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ABSTRACT 
 
A survey of the marula beer markets in Bushbuckridge, Limpopo Province was 
carried out at the beginning of the 2002 marula season as part of a project on 
“Winners and Losers in Non-timber Forest Product Commercialisation” funded by 
FRP, DFID. This project sought to determine the distributional impacts of marula 
commercialisation on the livelihoods of poor rural households, and the local beer 
trade formed one of the commercialisation pathways assessed.  Fifty one traders were 
interviewed in five towns within Bushbuckridge and along the side of the main road 
traversing the area.  
 
Findings indicated that the sale of marula beer provides a source of income to 
approximately 200 households from amongst the poorest sector of the Bushbuckridge 
community. Of particular importance were the low barriers of entry to the trade, as the 
resource is abundant and freely accessible and there are few costs to produce marula 
beer other than transport to the market. Although the income is highly seasonal, it 
comes at a time of the year when households are short of cash after the Christmas 
season and when money is required to pay school fees and purchase uniforms and 
books. Households were able to earn on average R500 net per season (usually from 
January to early March), with a few earning a net income of over R2000. This is 
nearly double what households were earning from selling fruit and kernels to the 
commercial producers (i.e. Distell (Amarula cream) and the Mine Workers 
Development Agency).  Since many of the households (47 %) involved in the trade 
have no regular source of income they tend to live on a day-to-day basis. In this 
context, even a few Rand was said to help put food on the table and to be worth the 
time and effort. Some of the roadside traders, in particular, were spending all day at 
their stalls to sometimes earn as little as R10 – R20. In addition to earning income, 
participants in the trade gained entrepreneurial skills with some mentioning that 
selling beer has given them ideas for selling other products. 
 
In terms of the impacts of the trade on subsistence use and other forms of livelihood 
capital, traders were able to balance their household’s domestic and social 
requirements for marula beer by putting aside some of the brew for home use, or by 
taking home any left over beer and inviting friends and neighbours to drink it. In 
addition, since the beer is sold in the towns, it has had little impact on the social 
dynamics of beer consumption in the rural villages from which traders come. Indeed, 
many felt it would be frowned upon to sell beer in their home villages and would not 
consider this. However, some did mention selling nhlowa (the strong liquor that can 
be stored) from their homes during the Easter weekend. As far as natural capital is 
concerned, there appears to be an abundance of fruit and only a minority (17 %) of 
households perceived any shortage. Some respondents were, however, concerned 
about the future especially if marula trees continue to be chopped by households and 
vendors for fuelwood. In further discussions, respondents believed that in the longer 
term the economic value of the fruit and beer would help to deter chopping, and 
would encourage those households which are trading in fruit products to invest in 
growing their own trees. The vulnerability of the beer traders in the market place and 
the low tolerance of them by other vendors were raised as issues of concern. In some 
instances, the beer traders were losing to the more powerful licensed alcohol traders 
who forced them out of the market. This and other constraints are discussed and 
recommendations to overcome them suggested. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Marula beer and its socio-cultural significance 
 
Sclerocarya birrea subspecies caffra (marula) is a widely distributed species found 
throughout  the semi-arid, deciduous savannas of much of southern and East Africa 
(Peters 1988).  The fruit, seeds, leaves, wood and bark of this species have been used 
extensively by rural communities for many hundreds of years in most countries in 
which it is found. Probably one of the most important uses of this multi-purpose tree 
has been, and still is, the production of an alcoholic beverage (commonly known as 
wine or beer) from its fruit. Evidence indicates that this brew was made as long ago as 
9000 BC after piles of marula nuts were found in caves in the Matobos Hills in 
Zimbabwe (Walker 1989). Other important uses include the consumption of fresh 
fruit and kernels, the extraction of oil from the kernels for a variety of purposes from 
cooking to cosmetic (although the oil is not used in the study area - Bushbuckridge), 
the harvesting of leaves and bark for traditional medicine, and the use of wood for 
fuel, fencing and carving (see Shackleton et al. 2002).  
 
Marula beer has always formed an integral part of local culture, and the drinking of 
marula beer is both a social and cultural activity. During the early part of the last 
century, a number of writers described the very important role that marula beer played 
in various ceremonies and cultural traditions (Junod 1927, 1938, Krige 1936, 1937). 
First fruit ceremonies, at which the first marula beer of the season was drunk, were 
widely celebrated at national and local level to give thanks to the ancestors and to 
mark the beginning of the season of abundance. These ceremonies usually involved 
the ritual slaughter of a goat or bull which often took place under a specifically 
selected marula tree (Beglund 1976). Amongst the Zulu, the national first fruits 
ceremony involved a special song, the ingoma, which was sung as a unifying event at 
these gatherings (Krige 1936). Junod (1927) described the Tsonga first fruits 
ceremony as having two main stages: the first was when the women of the ‘capital’ 
collected the fruit and made the beer (“the women of the capital brew ten or fifteen 
casks of the precious liquor!”), and the second involved the drinking of the beer by 
the men and warriors who arrived kitted out in their full battle array. The beer was 
‘medicated’ with herbs to prevent any fighting between beer drinkers during the 
remainder of the marula season. 
 
Although national first fruit ceremonies of the scale described above no longer occur, 
local first fruit ceremonies are still practiced in some parts of southern Africa, for 
example Inhaca Island in Mozambique (Cunningham et al. unpubl. cited in 
Shackleton et al. 2002), and in many areas people still gather at a village or household 
level to drink marula beer together. For example, in the study area marula beer is still 
presented to the village headman (this practice is known as xikhua), and he calls a 
celebration in which residents of the village come together to drink the beer, chant, 
and dance (Shackleton and Shackleton 2002). However, in contrast to the past, this 
occasion appears to be more of a party than a tribute to the ancestors or cultural 
ceremony.  
 
The custom of presenting marula beer to the traditional leadership on an annual basis 
is common in many areas and has long been practiced (Shone 1979, Cunningham 
1985, Mabogo 1990). In the past, it was often the first of the brew that was offered to 

 1
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selling the beer, the income earned was contributed to the household as a whole. None 
was retained by the trader.  
 
 
Women from a number of villages were involved in the production of beer for sale 
including: Hluvukani, Ludlow, Dumphries, Eglington, Edinburgh, Rolle, Allandale, 
Thulamahashe, Merry Pebbles Stream, Saselane, Dwarsloop, Arthurstone, Oakley, 
Mkhuhlu, Cunningmore and Madras (Figure 1). Only some of these supplied fruit to 
the commercial producers, Mirma/Distell (producers of Amarula cream) and the Mine 
Workers Development Agency (MDA) marula project (see Mander and Cribbins 
2002). 
 
 
4.1.2 Characteristics of traders and their households 

 
Most of the traders were fairly well educated, with more than half having attended 
secondary school and 17.7 % having completed their matric (school leaving 
certificate) (Table 1). Only 11 % had no formal education. One trader, selling at 
Hazyview, had a diploma in marketing, but had been unable to find a job. She was 
quite creative and was also selling cigarettes and marula beer mixed with ice cream.  
 
The average age of traders was 33 years (Table 1). However, there was quite a wide 
variation in age from 60 years to 13 years (in this case a school child was selling beer 
for her mother at the side of the road after school). Approximately 39 % of traders 
were <30 years old, 35 % were between 30 and 45 years of age, whilst 13 or 25 % 
were older than 45.  
 
Forty six percent of traders (Table 1) demonstrated entrepreneurial skills and initiative 
and were selling a range of other goods both from home and at pension markets. 
Common items sold were ice, biscuits, cool drinks, ‘niknaks’(a type of corn chip) and 
vegetables. Three were making clothes for sale or were selling second hand clothes 
(“jumble”), and one sold sorghum beer. Six of the traders were making use of other 
natural resources and were producing grass mats, brooms, clay pots, grass screens and 
dried mopane worms for sale. More than half of the traders were selling marula 
kernels to the Mine Workers Development Agency marula project (MDA) in 
Thulamahashe, while five sold these locally within their villages. Most respondents 
would have preferred to sell goods such as vegetables, chickens and clothes on a full-
time basis, but many ran into cash flow problems – something people mentioned that 
they did not experience harvesting a free resource such as marula. However, the 
seasonality of marula was recognised as a major limitation. 

 
Over 47 % of trading households had no regular source of income, with self-
employment being the most important source of cash for the household (45 % of 
respondents) (Table 1). It is noteworthy that this proportion was far higher than found 
for the household survey where only 24.3 % of households indicated that they had 
self-employed households members (Shackleton and Shackleton 2002). This suggests 
that new entrepreneurial opportunities are either taken up by those who are already 
involved in generating their own income, or that engaging in trading activities such as 
the marula beer sales provides the skills and ideas to open doors to exploring new 
options. Regarding other sources of livelihood, 31 % of households had at least one 
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job in the household and 21 % had a pensioner contributing a monthly pension (Table 
1) (note that there is overlap between these categories). A number of households (21 
%) were also receiving R150 per month child grants. A couple of households were so 
destitute that they relied entirely on relatives for food and a little cash. Over 60 % of 
households had incomes of less then R500 per month, 33 % had incomes between 
R500 and R1000 per month, and only three (5.9 %) had incomes of over R1000 per 
month.  Formal full-time jobs were the most important source of income in only 17.6 
% of cases.  
 
Beer traders can thus be said to be representative of the poorest sector of the 
Bushbuckridge community, with a much lower proportion of formal jobs (e.g. 31 % 
versus 66 %) and pensions (e.g. 21 % versus 35 %) amongst respondents than found 
in the random household survey and a higher proportion of households with incomes 
of less than R500 per month (e.g. 60 % versus 41 %) (Shackleton and Shackleton 
2002). 

 
About 43 % of the beer traders were married women, a number of whom mentioned 
that their husbands had been retrenched in the last two years. Twenty five percent 
were single women, either unmarried, divorced or widowed, and the rest (29.4 %) 
were adult or school-going children. Amongst the children selling for their mothers, 
over 60 % did not have a father in the household. Thus, basically half of traders were 
from female-headed households. This is higher than the one third of female-headed 
households found in the random household survey. 

 
Prior to entering the beer trade, some 13 % of traders had been employed, 31% had 
been unemployed and 35 % had participated in some form of self-employment (Table 
1). A number of the older women mentioned that they had farmed in the past as a 
livelihood option, but that farming was difficult today because of unreliable rainfall 
and drought. Most had started selling beer because they saw it as a low cost 
opportunity to earn some additional income at a particularly important time of the 
year. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of beer traders and their households (who also collected and 
the fruit and made the beer in most cases) 

 
 

 
Trader age in years (mean + SE) 

 
33.1 + 1.9 

Position of trader in household (% of respondents): 
Married woman 
Single woman (unmarried, divorced, widowed) 
Child 

 
43.1 % 
25.5 % 
29.4 % 

Levels of education of trader (% of respondents): 
None 
Primary (Std 1 – 5) 
Secondary (Std 6 – 8) 
Matric 
Tertiary 

 
11.8 % 
23.5 % 
47.1 % 
15.7 % 
  2.0 % 

Average household size (mean + SE) 
Number of adults 
Number of children 

6.8 + 0.3 
2.8 + 0.2 
4.0 + 0.3 

Sources of income within trader household (% of 
respondents)#: 
At least one job 
At least one pension 
At least one child grant 
No. regular source of income 

 
 
31.4 % 
21.6 % 
21.6 % 
47.1 % 

Household income (% of respondents): 
<R500 per month 
R500 – 1000 per month 
> R1000 per month 

 
60.8 % 
33.3 % 
  5.9 % 

Most important source of income (% of respondents):
Informal self employment 
Remittance 
Pension 
Full-time job 
Part-time job 
Relatives 
Other (farming) 

 
45.1 % 
  3.9 % 
19.6 % 
17.6 % 
 7.8 % 
 3.9 % 
 2.0 % 

Occupation prior to commencing beer trading (% of 
respondents): 
Unemployed 
Formal job 
Self-employed/trading 
School 
Farming 
Other (had baby) 

 
 
31.4 % 
13.7 % 
35.3 % 
11.8 % 
  5.9 % 
  1.9 % 

 
# Note: These categories are not mutually exclusive and therefore percentages add up 
to more than 100 %. 
 

 9



Shackleton, S. E. 2002. The informal marula beer traders of Bushbuckridge 

4.2 Production and processing of marula beer for sale 

4.2.1 Fruit collection 
 
Collection 
Marula fruit used by local beer traders was procured mainly from the communal lands 
surrounding the villages from which producers came. Some were also using fruit from 
trees in their own or neighbours yards or fields (38 %). Only one household used fruit 
solely from a tree in their yard. There were no restrictions on harvesting reported 
except where a tree was located in an individual’s yard or field. In these cases the 
owner’s permission was required in order to gather fruit. Only 17 % of respondents 
felt that there was inadequate fruit for everyone who wished to collect, with most 
being resolved that there was no shortage at all. Similar results, pointing to an 
adequate supply of fruit, were obtained from the household survey (Shackleton and 
Shackleton 2002).   

 
Producers/traders were going out in the early hours of the morning to collect fruit, 
sometimes as early as 3:00 am. They mentioned that if they did not do this then they 
would not find adequate quantities of suitable fruit (which to some extent contradicts 
the observation that there is no shortage). The average collecting time obtained from 
the household survey (n=142) was 2.4 + 0.2 hours (Shackleton and Shackleton 2002). 
Collectors were gathering enough fruit each time to make 20 – 50 l of beer, i.e. 1-2 x 
80 kg maize meal sacks full of fruit. Collection was undertaken 2-3 times per week 
(mean = 2.6 + 0.2) with the producers attending the market on the intervening days. 
Most traders (60.9 %) were gathering fruit on their own, whilst 19 % were assisted by 
other members of their family, primarily other adult women and children. A couple of 
women mentioned that their husbands did help, particularly in transporting the fruit 
home. Wheelbarrows were often used to assist in bringing the fruit home.  There were 
no costs other than labour involved in harvesting, and, indeed, a number of 
interviewees mentioned that they had started selling marula beer because it was “easy 
to get into” as it did not require the purchase of any stocks or materials. 

 
Fruits were generally collected from a number of different trees to ensure that both 
sweet and sour/bitter fruits were obtained (collectors sampled the fruit for flavour 
before selecting it). It was said that both types are required to make good beer. 
Slightly green fruits were preferred and these were ripened to the correct stage (a 
creamy yellow) in a shady place at the homestead. Over ripe or strong smelling fruits 
were avoided, as were the first fruits that fall which are too hard and juiceless for beer 
making. Most women were knowledgeable regarding where to find trees producing 
favourable fruit for beer making. 

 
Competing uses for fruit 
There appeared to be little competition for fruit. As pointed out above, the majority of 
respondents felt that there was no shortage of fruit. Additional users of marula 
identified during interviews included those using fruit at home, fruit sellers, firewood 
users and fuelwood traders. As found in the household survey, the biggest threat to 
fruit availability appeared to be the use of marula trees for fuelwood combined with 
the clearance of land for agriculture and infrastructural development. The few traders 
(17 %) who felt there was a shortage of fruit attributed this to the felling of marula 
trees for fuelwood. 
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In terms of competition for fruit specifically from other commercial producers, i.e. 
Mirma/Distell and MDA, many of the beer producers came from villages (e.g. 
Hluvukani, Saseland, Arthurstone, Dwarsloop, Mkhuhlu, Madras) that were not 
supplying these commercial producers. As regards supplier villages, the household 
survey revealed that the demand for fruit for domestic consumption far exceeded the 
demand for fruit to sell (Shackleton and Shackleton 2002), so if there were any 
competition it would be more likely to come from the latter source. Additionally, a 
number of respondents mentioned that they had made their beer from fruit that had 
been gathered to sell, but that had either been rejected (over-ripe) or that MDC/Mirma 
had failed to arrive to purchase on the agreed day. Thus, these individuals had turned 
a potentially wasted resource and effort into something from which they could 
benefit. 

 

4.2.2 Beer processing 
 
Beer processing 
There are two main steps involved in beer (vukanyi) production: juice extraction and 
fermentation. During juice extraction, either individually or with helpers, the producer 
(mainly the senior woman in the household) removes the thick skin from the fruits 
using a fork. The skin is split, deftly turned inside out, and then separated from the 
flesh and discarded. The fruits are squeezed and the juice collected in a bucket. The 
nuts with the remaining flesh on them are placed in another bucket. Enough water to 
just cover the nuts is added to this second bucket and these worked through to release 
any remaining juice and pulp. This water/juice mix (veketa) is than added to the pure 
juice and the whole lot left to ferment. The nuts are put aside for later extraction of the 
kernels.  Juice extraction is a fairly intensive process and it takes on average 3.4 + 0.3 
hours to produce 20 – 50 l of beer.  There are no costs involved in the beer production 
as generally only water is added. One 80 kg sack of fruit makes about 25 l of beer, 
although if a pure juice (nhlowa – see below) beverage is produced this requires about 
double the amount (two 80 kg bags) of fruit. 

 
A much stronger beer know as nhlowa, which can last from a few months up to one 
year depending on how it is stored (see Shackleton and Shackleton 2002), can be 
made from the pure juice only (nhlowa also means juice). Nhlowa is usually drunk at 
Easter and some of the traders mentioned selling this beer from home over the Easter 
holiday period.  In addition, a few of the interviewees in the markets were selling a 
beer made from pure juice – this was often favoured by buyers (pers. obs.) and 
usually fetched a slightly higher price. MDA also produced a pure juice beer for local 
sale. 

 
During fermentation, the scum (khuvi) that forms on top of the fermenting beer is 
removed once or twice daily. Some fresh juice may be added. The beer is ready for 
drinking on the third day. It is usually decanted from buckets into 25 l drums prior to 
transporting to the market as these are less likely to leak.  

 
The ‘shelf life’ of the beer (vukanyi) is very short, only 2 - 4 days depending on the 
ambient temperature which during the summer months is generally above 30o C 
during the day.  About one quarter of respondents mentioned that they could make the 
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beer last longer if they topped it up with fresh juice on a daily basis. This could be 
done for about 2 - 3 days before the beer became unpalatable. Some producers had 
fridges (cool drink fridges) in which they stored the beer to increase its shelf life. One 
of the problems in the market was that there was seldom a cool place to store the beer 
and, in fact, it was often in the sun for parts of the day. This tended to shorten the 
shelf life even more. 
 
Socio-cultural issues and competing uses 
The relationship and interplay between commercial beer production and domestic use 
is an important one given the socio-cultural role and significance of marula beer as 
described above. Demands for beer to both drink at home and to share with friends 
and neighbours may be made by household members other than the trader. Slightly 
more than half of interviewees indicated that their families drank beer at home. 
However, only two respondents felt that there was any competition for the beer they 
prepared for sale by other household members. Only in rare instances was this said to 
cause discord between household members. In most cases, traders would provide the 
beer-drinking members of the household (mainly husbands) with a few litres of beer 
prior to going to sell. Often, any unsold beer was brought home and friends and 
neighbours invited over to drink it.  In this way selling households were able to 
continue to meet their family and social obligations.  

 
Given that there were traditionally taboos against producing marula beer for sale (see 
above), traders were asked whether they had ever received negative comments about 
their trade from community members, customers and passers-by. Some interviewees 
(15.7 %) mentioned that they occasionally met resistance to their trade, but that this 
was relatively infrequent as the need to earn income was well recognized and 
appreciated by all.  However, they did point out that it would be inappropriate to 
make beer and sell it in their own or other rural villages (except perhaps on pension 
days) – beer was to be shared not sold in these situations. On the other hand, it was 
considered acceptable to sell beer in town because many of the customers would not 
be able to access fruit to make their own nor would they have neighbours who had 
beer to share. We came across only one situation in which there was overt opposition 
to the production of beer for sale. This was in the village of Hokwe, where the induna 
was not in favour of the sales of fruit or beer, fearing that it would compete with 
domestic use and result in a breakdown in the social fabric of the village (Shackleton 
and Shackleton 2002).  Similar sentiments were encountered elsewhere. One trader, 
when asked about negative attitudes towards beer trading, remarked, “some people in 
the villages are saying that we are killing the villages because previously people were 
getting beer for free”. Another trader commented “customers are complaining as 
previously they got beer for free – but I said that if I ask for money for soup no-one 
will give me”. In a group interview in Hokwe, participants mentioned that there is 
opposition to beer selling because “it is against our customs”. The traders argued that 
the fact that beer was previously a free product has been used by customers to resist 
any price hikes (see below). However, overall it appears that the beer traders are 
seldom challenged and that they are, indeed, appreciated by their customers.  

4.2.3 Transport to the market 
 

The beer is transported in 25 l water containers from traders’ homes to the points of 
sale using public transport, either minibus taxis or buses. Generally the taxi fares are 
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more expensive than the bus fares. The movement of producers from their home 
villages to the markets is illustrated in Figure 1 (see attached). In some cases, 
respondents indicated that they were required to pay extra money for their containers, 
especially if they were carrying more than one.   

 
Transport was one of the few direct costs producers incurred. They were spending on 
average R9.41 + 1.01 per day on fares, adding up to approximately R192.56 + 23.74 
per season (noting that most were selling on average 2.7 times per week). However, 
the fares varied quite widely depending on where traders were coming from and their 
destination. Hazyview was the most expensive sales point to reach, at about R20 per 
return trip. However, beer was selling at a slightly higher price per litre in this market. 
The next highest costs were to Bushbuckridge, at R10 - R12 per return trip. 
Thulamahashe, being relatively central to the villages from which traders were 
coming (mainly the MDA villages), was the least costly sales point to reach. Some of 
the traders were walking to this market from Rolle and Thulamahashe itself. Traders 
selling at the side of the main road had no transport costs, as they would sell within 
easy walking distance of their homes, if not directly in front of them.  

 
On some days traders were not making enough sales to pay their taxi fares home. In 
these situations, they had a credit agreement with the taxi driver and would pay the 
following day or when they had successful sales. One respondent indicated that she 
would sometimes ‘pay’ the driver with left over beer. 

 
In the 2000/2001 season (i.e. the year previous to this survey), beer traders from 
Dwarsloop were transported to Bushbuckridge by a transporter with a bakkie (small 
pick-up). However, when he obtained employment in Nelspruit in 2001, the women 
had to resort to using public transport again. Many of them preferred the transporter 
option and would like to be able to use this opportunity again, especially to reach 
markets further afield such as Nelspruit. 

 
 

4.3 The markets 
 

4.3.1 Size, characteristics and history of the markets 
 

Timing 
Due to the highly seasonal nature of marula fruit production, markets for marula beer 
only exist from the end of December to about mid-March. During this period beer 
traders can be found in all the major centres in the Bushbuckridge district, i.e. 
Acornhoek, Thulamahashe, Bushbuckridge, Mkhuhlu and Hazyview as well as along 
side the main road that runs through the district. 

 
Size 
The size and number of traders in the markets varied depending on the centre and the 
time of the day the markets were visited. In addition, because most producers were 
not selling on a daily basis (see above), only about half of the potential traders were in 
the markets on any given day. This made it difficult to determine the precise number 
of traders in the district. It was estimated, from the complete market counts, that there 
were between 40 – 50 traders in Thulamahashe, Acornhoek, Bushbuckridge and 
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Hazyview respectively, whilst in Mkhuhlu there were only about five. Of the latter, 
three sold beer only late on Friday afternoons to workers from a factory in the town. 
Beer sellers with sales points along the side of the road usually operated as 
individuals, although there were two cases where 2-3 households shared a stall.  It 
was estimated that there were at least 10 traders selling along the road. Thus, 
altogether there were about 200 households involved in the beer trade in the area in 
the 2002 season. About 34 % of all traders interviewed were selling beer for the first 
time, and were unsure if they would continue with this activity. Thus, because it is a 
new and growing trade (see below), numbers are likely to fluctuate considerably both 
within the season and between years. 

 
Location 
The markets were very informal, with traders setting up sales points where there was 
space, preferably in busier areas. However, in both Thulamahashe and Bushbuckridge 
traders were requested by the police to move away from taxi ranks and main roads in 
case of accidents involving intoxicated customers. In Thulamahashe, after being 
relocated three times in the early part of the season, the beer market was eventually 
sited on the outskirts of the town centre under a large shady tree. Some traders were 
happy with this arrangement, whilst others felt they were too far away from the centre 
of activity in the town to catch the passing trade and that their sales were being 
compromised as a result. Traders, allegedly, were also moved or prevented from 
selling by bottle store owners and other vendors and retailers as described in Section 
4.3.6. In Acornhoek and Bushbuckridge (at one of the two places traders were selling 
from), traders managed to find positions close to bus stops, which helped to increase 
sales.  
 
In general, all traders sold from the same site unless the town centre was large and 
obviously split into different sectors. In Bushbuckridge, beer was sold from two quite 
widely separated localities, and in Hazyview from a number of different locations 
split by the national road. In Acornhoek, some traders tried selling at the shopping 
plaza about 2-3 km out of town, but were prevented from entering the plaza area by 
the security personnel. Instead, they set-up outside the gates but had little success with 
sales, and this site was abandoned.  In all the markets there was little shelter for the 
traders from sun or rain. The hot conditions under which traders had to sell also 
shortened the ‘shelf life’ of the beer and contributed to greater wastage. 

 
Market age and history 
The markets for marula beer are relatively new, with the first sellers starting in 1998. 
It was not clear what triggered people to commence selling beer, but it is likely that 
the presence of the MDA marula project had some influence by demonstrating that it 
was possible to sell marula products. When asked why they had started selling beer, 
most traders indicated that they had seen other people selling and/or that they needed 
the income. Some mentioned that previously village women made beer to give away, 
but because so many people were now “suffering” they started to sell it. A few 
referred to the MDA project: “the project in Rolle gave us the idea to start selling”. 
Table 2 provides some further reasons why people only commenced trading in recent 
years. Since 1998 the numbers of traders has grown dramatically (Table 3), indicating 
how a few people have set the example for others. The risk now is of market 
saturation as increasing numbers of people try this out. 
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Table 2: Some reasons why traders had not sold beer in previous years 

 
Did not know there was a market for beer/did not know you could do this/ people 
just did not think of it before/ never realised you could make money from it. 
They or their husbands were working. 
Nature – thought people would not buy. 
Strict traditional laws against selling beer previously. 
Cost of living much higher now (price of maize meal doubled in the last year) – 
we need to use all the ways we can to earn extra income now. 
People were drinking for free. 
 
 

   Table 3: Growth in the beer trade 
 

Year started % of traders  
1998  3.9 
1999  7.8 
2000  9.8 
2001 46.0 
2002 33.3 

 
 
It is questionable whether the market can continue to support the current growth in 
traders. Fifty nine percent of established traders perceived that their sales and income 
had declined due to the increase in the number of traders. Those that had been 
operating since 1998/1999 mentioned that, previously, they had usually sold all their 
stocks before lunchtime, but that now they were sometimes returning home with beer. 
It was estimated from the total market count data, that traders were selling, on 
average, about 40 – 70 % of the beer stocks they brought to the market each day. 
Traders were bringing on average 28.8 + 2.0 l of beer to the market daily. In any one 
day there was approximately 600 l of beer in each market centre for sale. 
 

4.3.2 Selling beer 
 
Prior to selling, some beer is decanted from the large 20 – 30 l containers into 2 l milk 
or cool drink bottles. These were sold at R5 each in all the markets except Hazyview 
where the price was R6 – R7.50. Customers buying these containers usually take them 
away to drink the beer elsewhere.  A 740 g (about 750 ml) mayonnaise jar is also 
filled with beer, and placed on top of the large containers away from the dirt and dust. 
This is to allow customers to view the colour, clarity and fermentation stage of the 
beer. The price per mayonnaise jar was R2, except in Hazyview where it fetched 
R2.50. A mayonnaise jar of nhlowa (pure fermented juice) sold for R3 in most cases 
although some traders were also selling this for R2. Customers purchasing 
mayonnaise jars of beer generally drink the beer in situ and return the jar to the 
vendors. Most women also carried a jug for decanting and a plastic or tin mug for 
tasting. All customers were permitted to taste the beer before purchasing. 
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The price of the beer had not changed in the last three years. There were many 
complaints about this, since transport costs had increased. However, it was said that 
customers refused to pay more, and the traders, after trying to increase their prices, 
were forced to drop them again. Part of the problem could be poor coordination 
between the traders in adhering to an agreed price.  Respondents mentioned that 
customers used the arguments that the traders do not have to buy their stocks and that 
beer is traditionally shared and free to manipulate the price down. Also mentioned 
was the fact that the majority of residents in the district are poor or unemployed and 
cannot afford to pay high prices. Traders felt if they pushed the price too high people 
would simply not buy from them. 

 
All the traders were leaving home between 6:00 and 7:00 in the morning to reach the 
markets at about 8:00. The majority would stay until the end of the day, leaving 
between 17:00 and 18:00 or when they had sold their stocks. On average traders were 
spending 9.66 + 0.29 hours in the market per day. Left over beer was usually taken 
home for the family and neighbours to drink. The average amount of beer sold per day 
was 17.4 l, worth about R43.38 + 13.68.  
 

4.3.3 Customers 
 
No detailed survey was done of customers. Buyers consisted mainly of men, of all 
ages, visiting the towns or who were employed there. Sales often increased at the end 
of the day when businesses closed, and workers either had a drink before going home 
or bought a two litre bottle of beer to take home. Women seldom purchased beer. 
Some traders had set themselves up near bus stops (Bushbuckridge, Acornhoek and 
Hazyview), and in this way would catch the passing trade. Trading at taxi ranks, 
however, was not permitted by the police and town authorities for fear of the taxi 
drivers driving under the influence of alcohol. Occasionally traders were lucky 
enough to sell the bulk of their stocks (25 – 30 l) of beer in one go to a bulk 
purchaser. In Thulamahashe, in particular, youth and unemployed men would 
sometimes ‘hang around’ the markets for most of the day often doing more tasting 
than purchasing much to the discontent of the traders. 
 

4.3.3 Organisation and coordination  

There was no formal coordination between traders within any of the markets, 
although some respondents felt that a market committee would be useful. Others, on 
the other hand, felt that either the season was too short to warrant this or that such a 
committee would become dominated by a few of the ‘bossier’ individuals amongst the 
traders and this would not be conducive to good relations. At a more informal level, 
groups of women from particular villages would, however, often travel together to the 
market and set-up their vending stalls adjacent to one another. In general, all traders 
seemed to operate in relatively close proximity to one another (even in quite big 
centres). The exception was Hazyview where the traders were scattered in small 
groups or individually throughout the main shopping areas. Other forms of 
coordination included agreeing on a common price for the beer. This was sometimes 
done by convening a meeting, but in most instances was simply achieved by asking 
one of the other traders what the unit price was and conforming to this.  However, the 
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fact that traders had failed in an attempt to increase their prices (see above) suggests 
that this system does not operate effectively.  

In terms of new entrants to the markets, these simply came and joined the traders 
already there. It was said that no one is turned away since it is recognised that all 
participants are in the same economic situation and need the income desperately. 
However, we did witness a situation where there was reluctance to accommodate two 
Mozambican women who arrived to sell. They were told that all the places were full 
and that there was no space for them. However, when we returned to the market later 
in the day these women were selling (and doing well since they were selling nhlowa) 
along side the rest of the traders.  
 

4.3.4 Contribution to incomes and livelihoods 
 
The contribution that the beer trade makes to income is highly seasonal and short-
lived, but comes at an important time of the year. January marks the beginning of the 
new school year when there is considerable demand for cash to pay school fees, and 
buy school uniforms, shoes and books. It is also the time of the year when most 
households are particularly cash strapped following the Christmas season. 
Approximately half of the traders indicated that they used the income from beer 
selling primarily to cover school expenses. The other main use was for food. Four 
traders were reinvesting their earnings in other income generating activities (e.g. 
sewing, shoe repairs (the single male trader), and goods for reselling). Given that over 
60 % of trading households had incomes of less than R500 per month and 47 % had 
no regular source of income at all (see Section 4.1), this cash injection at a critical 
time of the year is significant.  The traders selling at the side of the national road 
tended to make less than those selling in the towns. On some days they earned as little 
as R5 – R10. However, this money was said to be enough to buy bread or chicken 
feet, and was “better than nothing”. The general attitude was that any small amount of 
income helped, even if people had to sit all day to earn it. 

 
Traders, on average, were spending about 6.5 + 0.3 weeks of the year selling marula 
beer, with most going to the markets from the end of January until the end of 
February (Table 4). This period is slightly more than half of the full fruiting season of 
about 11.4 weeks. Apparently, the effort required to collect enough suitable fruits at 
the beginning and the end of the fruiting season seldom makes it worthwhile. 
However, a small proportion of traders (27 %) were selling beer for longer than 6 
weeks, up to about 10 weeks.  

 
Traders were earning an average net income of R500.25 + 74.08 (standard deviation = 
485.77) per season after costs had been subtracted (Table 4). However, there was 
marked variation in incomes earned. Net incomes ranged from R89 – R2299. Average 
costs per season were R192.56 + 23.74 or 25 % of gross income. Most of these costs 
were for transport, but other costs included lunch, cool drinks and 2 l bottles (these 
were sold by people who collected them out of the bins in the shopping centres for 50 
cents each). If traders produced beer for the entire fruiting season (11 weeks) they 
would be able to almost double these earnings. Labour inputs to collect the fruit, make 
and sell the beer were relatively high at about 241 hours per person per season. 
Returns to labour were thus R2 per hour or R16 per day, which is above the minimum 
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wage for the area of R10 per day. Respondents also mentioned that selling beer was 
much more profitable than selling fruit to MDA or Distell who were “robbing them”. 
This is supported by the household data which demonstrate average net incomes of 
between R194 and R335 for fruit sales (Shackleton and Shackleton 2002). 
 
 
Table 4: Average contribution of beer sales to household income and livelihood 

 
Length of selling season (weeks) (based 
on traders estimates) (mean + SE) 

6.5 + 0.3 

Gross income (R) per season (mean + 
SE) 

687.31 + 66.85 

Costs (R) per season (transport, lunch, 
bottles) (mean + SE) 

192.56 + 23.74 

Net (cash) income per season (mean + 
SE) 

500.25 + 74.07 

Labour inputs per season (hours) (mean 
+ SE): 
Beer production 
Selling 
Total 

 
 
73.67 + 9.12 
168.05 + 15.46 
241.72 

 

4.3.5 Competition and constraints  

No competition existed in the market except directly amongst traders themselves. The 
market had grown considerably between 2000 and 2002 with many new traders 
entering it. Of the traders interviewed, 46 % had started selling beer in 2001 and 34 % 
in 2002 (Table 3). Those that had been selling longer felt that their levels of trade and 
income had decreased as a result of this rapid growth. However, there was little 
disharmony amongst traders – all appreciated that each trader was there because they 
desperately needed income and newcomers were seldom turned away by more 
established traders. Many of the interviewees also mentioned that there was little 
competition between traders because customers sampled the beer and then selected 
which to buy according to what suited their palates. They felt that this was a very fair 
way of doing business. However, other respondents revealed that there was 
sometimes resentment and jealousy if someone consistently produced a beer that was 
favoured by customers. In Thulamahashe, it was observed that some customers (e.g. 
young men who would spend a few hours at the market) would share their custom 
between the traders by buying from each in turn. 

Although the beer traders themselves had no direct competitors, they were, however, 
perceived by local bottle store owners as competition. During interviews it was 
frequently mentioned that bottle store owners did not welcome the beer traders and 
that they often used their influence to have the beer traders evicted by the police or 
shopping centre security personnel. We personally witnessed such an incident in 
Hazyview where three traders were asked to move by local security personnel (S. 
Shackleton pers. obs.) in response to complaints by members of the trader’s union 
(which it appears that the part-time beer traders were not invited to join). This 
harassment of traders was also the reason provided by vegetable sellers and other 
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informal vendors for the absence of beer traders when the markets were revisited in 
March (see Section 3 and 5.2). This issue was pursued with the Tribal Authority 
office in Thulamahashe. The same explanation was provided. Apparently, the licensed 
alcohol traders had complained to the police that they were loosing custom, and the 
police had proceeded to evict the traders. 
 
Although most of the traders indicated that there were few problems associated with 
beer trading, further discussion and probing revealed several concerns and constraints. 
The key problems, issues and constraints raised by respondents during interviews 
included: 

 
• The limited period of fruit production, sales and income. 
• The intolerance towards beer traders in the market. 
• The lack of recognition of seasonal traders and their place in the market by 

trader and vendor organisations and their unwillingness to accommodate 
them. 

• No acceptable, stable, covered place from which to sell. 
• The restrictions, regulations and difficulties associated with selling alcohol 

even if only on a part-time, informal basis. 
• The inability to obtain a fair price. 
• The growing number of traders participating and the saturation of the 

market. 
• The poor shelf-life of the beer. 
• The competing uses for marula, in particular for fuelwood. 
• Erratic sales –  “some days get customers and do well, but other days sell 

nothing”. 
• Concern that there may be a shortage of fruit in the future. 
• Expense of transport. 
 

 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR INTERVENTION  
 
5.1 Contribution to livelihoods:  summary of status quo 
 
The sale of marula beer provides a low barrier of entry source of income to 
approximately 200 households from amongst the poorest sector of the Bushbuckridge 
community. Traders come from numerous villages across Bushbuckridge and not only 
from those working with the Mine Workers Development Agency marula project. 
Although the income is highly seasonal, it comes at a time of the year when 
households are short of cash after the Christmas season and when money is required 
to pay school fees and purchase uniforms and books. Households are able to earn on 
average R500 net per season (usually from January to early March), with a couple 
earning as much as R2000. This is more than most households are making from the 
sales of fruit and kernels to the commercial producers.  Since many of the households 
(47 %) involved in the trade have no regular source of income they tend to live on a 
day-to-day subsistence basis. In this context, even a few Rand was said to help put 
food on the table. In addition to earning income, the women have gained 
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entrepreneurial skills with some mentioning that selling beer had given them ideas for 
selling other products. 
 
In terms of the impacts of the trade on subsistence use and other forms of livelihood 
capital, traders were able to balance their household’s domestic and social 
requirements for marula beer by putting aside some of the brew for home use, or by 
taking home any left over beer and inviting friends and neighbours over to drink it. In 
addition, since the beer is sold in the towns, it has had little impact on the social 
dynamics of beer consumption in the rural villages from which traders come. Indeed, 
many felt it would be inappropriate and frowned upon the sell beer in their home 
villages and would not consider this. However, some did mention selling nhlowa (the 
strong liquor that can be stored) from their homes during the Easter weekend. As far 
as natural capital is concerned, there appears to be an abundance of fruit and only a 
small minority (17 %) of households perceived any shortage. Some respondents were, 
however, concerned about future supplies, particularly in the light of marula being 
chopped by both domestic users and vendors for fuelwood purposes. In further 
discussion, respondents believed that in the longer term the economic value of the 
fruit and beer would help to deter chopping, and would encourage those households 
which are trading in fruit products to invest in growing their own trees. 
 
 
5.2 Opportunities for intervention and recommendations 

 
One of the primary concerns emerging from the survey was the intolerance towards 
the beer traders in the market place, partly because they were perceived as 
competition by the relatively powerful bottle store owners, and partly because the 
sometimes drunken behaviour of customers made the situation unpleasant for other 
traders and shoppers. The sale of alcohol will always be problematic because of this. 
There were also some complaints that the traders disposed of beer and the scum from 
the beer within the shopping areas causing an objectionable smell, whilst others 
questioned the health standards employed in beer selling.  
 
However, considering that the marula beer trade is providing some extremely poor 
families with a little income and the chance to send their children to school, a means 
to accommodate these women should be found, particularly when it is for only three 
months of the year.  The beer traders’ circumstances need to be discussed with town 
councils, traders unions and associations, the police and other relevant stakeholders.  
Possibly a place in the centres, slightly apart from the main shopping areas and 
activity, could be found where these traders could set-up their stalls.  The traders 
themselves could also organize themselves better to keep their trading area clean and 
tidy, and work with the police and security to seek ways to deal with disruptive and 
inebriated customers. This process is possibly something that the MDA marula project 
could facilitate.  
 
The strongly seasonal nature of marula beer production limits the opportunities for 
wide ranging interventions as there are few strategies that can be employed to raise 
income by any substantial amount in the short term. However, there are some ways in 
which the circumstances for beer traders could be improved. These are listed below.  

 
 

 20



Shackleton, S. E. 2002. The informal marula beer traders of Bushbuckridge 

Short-term interventions: 
 

• Advocacy work with municipalities, district councils, police and traders 
associations to find ways in which beer traders can be accommodated in 
the markets for the few months of the year they are selling. 

• Explore options, with the above stakeholders, to improve conditions in the 
market for the traders by providing shade, security, and storage facilities. 

• Explore the potential of nhlowa as an additional product with a much more 
extended season (i.e. could be sold at Easter).  

• Consider ways in which pulp could be stored (e.g. refrigerated by MDA) 
for use later in the season. 

• MDA and other agencies need to seek avenues for value addition at local 
or household level, such as jam making, rather than only considering much 
more sophisticated, export markets. The beer trade demonstrates that there 
is certainly potential for the development of products for sale in local 
markets. Such developments could offer beer-trading households an 
additional source of income over a longer period.  

• Facilitate the organisation of traders so that they can negotiate better prices 
and expand the beer trade, for example through hiring transport, to larger 
towns such as Nelspruit. 

• Provide traders with information on basic hygiene and health standards 
and practices that are important for a product like marula beer. 

• Explore new market options – e.g. selling to bars and shabeens in the local 
area and perhaps even further afield. 

• Investigate the possibility, if any, of new derived products with marula 
beer or juice as a component. 

• Ensure that all beer traders know that MDA purchases kernels (at present 
about half are selling kernels), and that this can be an additional source of 
income from the fruit collected for beer production. 

• Through environmental education processes highlight the value of marula 
trees and encourage their planting and the development of community-
based management systems that protect the trees from fuelwood 
harvesting.  

• Work with trader groups to address the pricing issue, and to explore the 
option of incremental pricing with increasing container size to promote 
larger volume sales. 

 
 

Longer-term interventions: 
 

• Agroforestry support to increase the number of marula trees in private 
space. 

• Increase fruiting period through selection and breeding of marula varieties 
which show an extended fruit production season. 

• Investigate whether there are low cost ways in which the beer could be 
preserved or the brewing process modified so it can be stored and sold 
over a much longer period. 

• Provide business skills and information on other products to increase 
options for out of season employment for traders. 
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It should be cautioned, however, that any proposed interventions need to be sensitive 
to the fact that marula beer has significant social and cultural value and that there are 
concerns amongst community members that this may be eroded by the current 
commercialisation trends. Indeed, for this reason, den Adel (2002) suggests that while 
kernel and oil production should be actively promoted by development agencies, the 
sale of beer should perhaps be left evolve at its own pace. She believes that in this 
way the situation has space to adapt and that it may be that people will only sell what 
they can culturally or socially ‘afford’ minimising the disruption of socio-cultural 
institutions and traditions. To some extent a balance has been achieved in 
Bushbuckridge at the moment in this regard, since traders only sell in the towns and 
marula beer consumption continues as normal in the rural villages. 
 
Furthermore, within Bushbuckridge there are indications that current markets in the 
towns are becoming saturated and therefore the thrust of any development should be 
to improve the situation for beer traders and explore alternative products, as suggested 
above, rather than promote growth in the beer trade unless new and different markets 
are created. However, even the latter has its limitations. Experience to date suggests 
that the route to further development of the beer trade appears to be via local markets 
where the product is known and the taste already appreciated. Ventures targeting 
other markets have met with little success. For example, two commercial canned 
marula beer products introduced in the last 10 years have been withdrawn and can no 
longer be found on bottle store or supermarket shelves (pers. obs.). The MDA marula 
project also tried bottling marula beer to sell to local tourist lodges, but the inability to 
produce a clear beer free from sediment meant this product was not suitable for the 
target market and could not compete with ‘traditional’ beers (F. Chiloane pers. 
comm.). The cost of production of this beer was also too high to make it a viable 
option for the local market. Consequently, MDA has ceased producing this product.  
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