches, and as an emollient, astringent, in burn 
therapy and ophtalmia. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When one considers that gum-related activities 
carried out by women represent up to 40 percent 
of their overall income, it becomes rapidly 
apparent that this NWFP contributes significantly 
to poverty reduction. Thanks to a government 
drafted national plan to fight desertification, 
financial partners could invest in the creation of 
new plantations on vast stretches of arid land. 
This could make gum arabic one solution for 
environmental degradation in the Sahelian belt of 
the country, whilst also resolving land fertilization 
problems.  

  
Prunus being harvested in Mount Cameroon. 

Challenges and opportunities for forest-dependant communities 

Today, 75 percent of the world’s poor living in rural areas depend on NWFP for their 
subsistence. NWFP have thus the potential to become an important pillar of people’s well-
being. A key challenge to this resides in organizing collectors into common initiative groups 
so as to resolve common problems. Another challenge is putting in place community forests 
and resolving issues around access to and tenure of land. Capacity development is also 
important in order to avoid detrimental practices to forests, such as burning to effect a 
cultivation shift, or over-harvesting fuelwood. Given that so many fundamental economic, 
ecological and social issues are shared by local communities, the trade of NWFP may even 
serve as a basis for integration between West Africa and Central Africa countries – Nigeria 
and Cameroon in particular. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gnetum africanum and Gnetum buchholzianum 
(Fumbwa) 

Exported to the markets of Europe (Paris, Brussels) and Canada, 
the leaves of the evergreen vine, Gnetum spp, are an important 
article of trade in the Central African region, particularly in 
Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where 
they are harvested on a daily basis and sold in local and regional 
markets. Eaten raw or finely shredded and added to soups and 
stews, the leaves are highly nutritious and constitute an 
important source of protein, essential amino acids and minerals 
like iron. Gnetum spp is used by the local communities to treat 
nausea and is believed to be an antidote to some poisons. The 
volume of export trade in these leafy vegetables has significantly 
increased in recent years and the resource base has been 
seriously threatened by unsustainable harvesting methods, as 
the trees on which Gnetum spp vines grow are often felled, 
creating widespread damage. In addition, much of the forest in 
which Gnetum spp occurs has been degraded by illegal and 
uncontrollable exploitation of timber, farming, road construction 
and other activities inherent in economic development.  

Women preparing Gnetum spp leaves.  



Strengthening income generation opportunities in Central Africa  
Gum arabic (Acacia spp), African plum 
(Dacryodes edulis), African cherry 
(Prunus africana), Bush mango 
(Irvingia spp), honey...  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Once potential products have been 
identified for commercialization, it is 
crucial to develop markets that will 
sustain income generation,” says 
Sophie Grouwels from FAO’s Forest 
Policy and Economics Team. 

Under the umbrella of a four-year 
project financed by the European 
Union, the local communities of 
Cameroon and the Democratic  
Republic of the Congo (DRC) are 

transforming from being sellers of harvested forest products to becoming entrepreneurs. 
Their process includes the development of strategies that will allow them to develop 
sustainable micro- and small-scale forest product enterprises. 

Cameroon exported 22 tons of honey to Europe in 2010. 
 

This four-year project, entitled “Mobilization and capacity building for small and medium 
scale enterprises involved in the production and commercialization of non-wood forest 
products (NWFP) in Central Africa (GCP/RAF/408/EC Project),” started in 2007. Since then, 
it has been implemented in Cameroon and DRC in close collaboration with the 
governments of those countries and within the framework of the Central African Forestry 
Commission (COMIFAC). Working in partnership with the Centre for International Forestry 
Research (CIFOR), the World Agroforestry Center (ICRAF) and the Netherlands 
Development Organization (SNV), the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) has played a leading role in the project’s implementation.  

Honey production 

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, men are the main practitioners of bee-farming (from 59 to 
82 percent). Women play an important role in planning post-harvest activities and in transportation of the 
beehives. The honey produced is used as a food source (35 percent) or in pharmacopeia (65 percent). 
Honey has been shown to be good for diabetics, or even as an anti-poison. Although the annual output is 
low when compared with other African countries, 78 percent of the honey is produced from artificial hives 
– an indication of the dynamism of the farmers, and making this a promising product for further 
development. Honey production is also especially beneficial as it meets environmental protection and 
biodiversity conservation requirements. In Cameroon, despite incomplete and missing data on the honey 
value chain, it is estimated that 3.3 million litres of honey are produced annually, valued at around 
4 million US dollars. This represents 30 to 60 percent of the annual income of over 80 percent of 
beekeepers in Cameroon. The majority of honey is consumed in Cameroon and a proportion is exported to 
adjacent countries in Central Africa and the Middle East. For the first time in 2010, 22 tons of certified 
organic and ethical trade honey was exported to Europe. 

http://www.snvworld.org/en/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.snvworld.org/en/Pages/default.aspx


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Rural people must be linked to 
markets if they are to generate 
income from forests,” 
emphasizes Ms. Grouwels. She 
goes on to explain that: “Without 
incentives for managing forests 
sustainably, like income 
generation opportunities, people 
will continue over-utilizing and 
exploiting those forests, 
particularly when they see little 
alternative for earning enough to 
feed their families.” 

Women trading African plum in a market (Cameroon). 

 

An enabling environment for Small Forest Enterprises based on NWFP 

Covering 160 million hectares across 6 countries, the Congo Basin forest is the world’s 
second largest tropical forest expanse after the Amazon Basin. Home to millions of unique 
animals and plants, the Congo Basin forest holds a wealth of NWFP income generation 
opportunities. NWFP trade, however, faces many obstacles. Although auxiliary structures 
and markets do exist, Small Forest Enterprises based on NWFP are often poorly organized. 
They are primarily informal, family or community enterprises, lacking up-to-date market 
information and technological know-how. The EU project seeks to strengthen what is known 
as the “enabling environment.” This is required to build the capacity of Small Forest 
Enterprises based on NWFP, to improve production systems, and to ameliorate 
commercialization and marketing, while also encouraging adequate national legislation and 
policies. To this end, several mechanisms are being put in place to modernize tools and 
techniques, to build up consultative frameworks, to ensure product quality and create 
product labels, and to compete in national, regional and international markets.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irvingia spp (Bush mango) Dacryodes edulis (African plum) 

The Bush mango (Irvingia spp, known as 
ndo’o in South Cameroon) has been valued 
for its nutritional value for more than two 
centuries in West and Central Africa. The 
chocolate-colored paste obtained from 
grilling its fruit, dried almonds, in palm oil 
before grinding is quickly ready to consume 
and very nutritious. Initiatives to process 
ndo’o into secondary products such as oils, 
soaps and liquor have had promising 
beginnings. As many recent studies have 
shown, Irvingia spp has significant benefits 
when it comes to weight loss, high 
cholesterol and elevated blood sugar levels.  

In Kinshasa, DRC, significant income is generated from the 
sale of NWFP, with over half coming from the sale of 
African plum. Sprouting naturally in the forest and equally 
fit to be planted in orchards or as part of mixed farming 
systems like in cocoa agro-forests, the African plum is 
principally used as a food product (95.53 percent) and for 
health (4.47 percent). The fruits have a high nutrition 
value, each containing an average of 50 percent lipids, 10 
percent protein, 27 percent fiber and 10 percent sugar. 
The flowers make it a melliferous tree species. The leaves, 
bark and roots of the African plum tree are used in 
therapeutics, to treat tooth aches, diarrhea, burns, chronic 
weight loss, shingles, hiccups, dysentery and the regulation 
of excess milk in breast feeding women.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Taking the ban off Prunus africana? 

One of the intervention areas of the EU project is to support the sustainable management of 
trees within a favorable legal and institutional setting. In 1995, growing demand for Prunus 
africana, coupled with unsustainable harvesting methods, led to CITES placing restrictions 
on the marketing of this species on the international market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It balances conservation needs with local livelihoods and international health needs, and it 
addresses all of CITES’ concerns and recommendations. It also shows that the vulnerability 
of this species is not as acute as CITES originally believed,” says Verina Ingram, a CIFOR 
scientist based in Yaoundé. 

 
 
For further information on the EU Project and full contact details, please click here. 
 
 

Prunus africana (African cherry or Pygeum) 

Long lived (up to 100 years) and patchily distributed, 
the African cherry tree (Prunus africana) is one of 13 
critical species in the rainy, high altitude, mixed 
forest ecosystems in Cameroon. Since the 1970s, 
Cameroon has been one of the largest exporters of 
Prunus worldwide. Its bark is exported dried, 
chipped or powdered to the United States and 
Europe (the latter being Cameroon’s largest 
importing market prior to the recent export ban in 
November, 2007). Once exported, it is converted into 
an extract used to treat benign prostrate 
hyperplasia. A major benefit of this natural medicinal 
product is that the cure comes with no side effects. 
The extract is also a raw material for the burgeoning 
health, bio-product and dietary supplement industry. 

The Convention on International Trade of 
Endangered Species (CITES) of fauna and 
flora is an agreement between governments 
that aims to ensure that global trade in wild 
animals and plants does not threaten their 
survival. In 2008, the Cameroonian Minister 
of Forestry and Wildlife asked the EU 
project to develop a management plan for 
the tree, which specifically focused on 
Cameroon. Now that a detailed, 150-page 
plan has been developed by CIFOR 
researchers, FAO, the Netherlands 
Development Organization and the World 
Agroforestry Centre, Cameroon plans to 
present it to CITES in Geneva at the end of 
the year. 

http://www.fao.org/forestry/enterprises/nwfp-centralafrica-eu/en/


Links of interest 
 
Centre for International Forestry Research (CIFOR): Cameroon’s conservation plan could put 
protected medicinal tree products back on international markets in 2010 
 
European Union (EU): Market chain baseline for Bush Mango (Irvingia spp.) in the Southwest 
and Eastern Regions of Cameroon (2009) 
 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO): “Pygeum: Money growing on 
trees in the Cameroon Highlands?”  
 
 
 
All photographs © FAO / Giulio Napolitano, except on page 2 and 4: © FAO / Ousseynou Ndoye 
 
   

http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/Headlines/prunus-africana.htm
http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/Headlines/prunus-africana.htm
http://www.fao.org/forestry/21888-0-0.pdf
http://www.fao.org/forestry/21888-0-0.pdf
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/ai084e/ai084e00.pdf
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/ai084e/ai084e00.pdf

