Reinforcing sound management through trade:
shea tree products in Africa

Development of non-wood
products from the shea tree
offers promise for both local
and export trade.
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heintegrity of the natural environ-

ment to be inherited by the next

generation of African farmers
depends very much on the livelihood
opportunities and constraints their par-
ents face today. It depends on small deci-
sions made every day by local resource
users, based on consideration of costs and
benefits, but often with short-term con-
siderations necessarily foremostin mind.
Thus, those concerned with sustainable
management of African forests and wood-
lands need to consider ways to add value
to the renewable non-wood products of
forests and woodlands which might pro-
vide practical, market-based incentives
for the sustainable management and con-
servation of the resources.

Perhaps the greatest potential in this
respect lies in the commercial develop-
ment of products from naturally occur-
ring species with ready (if often unde-
veloped) market value. One such species,
only found in sub-Saharan Africa, is the
sheatree, Vitellaria paradoxa (syn. Buty-
rospermum parkii, Butyrospermumpara-
doxum), whichis indigenous to aband of
vegetation extending over 5 000 km from
Senegal to Ethiopia and Uganda.

This article describes the non-wood
products derived from the shea tree,
the local and export markets for them,
and recent efforts to enhance market

opportunities and increase returns to the
primary producers by adding value, par-
ticularly through quality improvements
and initiatives such as certification and
fair trade labelling.

SHEA BUTTER AND ITS MARKETS
The fruit of the shea tree ripens during
the annual hungry season when food
supplies are at their lowest ebb and agri-
cultural labour requirements are at their
peak. Itis rich in vitamins and minerals
and not lacking in protein. Inside the fruit
is a seed rich in the mixture of edible
oils and fats known as shea butter — a
crucial nutritional resource for millions
of rural households.

The Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta
already observed regional trade of shea
butter across West Africa in the four-
teenth century. A few centuries later,
the Scottish explorer Mungo Park noted
the great importance of shea butter in
present-day Mali and Senegal (Park,
1799); he made the first known botani-
cal drawings of the tree and attempted
to classify the species.

Long associated with human settle-
ments, the shea tree may be called “semi-
domesticated” in that its germplasm
reflects conscious selection over millen-
nia—i.e. improvement of the species by
the protection of productive individual

Shea trees (Vitellaria
paradoxa) are
 preserved during
land clearance for
farming and form part
of indigenous farming
systems (parkland
with shea trees in

| Uganda)
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trees on farmed land based on locally
favoured criteria such as sweetness of
fruit, total harvestable yield, tree health,
reduced competition with annual crops,
etc. (Lovettand Haq, 2000a; Maranz and
Wiesman, 2003).

The shea tree grows very slowly, yield-
ing its first fruit harvest after 15 to 20
years. Mature trees are preserved during
land clearance for farming and thus form
part of the indigenous farming system.
The trees benefit from the agronomic
practices employed for the annual crops
such as weeding and management of soil
fertility. Volunteer seedlings are man-
aged to maturity and the tree population
is controlled to avoid overshading of the
annual crops.

Most of the shea nuts collected each
year are processed into shea butter for
home consumption and to meet local
market demand. However, since the
first half of the twentieth century there
has also been an export market for shea
nuts as a cheap raw-material source of
vegetable fat. Over 90 percent of shea
nut exports serve the food industry; shea
butter is industrially extracted, mainly
in Europe, and subsequently separated
into a vegetable fat fraction (stearin),
sold for formulation into cocoa butter
equivalents or improvers (CBEs/CBIs)
and margarines, and an oil fraction used
as a low-value base for margarines and
as a component of animal feeds.
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The fruit of the shea
tree is rich in vitamins
and minerals, and

its seed is rich in the
mixture of edible oils
and fats known as
shea butter

The use of CBEs/CBIs became a
political issue in Europe during the late
1990s following a European Commis-
sion directive which allowed for up to
5 percent substitution of cocoa butter
by CBEs/CBIs (Official Journal Of The
European Communities, 2000). Some
shea stakeholders saw this directive as
a major victory. However, the control
of the CBE/CBI subsector by just a few
companies raises questions as to how
prices are determined and whether local
producers and exporters can negotiate
prices that will be remunerative to the
producers (Fold, 2000).

At the top of the market pyramid, cos-
metic and pharmaceutical applications
form a relatively small but fast-grow-
ing and potentially high-value market
niche for shea nuts and shea butter (see
Box on p. 48). In recent decades, shea

Most of the shea nuts
collected each year
are processed into
shea butter for home
consumption and to
meet local market
demand

butter has become a valued ingredient
in the finest natural cosmetics (Fintrac
Coporation, 1999), and even small
amounts in a formulation can earn a
prominent display on the label. The
cosmetic and pharmaceutical industries
consume an estimated 2 000 to 8 000
tonnes of shea butter each year, and this
figure is expected to rise with growing
demand in new markets.

HOW TO ADD VALUE?

To reinforce sound management to sus-
tain the species, it is important to maxi-
mize returns to the primary producers
—the farmers who make the management
decisions on which the future of the
tree and the ecological integrity of the
landscape depend.

One of the most straightforward means
of adding value to any commodity is the
processing of raw material into higher-
value end-products — in this case the
extraction of shea butter from shea nuts.
Shea butter does have a higher value
than shea nuts, but the value depends
very much on the market on which it is
sold, and in the case of local markets,
on the time of year (see Figure). Tradi-
tional extraction using kneading meth-
ods yields about 30 to 35 percent butter
by dry weight, while expeller methods
that include the use of solvents yield up
to 45 percent.
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Shea butter for health: more than skin deep

Shea butter has been used for centuries
(perhaps millennia) as a skin treatment in
Africa, particularly for newborn infants.
Although the clinical data often referred to
by the cosmetic companies that market shea
butter are hard to locate, recent scientific
studies supportits alleged therapeutic value
in treatment of certain skin disorders. The
bioactive substances in shea butter reside in
the unsaponifiable fraction — the oil-soluble
constituents that would not react with al-
kali to form soap — which is a by-product
of the CBE/CBI production process. They
include anti-oxidants such as tocopherols
(vitamin E) and catechins (also found in
green tea). Alander and Andersson (2002)
and Alander (2004) identified other specific
compounds such as triterpene alcohols,
known to reduce inflammation; cinnamic
acid esters, which have limited capacity
to absorb ultraviolet (UV) radiation; and

Interestingly, the price of shea nuts
and shea butter is approximately twice
as high in the countries furthest removed
from the export market (Uganda, the
Sudan, Central African Republic,
Senegal) as it is in those with the most
direct access to export purchase (Ghana,
Mali, Burkina Faso).

Within West Africa, these contradic-
tions present obstacles to the coher-
ent stratification of product prices as
a function of product quality. In Mali,
for instance, the industry pays signifi-
cantly less for shea nuts than in Ghana
(see Table) or even Burkina Faso, given
the closer proximity of those countries
to accessible ports.

If 1 kg of shea butter free on board
(f.0.b.) ship at Tema, Ghana is valued
at not more than US$1, and 1 kg of shea
nuts at US$0.30 (P.N. Lovett, unpub-
lished reports), there is not much of a

lupeol, which prevents the effects of skin
aging by inhibiting enzymes that degrade
skin proteins. Shea butter also protects skin
by stimulating production of structural
proteins by specialized skin cells.

BSP Pharma, a joint venture between the
Danish oils and fats manufacturer Aarhus
Oliefabrik and the biopharmaceutical
company Astion, is currently using shea
unsaponifiables to produce an anti-inflam-
matory treatment for arthritis and a topical
treatment for excema and other skin condi-
tions including herpeslesions. BSP Pharma
is also producing a “nutraceutical” shea
product clinically proven to lower human
cholesterol.

These therapeutic uses of shea butter’s
constituent compounds could considerably
enhance the already significant interest in
shea butter — since few products, natural
or synthetic, can be credited with slowing

margin to work with unless further ways
can be found of adding value, such as
developing a niche market (or range of
niche markets) predicated on products of
exceptional quality, or developing other
products or forms of processing. Another
way to add value on the production side

Cosmetic and
pharmaceutical
applications form a
relatively small but
fast-growing and
potentially high-
value market niche
for shea nuts and
shea butter

or reversing the process of aging. However,
thereis the question of how much thisinter-
est will benefit the producers. Companies
such as Karlshamn, a Swedish company
that is another of the major players in the
international shea industry, have moved
to protect their investment in research
and development of new uses for the unsa-
ponifiable content of shea butter through
patents on the processes by which these
useful substances are isolated and enriched
from their natural form. In terms of intel-
lectual property rights, it is hoped that the
ownership of shea genetic resources will
be respected and legally protected for the
benefit of the people of the shea-producing
nations (Posey and Dutfield, 1996).

would be to reduce processing costs by
increasing the efficiency (and thus the
profitability) of production.

IMPROVING PRODUCT QUALITY
While a higher-quality butter may fetch
ahigher market price, itis also preferred
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for home consumption and will keep
longer in storage than a poor-quality
product. Product quality of both shea
nuts and shea butter depends primarily on
postharvest processing, such as parboil-
ing of shea nuts at the start of the season
to prevent the seeds from germinating
and to dry them more quickly. Sun-dry-
ing of shea nut provides better quality
than smoking nuts over a fire, which
contaminates them with hydrocarbons.

Free fatty acid (FFA) content offers a
simply calculated index of quality, rep-
resenting in effect the proportion lost to
degradation; refining sheabutter of 1 per-
cent FFA will resultin aloss of 1 percent
of the original volume of unprocessed
butter. Through simple improvements in
processing practices, it has been possible
consistently to produce shea butter of
commercially accepted grades, i.e. with
FFA of less than 0.5 percent.

Research has also established that
the typically unpleasant odour of West
African shea butter (not characteristic of
the eastern subspecies nilotica) results
from one or more of the steps in post-
harvest processing, and that modifying
these steps could reduce or prevent it
(Lovett, 2004).

There may also be scope for improving
quality through identification of shea
tree populations with specific chemical
attributes conferring enhanced value,
given the degree of chemical and genetic
variation between populations (Lovett
and Haq, 2000b; Fontaine et al., 2004)
and the extremely specialized high-value
products and market applications derived
from the species’ particular component
compounds (Alander, 2004). To thisend,
the World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF),
together with a number of collaborating
institutions and with support from the
European Commission, has developed a
Vitellaria database (accessible at www.
prokarite.org/vitellaria-dbase-EN) giv-
ing chemical profiles, including analysis
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Shea nuts —@— Shea oil

Note: Average exchange rate for the period shown, U Sh 1 319=US$1.

Seasonal fluctuation in prices of
shea nuts and shea oil at local
markets in northern Uganda,

1996-2001
Estimated costs of shea nuts exported from Ghana and Mali
Cost details Ghana Mali
Farm gate price paid per tonne shea nuts US$150 US$74
Available stearin per tonne shea nuts 229.50 kg 193.20 kg
Transport costs to nearest port per tonne shea nuts US$19.50 US$52.00
Border crossing costs per tonne 0 US$16.67
Equivalent cost per tonne shea nuts (at port entrance) US$169.50 US$142.74
Tonnes shea nuts required per tonne stearin 4.4 5.2
Equivalent cost per tonne stearin (at port entrance) US$738.56 US$738.82
Assumptions
Total oil/fat content of nut 51% 46%
Approximate stearin content of total oil/fat 45% 42%
Typical local price for dry nuts, per kg Cedis 1 350 CFA 40
Exchange rate for local currency to US$ 9 000 540
Lorry cost per km in West Africa US$1.20 US$1.20
Weight allowable per lorry 40 tonnes 30 tonnes
Distance to nearest port 650 km 1300 km
Cost per border US$500 US$500
Number of borders to cross to reach nearest port 0 1

Note: This model does not include: Africa to EU shea nut transport or customs; traders’ margins; storage or
processing costs. These added costs would make Mali stearin even less attractive at these costs and fat percentages.




of shea fruit, shea nuts and shea butter,
for over 750 individual shea trees in ten
countries across Africa.

INCENTIVES TO IMPROVE
QUALITY

Recent studies have indicated that pro-
ducers are willing to invest additional
attention in improved product quality if
they are motivated by increased returns
or some other tangible benefit. For exam-
ple, rural women surveyed in Mali by
Action for Enterprise, a United States
based non-governmental organization,
indicated that they commonly invest in
the parboiling and sun-drying of nuts to
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meet local demand for high-value shea
butter, particularly at the beginning of the
season when the product is most scarce
on local markets and the price is high
(E. Derks, personal communication).
If there is demand for a higher-qual-
ity product, higher returns to producers
can support investment in additional
inputs (including time and labour, as
well as appropriate equipment such as
solardryers). African consumers on local
markets, particularly in the Central Afri-
can Republic, Senegal, the Sudan and
Uganda, have demonstrated that they are
willing to pay more for a high-quality
product. However, it is not yet clear if

Shea utter is traditionally processed

by informal groups of women
(Burkina Faso)

A social perspective: environmental decisions are gendered

Rural men and women often occupy com-
plementary, if not conflicting, roles in man-
agement of woodlands. Whereas women are
often charged with collection and processing
of non-wood forest products for household
use, men are more often concerned with
income-generating activities. Traditionally,
processing of shea butter is often carried
out by informal groups of women who pool
their labour. Thus in every producer coun-
try, rural women’s groups and marketing
associations have an important role in the

extension of processing innovations. Men
are more likely to use shea tree resources
to produce charcoal, which has superior
quality relative to that from other woods in
countries where the tree grows. To ensure
sustainable management and conservation
of the species and the ecosystem in which
it thrives, the economic returns from shea
processing and marketing must be sufficient
to satisfy both men and women.

the export and international markets will
also be willing to do so. Under current
market conditions, CBI buyers may seek
higher-quality nuts to reduce refining
costs, and niche markets in the personal
care industry may be sufficiently remu-
nerative to support a price premium for
a butter of optimal quality. But in the
absence of information on whether (and
how much) shea nut buyers are willing
to pay for shea products of improved
quality, it is difficult to predict how
producers’ investment of time, effort
and funds to improve processing will
pay off during any given year.

Purchase contracts for sheanutsin West
Africa have commonly been based on a
Federation of Oils, Seeds and Fats Associ-
ations (FOSFA) standard contract, which
includes provisions for price premiums
and penalities for quality above and below
aspecified baseline. However, the indus-
try, desiring to obtain higher quality shea
nuts at low cost, has been moving in
recent years towards the application of a
single flat rate for nuts of mixed quality.
Some industry representatives felt that
contract premiums based on quality were
not finding their way to the producers
to provide an incentive, but were rather
pocketed by commercial intermediar-
ies. However, without price incentives,
product quality could tend towards the
lowest common denominator.

IS PRODUCT CERTIFICATION A
SOLUTION?

In recent years, product certification
according to quality criteria has been
considered one avenue by which the
value of shea products may be raised
for the benefit of primary producers
(Walter et al.,2003; Lovett, 2004). Pro-
duct value is also enhanced by traceabil-
ity along the supply chain and by atten-
tion to the environment (as in organic,
“bio” or wild-crafted production) and to
issues of producer equity or fair trade.
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This conceptis currently under develop-
mentinaregional initiative for support to
primary producers of shea nuts and shea
butter, the Projet d’ Appui Technique a
la Filiére Karité (ProKarité) (see www.
prokarite.org), supported by the Common
Fund for Commodities (CFC) and the
Netherlands Government with techni-
cal support from FAO. Implemented by
ICRAF, ProKarité is seeking to develop a
programme of product certification based
on aharmonized set of quality parameters,
norms and standards to be established at
the regional and international levels (Ndir
etal., 2004). In October 2004 the project
held a workshop for government, private-
sector and industry representatives from
16 shea-producing countries across sub-
Saharan Africa to build regional consen-
sus on technical issues of product quality
as abasis for building aregionally coher-
ent and internationally credible certifica-
tion system. The certification of shea nuts
and shea butter will be based not only on
how the product is treated during harvest
and postharvest processing, but also on
origin and provenance and other aspects
of production that may add value, such
as organic production, producer equity
and fair trade.

During the 1990s, fair trade labelling
of shea products was derailed during
the European Union debate on fair trade
standards for chocolate, since the shea
butter derivatives (CBEs/CBIs) were
then viewed as cocoa butter competitors
(Chalfin, 2004; EFTA/NEWS, 1997).
More recently, Fairtrade Labelling
Organizations International (FLO) has
again begun to consider fair trade label-
ling standards for shea products. Once
established, it is hoped that product
labelling could encourage consumers
to purchase sheabutter products obtained
from women working under fair trade
conditions.

It may not be realistic to expect that
shea nuts and shea butter of high quality
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will necessarily fetch a good market price
for producers. Experiences across Africa
indicate that total returns to production
are greatest when products and markets
are diversified, with a range of prices.
Raising product quality standards — and
documentation of other aspects of produc-
tion that add value — can help establish
markets for shea products of superior
quality based on a tiered price system, as
is the case for coffee. Furthermore, the
realization by international buyers that the
African sheabutter industry is capable of
producing a consistently available, high-
quality product in commercially accept-
able quantities should enable shea butter
to compete better with other sources of
similar and substitutable products.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF
BETTER MARKET OPPORTUNITIES
Recent case studies across Africaindicate
that enhanced market opportunities for
shea producers can and do have a positive
influence on sustainable management of
shea trees and the woodland or parkland
landscapes in which they are found. Dur-
ing the sixth year of the Shea Project for
Local Conservation and Development in
northern Uganda (see Box), an inventory

of woody species by size in random plots
showed a strong inclination towards con-
servation of young shea trees on fields
and fallow land throughout the project
area, in stark contrast to areas outside the
zone of intervention (Nkuutu ef al., 2000;
Lovett, Yidana and Masters, 2005).

CONCLUSIONS

Greater transparency and quality assur-
ance throughout the supply chainis a pre-
requisite if the shea tree is toreach its full
potential as an economic, nutritional and
environmental resource for rural house-
holds across Africa and for future genera-
tions. In order for the developments in
shea products trade to result in tangible
improvements in sustainable manage-
ment of the shearesource and associated
woodlands across Africa, recent partner-
ships between rural producers, national
policy-makers, the private sector and
international industry must continue to
grow, and some portion of the benefits
must be channelled into better manage-
ment of forests and woodlands. 4

Shea Project for Local Conservation and Development

The Shea Project for Local Conservation
and Development (www.thesheaproject.
org) began in 1995 with pilot funding from
the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID). Under the project,
more than 2 000 members of community-
based rural women’s groups have formed
the Northern Uganda Shea Processors
Association (NUSPA), which currently sells
several tonnes of pharmaceutical-grade
shea butter to cosmetic formulators and
private companies in the United States,
Europe and Japan.

With simple processing equipment and
initial training from the Shea Project and
NUSPA, rural women in neighbouring
southern Sudan have established their own
processing centres, which currently serve
Nairobi, Kenya with a high-quality cosmetic
product — a new high-value market outlet
for the available surplus after the primary
nutritional needs of their communities
are met.
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