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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The commercialisation of any resource has both positive and negative impacts. These impacts 
may be felt as costs or benefits for society, the economy, or within the ecosystem itself. In the 
case of forest resources, there may be many different resource user groups, with many different 
preferences, and as a result, it is important that the distribution of both the costs and benefits of 
the commercialisation process are examined. The focus of this study is the marula (Sclerocarya 
birrea), a robust and drought-resistant species found in large numbers across the hot dry regions 
of southern Africa, and we have examined this multiple-use species in both the Republic of 
South Africa and Namibia.   
 
This report is a synthesis of work by different researchers from different disciplines, and 
represents what can realistically be described as a holistic assessment of our current state of 
knowledge about the marula species in southern Africa. We have investigated the physical 
diversity of the species itself, making comparisons of the conditions and productivity of the trees 
under different land-use conditions in three locations. We have found that, generally, a variation 
exists in the fruit productivity of the trees found growing in homesteads and fields, compared to 
those in protected areas. This tends to suggest that human impacts through seedling selection and 
nurturing over many generations have influenced the nature of the trees themselves today.  
 
In terms of how this wild resource is used by people, we have examined five distinct 
commercialisation pathways for marula, and we are able to compare the economic returns to 
each of these approaches. We have a much clearer understanding of the degree to which 
households use the tree domestically, and it is clear that it provides many benefits to people. The 
fruits and kernels have high nutritional value for both adults and children, and this is particularly 
important to the poorest of households.  We have examined the wide range of values generated 
from the tree, including income from fruit sales, beer brewing, and woodcarving, as well as the 
social and spiritual importance the trees have for people in the region.  
 
In an attempt to understand more about tenure and property rights associated with the trees, we 
have investigated the customary and statutory regulations relating to them, and institutional 
issues surrounding their use. We have also considered the gender implications of marula use, and 
have been able to assess the degree to which the commercialisation process can be supported 
under current conditions. On the basis of this comprehensive and cross-cutting study, we are able 
to make recommendations both about how households and communities can best utilise the 
resource, and about how institutions can be strengthened to ensure its continuance into the future. 
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Box 1: Marula: a unique resource 
 
For many hundreds of years marula has formed an 
integral part of the livelihoods, culture and 
spirituality of rural households across southern 
Africa. Its uniqueness lies in the fact that there are so 
many uses for the tree and its fruits. From the shade 
of the tree to its versatile fruit and the burning of the 
empty nuts for fuel, people are using all of its 
products, and the importance of marula stretches 
from the social, to the cultural, the economic, and 
the nutritional aspects of people’s lives. 

1.4  Introduction to marula   
 
Sclerocarya birrea subspecies caffra (A. Rich.) Hochst. (marula) is a member of the large 
Anacardiaceae family, along with other well-known edible species such as the mango, cashew 
nut and pistachio.  It has a widespread distribution from tropical east Africa southwards to 
approximately 310 S in KwaZulu-Natal province of South Africa (Peters 1988). It is a large (8 - 
17 m tall), deciduous tree, and is often a community dominant. It is dioecious, with only the 
female trees bearing fruits. Marula occupies a range of habitats from open savanna to semi-
deciduous forest. It has been recorded on a wide variety of soil types, but most commonly on 
well-drained soils. Mean annual rainfall regimes from where it has been recorded range from 200 
to 1 500 mm. It is assumed that its distribution is limited by frost severity.  
 
In the countries in which it is found, this species has long formed an essential part of rural 
communities’ livelihoods, culture and spirituality (Shackleton et al. 2002). Indeed, there are few 
wild species that demonstrate such a wide range of uses nor such a significant position in local 
culture. Marula provides fruits that can be eaten 
whole, made into juice or jam or brewed into beer; 
the kernels form an important food supplement and 
the oil extracted from them has many uses; the bark 
and leaves have medicinal properties; and the wood 
is used for a variety of purposes including carving 
and fuelwood. The tree is also host to a range of 
edible caterpillars and larvae as well as parasitic 
mistletoes which produce outgrowths known as 
wood roses which are sold in the curio market (see 
Shackleton et al. 2002 for details). Given the 
ubiquitous distribution, importance and multiple uses of this species it is not surprising that there 
have been attempts to commercialise it. Increasingly a variety of marula-based products are 
entering the markets either through the efforts of local people themselves or by private sector 
companies or development projects aimed at improving the welfare of rural dwellers (du Plessis 
et al. 2002, Wynberg et al. 2002). In South Africa, communities are supplying fruit to two 
commercial enterprises of a very different nature: Distell Pty Ltd., the producers of the 
internationally successful Amarula Cream liqueur, and the Marula Project of the National Mine 
Workers Development Agency (MDA), a DFID-funded employment creation initiative. In 
Namibia, oil extracted from the kernels is channelled through a cooperative and an NGO to reach 
the international cosmetic market, with The Body Shop recently launching a series of products 
containing ‘marula nut oil’. 
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Figure 1. Map of potential distribution of marula in South Africa (Combrinck & Muller, 2002) 

 
 
 
2.  ADDING TO WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT MARULA IN SOUTHERN AFRICA: 

KEY FINDINGS FROM THE RESEARCH 
 
In this section we summarise and highlight the key findings from the research studies conducted 
in the three study sites and presented independently in Appendices 1 – 13. This includes a 
synthesis of the main findings with respect to household use and trade of marula, the marula 
resource, the policy environment, and commercial markets. 
 
2.1 Household use and trade (see Appendices 3, 4, 9, and 11) 
 
Household consumption of marula products: In both South Africa and Namibia marula plays a 
key role in the livelihoods and culture of local people, many of who live below the poverty line 
and depend on natural resources to meet a range of basic needs.  Findings of this research 
demonstrate the extensive use which people make of a wide range of marula products, more 
especially of fresh fruit, for the production of the extremely popular beer/wine1, and kernels (Box 
2). In Namibia all households interviewed (100 %) brewed wine/beer, whilst in South Africa 
between 70 - 75 % of households produced this alcoholic beverage.  Kernel consumption was 
also high in all sites (81 % - 98 % of households) with about 60 % of households mixing kernels 
with wild spinaches and other foods in South Africa, whilst all households did this in Namibia. 

                                                 
1 Beer and wine are basically the same product, i.e. fermented marula juice, with the term beer being commonly 
used in South Africa and the term wine being used in Namibia. It has been said that fermented marula juice probably 
more closely resembles cider than either beer or wine. 
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Box 3: Economic value of domestic consumption of marula in Bushbuckridge 
 
Not only is the economic value of traded marula products important, but so too is the value of those products consumed 
directly by households. The direct use value of household consumption of marula in Bushbuckridge was calculated by 
multiplying the average amounts used or produced of each product per household by the ‘farm gate’ price.  Values are 
calculated across all 142 households and represent gross value per household per annum. They exclude the tremendously 
important cultural and spiritual values imparted by communities on marula, as well as the indirect values derived from 
maintaining marula in the ecosystem.  
 

Fresh fruit: R314    Beer: R567   Jam: R16   Kernels: R184   
Total gross annual direct use value of marula in Bushbuckridge (based on fruit): R18 million 

Box 2:  Production of the two most popular marula 
products 
 

    % of 
households 
producing 

Average amounts produced 
(litres per producer 
household per season); 
range in parentheses 

Beer/wine*   
    Namibia 100 195 (5 - 1200) 
    Bushbuckridge 75 311 (10 - 3360) 
    Makhatini  71 253 (25 - 400) 
Kernels   
    Namibia # 100 72 (2 - 250) 
    Bushbuckridge 88 10  (1 - 100) 
    Makhatini 81 12  (3 - 84) 

* Wine in Namibia is an undiluted, fermented marula drink, whilst 
South African marula beer is generally diluted with water. 
# Most kernels in Namibia are used for the production of a  traditional 
cooking oil, whereas in South Africa they are eaten. 

The quantities of fruit used (just over one 
tonne per household per season) and  
beer/wine produced (on average between 
150 and 350 l per household per season) 
were within the same range in all three sites, 
but households in Namibia were using up to 
ten times the amount of kernels (about 70 l 
per household per season) relative to South 
Africa.  

 
Namibian households made use of a range 
of products not encountered at either of the 
South African sites. These included a non-
alcoholic juice (100 %), a porridge made 
from the fruit pulp following juice 
extraction (78 %), kernel oil for cooking 
(100 %) and cosmetics (28 %), and a cake-like residue that remains after oil extraction which is 
either eaten (100 %) or fed to livestock (68 %). Jam, a non-traditional product, was only popular 
in Bushbuckridge (48 % of households) where it had been promoted by several external 
agencies. Producer households in this area were making approximately five litres of jam per 
season mainly for home use, with four selling it on a regular basis earning R50 per household per 
year. 
 
In addition to fruit-based products, dry wood and the empty nuts are used for fuelwood (60 – 100 
%), whilst bark (mainly South Africa – 38 – 80 % of households) and leaves (mainly Namibia – 
50 % of households) are a source of medicine.  Edible emperor moth caterpillars found in 
marulas in abundance early in the season were consumed by about one third to one half of 
households across all sites, while the larvae found in the rotting wood were less well known and 
only eaten by about 5 % or less of households in both countries. Additional uses that were 
identified included the use of fruit and skins as fodder for goats and pigs, leaves as fodder and as 
a veterinary medicine for goats, poles in live and dead fencing, leaves to make traditional ‘play’ 
skirts, nuts for rattles, beads, necklaces and game pieces, hair relaxant and lastly the use of a nut 
as a diviners die. A number of interviewees in Bushbuckridge also listed ‘selling’ as an 
additional use and collected marula primarily for this purpose. 
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Box 4: Percentage of households trading marula products 
 
The proportion of households selling marula products varied widely both 
across  study sites  and between different villages or areas within study sites 
as illustrated below. 
 

 Beer/wine Fruit Kernels 
Namibia 0, 33%, 30%,  

87% 
0 62% 

Bushbuckridge 8%, 19%, 10%, 
18% 

19%, 63%, 3%, 
31% 

25%, 46%, 
55%, 87% 

Makhatini 1 household 0 1 household 

Box 5: Adult gender ratio in 
marula trees under different 
land-uses in Bushbuckridge 
 
 
Homesteads:  1 male: 1.2 females 
Fields:        1 male:  0.8  females 
Rangelands:   1 male:  0.6 females  

 
Household trade: In 
Bushbuckridge and Namibia, a 
relatively high proportion of 
households (Box 4) were selling 
marula products both in local 
markets and to commercial 
producers. Fruit, kernels and 
beer/wine were sold in 
Bushbuckridge, whilst kernels 
and beer/wine formed the 
primary traded products in 
Namibia. Because of the seasonality of the resource, incomes earned were, on the whole, modest 
(between R100 and R1000 per household per year). However, because of high levels of poverty 
and the timing of the fruiting season, this income was critical in paying school fees and other 
schooling costs and in purchasing food. By contrast, only two households were selling marula 
products in Makhatini, where this activity was generally not supported by the community 
leadership. These households had no other source of cash income and were selling out of pure 
economic necessity. 
 
Cultural and social significance: In addition to its importance for household food security and 
cash, marula is also of considerable social, spiritual and cultural value. Of particular significance 
in all three sites were the neighbourhood marula ‘gatherings’ where the freshly brewed beer/wine 
is drunk. These are important in building social networks and reciprocal relations, and in 
cementing existing bonds including with urban relatives who come ‘home’ to join in the 
festivities (see Section 3.2). In South Africa, almost all households using marula harvest the fruit 
from communal lands. By contrast, in Namibia, almost all marula trees are ‘privately’ owned and 
found in people’s fields. Consequently, in Namibia, a number of informal institutions have 
evolved to ensure equity and sharing of the marula resource. Beer/wine is brewed under the 
marula trees in owner’s fields and this is a social event in which other women partake and 
provide their labour in order to receive a share of the benefits in the form of the nuts and 
sometimes beer/wine they take home. In South Africa, people generally make the beer at home, 
sometimes with help from family members. Of significance, is that in South Africa anyone can 
access marula and use it at their own discretion, whereas in Namibia about one quarter of 
villagers do not have marula trees and depend on the good will of friends and neighbours for 
marula products. 
 
2.2 The marula resource and fruit characterisation (see Appendices 1, 2, 7, 8 &12) 
 
There were remarkable similarities in the state of the resource between the different study sites. 

Absolute densities of mature female trees were consistent, with 
approximately 3-6 trees/ha. The ratio of males to females 
decreased with increasing human impact (Box 5), probably as a 
result of selective cutting of males, although also possibly due to 
increased nurturing and maintenance of females. Overall, size 
class profiles across study sites generally demonstrated a skewed 
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Box 8. Range in mean fresh mass 
in marula fruits and nuts 
 
Fruit mass: 10.2 – 41.8 g 
Pulp mass: 7.2 – 36.0 g 
Skin mass: 4.5 – 19.1 g 
Flesh mass: 1.3 – 22.6 g 
Nut mass: 2.5 – 6.9 g 
Kernel mass: 0.09 – 0.56 g 
Shell mass: 2.2 – 6.8 g 
Oil content: 44.7 – 72.3 % 

Box 9. Characteristics of ‘Namibian 
Wonder’ fruit 
 
Fruit mass: 69.9 g 
Pulp mass: 59.1 g 
Skin mass: 20.1 g 
Flesh mass: 39.0 g 
Nut mass: 10.9 g 
Kernel mass: 1.14 g 
Shell mass: 9.7 g 
Oil content: 62.2 % 

Box 6: Marula fruit yield under different 
land-uses in Bushbuckridge 
 

 Protected 
areas 

Homesteads
/fields 

No. of fruits 
per tree 

< 3 500 > 17 000 

Mean fruit 
mass  

20.9 g 24.9 g 

Box 7: Proportion of households planting 
and nurturing of marula trees within 
homesteads and fields 
 
 % planting % nurturing 
Bushbuckridge 33 53 
Makhatini 2 19 
Namibia 22 35 

distribution in favour of large adult trees in peoples' fields/homesteads, with low proportions of 
juveniles, indicating low recruitment. The opposite applied in protected areas or inaccessible 
sites. Across all study areas, trees in homesteads/fields produced significantly more and larger 
fruits than communal land/protected area trees, although fruit yields were variable between trees 
and land uses (Box 6). There was a positive relationship between fruit numbers per tree and tree 

diameter/crown volume, larger trees thus produce greater 
numbers of fruit. Lack of a relationship between fruit 
numbers and fruit size implies that fruit size is 
genetically controlled and thus potentially could be 
improved by domestication. Noteworthy differences 
between sites were that, on average Namibian trees have 
bigger fruits (+ 20 %) than those from South Africa, due 
to a greater pulp mass.  
 

Based on 2002 yield data, the current density of adult female trees is sufficient to meet existing 
fruit demand for household use and commercialisation. Thus, the limited natural recruitment is 
currently not a constraint to existing demand. Furthermore, the level of nurturing and/or planting 
in all sites would appear to be adequate to maintain the current density of producing female trees 
(Box 7). 
 
The apparent selective removal of male trees by 
households is probably resulting in insufficient 
numbers of male trees for maximum pollination 
success. This is especially since the loss of male 
trees coincides with increasing pollination demand 
due to the observed higher flower/fruit load of 
people’s trees. This results in variable within-tree 
kernel numbers per nut (0-4), and undesirably low overall mean kernel mass per nut. Pollinator 
populations may also be in decline due to increasing human impacts (deforestation and removal 
of dead trees leading to a loss of hive sites), coupled with the lower density of male trees. It is 
concluded that studies are needed to determine how to enhance pollination through the use of 
beehives.  
 
Across all sites and land uses there was large and continuous tree-to-tree variation in fresh mass 
between all fruit components (skin, flesh/juice, nut, shell and kernels) and in oil content (Box  8). 
It was found that large fruits do not necessarily have large kernels.  
 

There is strong evidence of 
the potential for selection and 
cultivar development at all 
sites. To guide multiple trait 
selection fruit and kernel 
‘ideotypes’ have been 
identified. One tree in 
Namibia (‘Namibian 
Wonder’) particularly 
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illustrates the domestication potential of marula (Box 9). The consistent mass of individual 
kernels per nut suggests that selection for nuts with four kernels is a better strategy than selection 
for a nut with a single kernel. Evidence that farmers are already starting to domesticate marula 
comes from some degree of selection in trees planted by households, higher fruit yields in close 
proximity to homesteads/fields, frequency distribution of fruit and kernel mass, and higher mass 
of traits in fields. This selection is continued into the market place where the worst fruits (15-20 
%) are discarded. 
 
 2.3 The policy environment  (see Appendix 13) 
 
As is the case for all non-timber forest products, a range of laws and policies impact the 
management, use and commercialisation of marula. These include laws and policies that directly 
relate to the resource base, such as natural resource, agriculture, forestry, and environment laws 
relating to land tenure and resource rights; and a variety of economic and financial measures 
such as trade and taxation. Relevant laws and policies are manifested at the international, 
regional, national, provincial, and local level – the latter in southern Africa including customary 
laws and regulations, as well as a well-established (albeit fragmented) statutory framework to 
protect trees.  
 
In both Namibia and South Africa, marula occurs on private, titled land, and on communal lands, 
which typically fall under customary regimes. While statutory laws apply to both, in communal 
areas an additional layer of customary law applies, and is frequently the system best understood 
and implemented by communities living in the area.  
 
Marula felling: Customary laws form a central component of marula use and strong cultural 
taboos have long existed to protect wild fruit trees on communal lands in South Africa and 
Namibia. The results of this research corroborate these reports and suggest that marula cutting is 
still strongly prohibited in all areas surveyed - by both customary and government laws. 
However, the practical application and enforcement of this ban varies considerably across 
communities. In Bushbuckridge, for example, the cutting of marula and other trees is common, 
largely as a result of increases in the population and land clearance, a breakdown of respect for 
traditional authorities, the use of wood as firewood, and changes in governance since 1994. By 
contrast, the felling of marula trees in Namibia is not widespread. Tree felling in general in 
Namibia has decreased since Independence, attributed mostly to enhanced education and 
awareness about the importance of trees, and increased cooperation between government and 
traditional authorities. 
 
Marula fruit harvesting: In principle, fruit may be harvested by anyone, although it is typically 
women who are involved in this task. A general traditional rule that applies across all study areas 
requires fruit to fall to the ground before harvesting is permitted. Strong traditional laws and 
customs govern marula fruit harvesting, and responses to the survey indicate a gradient of rules 
from different study sites with regard to access rights and their application. All sites require 
visitors to seek permission to harvest fruit in the yards or farms of individual households, but the 
communal areas at Bushbuckridge are typically regarded as open access areas from which both 
villagers and outsiders may collect. However, in some villages, such as Edinburgh, there are 
indications that growing commercialisation is leading to intolerance of outsiders harvesting in 
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communal areas. At Makhatini, more control is exerted over communal lands, and a greater 
distinction is made between outsiders – who require permission from the headman to harvest 
fruit in these areas – and community members, who do not. In Namibia, land and resource tenure 
were most defined, and individuals must seek permission before harvesting fruit from 
individually owned or communal land. In all cases, however, the interpretation of ‘ownership’ is 
highly debatable and in most cases is a user right only which carries no status under statutory 
law. This is especially pertinent in South Africa where tenure security remains a key unresolved 
policy issue.  Across all sites there was a lack of clarity as to the rules governing access to 
marula fruits within conservation areas, private, state and municipal lands – from communities, 
traditional authorities and government officials alike. 
 
Marula bark: Bark harvesting is permitted on a limited basis both by customary and government 
laws, although the interpretation of these laws varies considerably. In South Africa, customary 
law does impose a number of restrictions on the amounts of bark harvested and the manner in 
which this is done, although in practice debarking and bark theft have increased in recent years 
in South Africa – largely because of increased commercial trade in bark to sell in markets. 
 
Monitoring and enforcement: Despite widespread awareness of rules governing marula use, 
practical implementation and enforcement remain weak. Just how significant an issue this is 
depends to a large degree on the extent to which rules are being infringed, the type of tenure 
system (with individual, private tenure being easier to enforce), the levels of cooperation 
between traditional authorities and government, acceptance of the rules by user groups, and the 
levels of capacity that exist within authorities. In Namibia, an emphasis is placed on self-
monitoring by the community and the village headmen, and this is an approach considered to be 
working well. In South Africa, and especially in Bushbuckridge – an area where levels of marula 
cutting and rule violation appear highest, monitoring and enforcement is particularly weak, and 
is exacerbated by conflict and confusion with regard to jurisdictions. A major difference between 
South Africa and Namibia lies in the tenurial systems that apply, and it is suggested that self-
policing is likely easier for trees strongly tenured to households, as in north-central Namibia and 
to a lesser extent in South Africa, than for trees in communal areas. 
 
Across all study sites, and in South Africa in particular, marula conservation is considered a 
relatively low priority, and only two cases were reported for the infringement of marula rules 
over the past five years. Interviews with villagers, however, suggest that this number does not 
reflect the actual extent of cases. 
 
Legal Systems and institutions: Cooperation between government and traditional authorities 
emerged repeatedly as an issue affecting marula conservation and use. Respondents at all study 
sites reported consistency in the rules of both government and traditional authorities with regard 
to marula, but differences in the implementation, enforcement and coordination of these 
approaches. In general, government laws are perceived to be both more stringent in their 
enforcement, and more general in their application, pertaining broadly to all trees. Coordination 
between the traditional and official governance systems is regarded as an important factor for the 
successful implementation of laws.  
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A crucial role is played by customary law, which has greater influence than provincial or 
national law over marula tree management, both in terms of local knowledge of rules and 
regulations, and enforcement. In Namibia, these traditional cultures are maintained and upheld 
strongly, but in South Africa democracy and the changing political and social context have 
exacerbated resource management problems and led to an erosion of the role of traditional 
authorities. Customary laws governing marula use have thus become less rather than more 
effective in recent years in South Africa. The erosion of the role of traditional authorities, and the 
policy vacuum in which they operate is cause for concern, particularly in the face of dwindling 
resources from government.   

 
Intellectual property rights and traditional knowledge: A rich traditional knowledge exists of 
marula, ranging from knowledge about its medicinal and insecticidal properties, to that of the 
special properties of marula oil, to the domestication of the tree by communities and their 
selection of desirable traits across generations. Marula commercialisation demonstrates both the 
potentially positive and negative roles that intellectual property rights can play in protecting the 
interests of primary producers. Trademarks and geographical indications, for example, can assist 
in protecting southern African marula producers – and their suppliers – from competitors selling 
products that do not contain any marula, or which are derived from sources outside of the natural 
distribution area of marula. But through Plant Breeders Rights, intellectual property rights can 
also play a negative role in preventing rural communities from using material that has been 
‘improved’ by commercial breeders, and in facilitating the unfair use by commercial breeders of 
material that was originally ‘improved’ and domesticated by communities.  
 
There are several international laws regarding intellectual property rights including the TRIPS 
(Trade-related Intellectual Property Rights) Agreement of the World trade Organisation which 
requires member states to protect intellectual property rights, and the UPOV (International Union 
for the Protection of New Plant Varieties) Convention which protects new varieties of plants. 
However, the UPOV system is geared towards industrial application and is poorly suited to 
protect the interests of rural producers. The monopoly nature of UPOV and Plant Breeders 
Rights makes its application to marula particularly inappropriate given the strong social 
conditions and culture of marula, which are community rather than individually based.  The 1998 
African Model Law for Community Rights provides an alternative to protecting the rights of 
holders of knowledge and to ensuring that they receive a fair share of benefits arising from 
commercialisation of protected varieties (for example, those communities involved in 
domesticating the ‘Namibian Wonder’). Currently, both a ‘community rights’ model (viz the 
African Model Law for Community Rights and the World Agroforestry Centre) and a 
‘privatisation’ model (through UPOV) for domestication exist currently for marula, and urgent 
efforts need to be made to develop systems of protection for communities that do not involve 
monopoly rights and which promote poverty alleviation, food security and sustainable 
agriculture. 
 
2.4 The commercial markets and market analysis (see Appendices 6 and 10) 
 
There are five commercial market channels in the marula industry at present (see Figure 2) with 
the first four being the most important: 
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• Liqueur: Amarula cream produced by Distell Pty Ltd. (a large South African based liquor 
producing corporation) and marketed nationally and internationally.  The marula pulping 
factory in Phalaborwa is owned by Distell, Mirma and a Community Trust, with the 
distillation factory owned by Distell in Stellenbosch.  

• Juice: Marula juice produced at the Mhala Development Centre (MDC) in 
Thulamahashe, under the Mine Worker’s Development Agency Marula Project, which is 
attempting to source markets for juice.   

• Oil: Marula oil produced by Eudafano Women’s Cooperative (managed by CRIAA SA-
DC in Namibia and Mhala Development Centre in South Africa. Both the Namibian and 
South African channels are trading to The Body Shop. 

• Beer/wine: Traditional marula beer/wine produced by rural communities in South Africa 
and Namibia and actively traded within producer communities.  

• Marula kernels/traditional cooking oil: Mirma is presently exploring the production of 
kernels for the local market. Kernels are sold at pension markets in South Africa and on a 
request basis from people’s homes. Kernels and oil are traded locally and within the main 
towns in Namibia. This channel is not explored further due to the ad hoc nature of the 
local trade and the fact that Mirma has not yet commenced commercial production. 

 
The total value of the commercial marula product trade to rural communities is estimated to be 
worth R1.1 million and N$350 000 a year in South Africa and Namibia respectively.  This is 
relatively small in comparison to other natural plant products traded. For example in 
Mpumalanga province, South Africa the value of the medicinal plant trade is estimated to be 
worth between R62 million to R92 million per annum. This illustrates the limited nature of the 
existing commercial trade in marula fruit, although it needs to be seen in the light of the fact it is 
a single species.   
 
The trade in South Africa results in an average annual income of R578 per trader for an 
estimated 1 900 trading households over an average of period of 29 days worked during the year.  
Approximately 1 100 households earn this income over eight months, whilst the remaining 800 
households earn this over a two month period. In Namibia some 3500 rural women benefit from 
the sales of kernels. In South Africa, the bulk of the income largely arrives at a critical time in 
the rural households’ calendar, i.e. in January/February when cash is in very short supply. The 
cash earned from marula product trade is approximately 10 % of total annual cash income earned 
by households and consequently has limited potential for investment.  The significance of cash 
benefits are limited due to the large numbers of people trading marula products and the relatively 
small volumes bought by processors.  However, for many people the marula trade does provide a 
vital, albeit small, cash income. 
 
The marula trade generates a profit for all participating households when the cost of their labour 
is excluded.  The independent marula fruit traders supplying fruits to the Distell marula pulp 
factory make the greatest profit. The traders of kernels and marula fruit to MDC make the lowest 
profit.  Of interest is that although traders selling home-brewed beer earn greater than average 
income, the addition of value did not earned them greater profits than the trade of raw fruit to 
Distell. The substantial profit made by the suppliers of marula fruit to Distell is a result of the 
economies of scale and efficiency of transport. The traders are able to coordinate their harvesting 
and transport of fruit, thereby reducing spoilage. In comparison to the going wage in the region 
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for semi-skilled labour (R12.50/day which is less than the new minimum wage rate of R20/day), 
the beer traders and the fruit suppliers to Distell earn between 1.3 and 2.1 times more income for 
their effort than the average farm worker. MDC suppliers earned between 0.3 and 1.2 times the 
wage rate. The incomes earned from fresh marula products are however for only a few months of 
the year.   
 
There are significant inefficiencies in the marula trade, with the greatest losses to local 
communities incurred as a result of poor coordination of transport with the fruit buying 
companies (in RSA), and by not processing kernels immediately after extraction (in Namibia). 
 
MDC and Distell bought an estimated 2 200 tonnes of marula fruit for the production of juice 
and pulp in 2002, while MDC bought 12 tonnes of processed marula kernels in 2001. It is 
estimated that Distell produces 800 tonnes of pulp, with MDC producing up to 10 tonnes of juice 
and 4 tonnes of oil per annum. Eudafano Women’s Cooperative in Namibia trades 20 - 42 tonnes 
of kernel per year to CRIAA SA – DC.  
 
In 2002, Distell invested some R1.5 million in the local economy through expenditure on 
processing at the Phalaborwa pulping plant.  The expenditure at the Stellenbosch distillery is 
unknown.  MDC invested some R700 000 in 2001 within the local economy.  In total, the formal 
marula industry in South Africa (excluding traditional beer) is likely to contribute to an 
investment of R2.2 million within the local economy, with R1.1 million (or 50 %) accruing to 
rural suppliers. In 2002 Distell produced pulp at an estimated R1 900 per tonne, with MDC 
producing juice (not pulp) at R23 000 per tonne.  In 2001 MDC produced marula oil at an 
estimated R99 000 per tonne. The Distell pulping operation was estimated to make a profit of 
R388 000 per annum. The MDC oil operation ran at a profit of R58 000 for the 2001 season. The 
MDC juice operation in 2002 is estimated to have made a loss of R92 000. In Namibia, the 
Katutura Artisans Project and village associations’ investment adds up to about R250 000. 
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Figure 2: Generalised commercial market channels in the marula industry in Namibia and South Africa 
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At an industry level, the supply of marula fruit exceeds demand with the result that the 
suppliers of fruit and kernels are price takers and so have no leverage to increase price.  
Suppliers are thus vulnerable to the pricing strategies of the buying companies.  There are 
few barriers to selling marula fruit and kernels to the processing firms.  However, the 
current buyers – Distell, CRIAA SA-DC and MDC - have significant barriers of entry 
into the consumer market.  Distell engages a multi-million Rand marketing drive to 
develop consumer demand. CRIAA SA-DC has invested considerably in locating high-
value international markets for oil and has now established a supply to The Body Shop. 
MDC has benefited from the CRIAA SA-DC marketing investment by supplying oil to 
The Body Shop in association with CRIAA SA-DC. 
 
There is no significant current consumer demand for traded marula products.  The market 
has to be developed despite widespread knowledge of the fruit.  This indicates that the 
fruit products are not as popular as other traded fruit and oil products, such as citrus.  
This may, however, be influenced by effective but expensive marketing strategies, as 
demonstrated by the marketers of Amarula Cream, who have created wide awareness of 
this product. 
 
 
3. IMPACTS OF COMMERCIALISATION ON RURAL LIVELIHOODS, 

EXISTING USES AND THE SOCIAL BENEFITS OF MARULA 
 
One of the key objectives of this project was to assess the effects of marula 
commercialisation on rural livelihood systems, household income, socio-cultural values 
and norms, subsistence use, local markets and resource sustainability.  In this section we 
highlight the important and diverse role that marula has in local livelihoods and in 
contributing to the five forms of livelihood capital. We then consider the existing and 
projected positive and negative impacts of commercialisation on this.  
 

Box 10: Annual economic benefits of the marula trade to local economies in Namibia and South 
Africa  
 
 Income to marula 

producing 
communities 

Average annual 
profit per trader 

Number of traders Total investment 
into local 
economy 

CRIAA SA-DC 
oil 

R250 000  3 500 R250 000 

MDC oil R290 000 R150 1 100 R394 000 
MDC juice R64 000 R360 220 R140 000 
Distell Amarula 
liquer 

R1 100 000 R1 100 to R720 420 R1 532 000 

Bushbuckridge 
community beer 

R136 000 R500 200 R136 000 

TOTAL R1 838 000  5 440 R 2 452 000 
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We feel strongly that commercialisation should not disrupt the crucially important 
subsistence and social benefits that marula has bought to local households for 
generations. Respect for traditional non-monetary values is vitally important if the full 
benefits from monetary markets are to be reaped, and if the commercialisation process is 
to bring equity and benefits to the poorest of rural households. If valuable and 
unaccounted for socially or ecologically important attributes are lost in the 
commercialisation process, overall livelihoods will be adversely affected. All too often 
these values are forgotten in the drive to maximise economic returns. Trade-offs between 
different forms of livelihood capital are, of course, inevitable, but more often than not it 
is social, cultural or natural capital that loses out to financial capital given the overriding 
need for cash income. The danger is, if due consideration is not given to these non-
financial benefits, commercialisation instead of having the desired effect of enhancing 
livelihoods, could have negative outcomes and make some people worse off.  
 
It is this philosophy that has guided our thinking when assessing and weighing-up the 
livelihood outcomes of commercialisation. In the discussion below, and in the 
accompanying summary table (Table 3), we examine the interplay between domestic use, 
social value and commercialisation in detail. For ease of presentation, each form of 
livelihood capital is dealt with separately, although it is recognised that there is much 
overlap and interconnection between them. In each subsection, we first assess the 
contribution that the traditional use of marula makes to building that particular form of 
livelihood capital. This is followed by an analysis of both the positive and negative 
effects of commercialisation on the different livelihood assets, both now and in the 
future. Impacts are assessed at household, community and national levels. 
 
3.1 Human Capital 
 
Health, nutrition and food security: The consumption of fruit, beer, juice, jam, and 
kernels makes an important contribution to the diet and nutrition of many rural 
households. The marula fruit is rich in vitamin C, and the kernels offer a good source of 
protein, micronutrients and oil that is available in the dry season when food is scarce. The 
emperor moth caterpillars found on marula during early summer also provide an 
important source of protein.  
 
In Namibia, to date, domestic consumption appears to have been unaffected by 
commercialisation. People use the same variety and quantities of marula products as they 
did previously, and rather expend more time and effort to produce sufficient quantities to 
participate in the commercial trade. Up until recently, the marula resource was considered 
abundant enough to cater for all needs, but a majority of households (75 %) now feel that 
supply is insufficient to meet demand, potentially impinging on domestic requirements. 
Our perception, though, is that people will not sell the amount reserved for subsistence 
use because of the multiple importance of marula in non-economic terms. The situation in 
Bushbuckridge is much the same, with domestic use currently far exceeding commercial 
use. At the moment less than 20 % of total fruit collected is used for commercial 
purposes. In this case supply appears abundant enough to satisfy both traditional and 
commercial use. In Makhatini cultural taboos currently ensure that the resource is 



Shackleton et al. 2003. Marula Commercialisation: A Synthesis   

 19

primarily for domestic consumption.  
 
Processing approaches used during commercial production, which increase yield and 
commercial gains, can at the same time negatively affect the range of marula products 
available at household level. For example, the use of fruit presses reduces the amount of 
flesh remaining on the nuts after pressing and leaves the skins on, which in turn decreases 
the availability, quantity and quality of the juice made by agitating these nuts with water. 
This could have potentially negative nutritional consequences for children since this 
product is consumed mainly by them. Similarly, retention of kernels for commercial use 
by tree owning households limits their availability to households that do not own trees, as 
currently happens through shared processing of the fruit (see below).  
 
Overall, however, marula commercialisation could have a positive effect on health and 
nutrition if some of the income from the sales of marula products is directed into 
purchasing other nutritious food substitutes such as beans, meat and fresh vegetables. 
This is particularly the case if women remain in control of the income derived from 
marula as they tend to spend this directly on immediate family needs.  
 
Local skills and knowledge: Knowledge and skills on where to find the best fruits and on 
the uses and processing of marula are shared amongst all women in the areas where 
marula occurs. Knowledge is usually acquired at a young age, being passed from mother 
to daughter, although in recent years there is reduced interest amongst the younger 
generation in traditional products. Commercialisation could, therefore, reinforce these 
traditional skills as the cash value obtained from trading provides an incentive to retain 
knowledge and skills associated with the production a specific product, particularly 
amongst the younger generation (e.g. young girls). In Bushbuckridge, a number of young 
people were encountered who were selling marula products for pocket money. 
Commercialisation has also built entrepreneurial skills. For example, women selling beer 
are now extending their trade to other products.  The income earned from 
commercialisation is invariably invested into the good of the household including the 
education of children via school fees, books, and uniforms, hence contributing to the 
human capital and empowerment of rural households and communities in general. 

 
Empowerment of women: In both South Africa and Namibia, all aspects of the marula 
supply and marketing chain are dominated by women. This includes the growing 
commercialisation initiatives. Participation in the marula trade has provided women with 
independent income and stature. There is evidence internationally that as cash earnings 
increase and enterprises grow, men begin to enter the business, for a number of reasons, 
sometimes because they are jealous of women earning independent income, as was 
commented by a few respondents during this project. In many instances, the role of men 
may be increased through introduction of processing technologies, for example, fruit 
presses in Namibia. The danger then exists that they take over and dominate the trade to 
the disadvantage of the women who were first involved. 

 
In Namibia, traditional group processing of marula is very important for women as an 
opportunity to gossip, cement bonds, talk about their problems, and look for solutions. 
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Box 11: Negative commercialisation impacts in Edinburgh 
village, Bushbuckridge, South Africa 
 
Although there appear to be no strongly negative consequences 
of commercialisation at this stage, closer analysis demonstrated 
some subtle dynamics around the marula resource in Edinburgh 
– the village with the highest number of households (62 %) 
involved in supplying the two commercial producers. We 
observed that Edinburgh had the lowest percentage of 
households giving away fruit or nuts/kernels (6 % compared to 
20 - 30 % in the other villages), and lowest proportion of 
households allowing others to collect from ‘their’ trees (less 
than 20 % compared to about half in the other villages).  In 
addition, fewer households than in other villages indicated that 
people from outside of the village could collect freely from the 
communal lands around Edinburgh. More said that permission 
from the headman was required  - which suggests a degree of 
‘privatisation’ of the resource at village level, or at least a move 
from the marula resource being open access to it becoming the 
common property of the village. The highest number of 
households reporting theft occurrences was also recorded in this 
village. On the other hand, it was interesting to note that more 
households in Edinburgh than the other villages mentioned that 
they practiced xikuha (presentation of beer to the headman), and 
certainly as many households as in the other villages were 
sharing their marula beer. 

Establishment of women’s cooperatives for the selling of kernels has built upon this, and 
is growing their confidence both as a group and as individuals. The increased contacts 
they have with the ‘outside world’, the recognition that they now receive from the rest of 
community, their ability to ‘help themselves’, and the negotiation and bargaining power 
they have gained have all added to their self-esteem and range of skills. However, there is 
a possibility that rising incomes may increase selfishness and slowly erode the traditional 
cooperative activities.  
 
 
3.2 Social capital 
 
The cultural, spiritual and social significance of marula can be seen in the numerous 
traditional songs, dances, and stories around marula, its role in rituals and celebrations 
and the customary regulations surrounding it.  
 
The marula season brings people together, and is a time of great festivity. In most areas 
people still present beer to the headman in celebration of the season, although this tends 
to be much less formal and ritualistic than in the past. In all regions, the giving, sharing 
and drinking of marula beer with friends, neighbours and relatives are crucial for building 
social bonds, networks and reciprocal obligations. Indeed, some women make beer solely 
for the purpose of giving it away, as no one in their household drinks it. This significant 
social function of marula extends way beyond the actual fruiting season and is a form of 
‘insurance’ to households who might 
need to call on their neighbours for 
support later in the year. Many 
family members also return home 
from distant urban areas during the 
season to share in the beer/wine, 
reinforcing family bonds and 
ensuring the continuation of the 
important urban-rural linkages upon 
which many households depend. 
These visitors also often arrive with 
numerous gifts for the household. In 
Namibia, the marula season brings a 
change in the traditional rules as 
well; people are not allowed to carry 
any weapons, and the traditional 
court closes for those few months.  
 
Few other natural resources in 
southern Africa have an influence on 
life that is in any way comparable to 
the impact of marula, and the marula season remains a time of festivity that cannot be 
compared to any other time of the year. Indeed, it is for all these reasons that some 
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Box 12: Benefits of group processing of beer/wine in 
Namibia 
 
Women work together to make beer/wine because: 
• They enjoy the social event. While processing the 

fruit they catch up with the latest news and gossip, 
make jokes, and sing their favourite marula songs. 
Young girls are also often initiated into the skills of 
brewing. 

• They build up their ‘social bank account’, strengthen 
their social bonds, and may expect support in any 
form in return. 

• They have access to kernels and juice, as they can 
take home the nuts with the remaining flesh from 
fruits that they have processed. They will have 
kernels for subsistence use, and maybe even enough 
to sell. 

• They will be invited to parties at their neighbours’ 
house to enjoy the wine they have made. 

 

community members are concerned about the potential ‘erosive’ effects of marula 
commercialisation on community cohesion and culture. 
 
While some feel that economic necessity overrides all other aspects of life, others fear 
that large-scale marula commercialisation will lead to a loss of social and cultural capital. 
Some individuals were concerned that commercialisation of, especially, fruit and 
beer/wine would ultimately result in increased individualism and selfishness, theft (as 
evidenced in Bushbuckridge) and the loss of traditional ways and community structure. 
After all, an obvious effect of commercialisation is that marula changes from a gift to a 
commodity. Certainly the findings for Edinburgh (see Box 11) tend to support this.  
 
There was also concern amongst headmen, particularly in Namibia, that the practice of 
people not bringing them beer/wine anymore would become more widespread if 
commercialisation developed further. Such offerings have the role of acknowledging and 
reinforcing traditional institutions and structures, something many regard as important as 
these organisations come under pressure from modern society. A similar concern relates 
to the potential decrease or disappearance of the much-praised informal marula 
gatherings, and the accompanying strengthening of social contacts. In Makhatini, where 
marula commercialisation is virtually absent, many respondents indicated that, although 
they would be interested in selling fresh fruit or nuts, they were reluctant to sell beer due 
to the social implications of this. In Bushbuckridge this concern is addressed somewhat 
by the fact the traders only sell beer in the towns and not their own villages. Left-over 
beer after a day in the market is often shared amongst friends and neighbours, thus 
ensuring that traders meet their social obligations.  
 
In Namibia, the potential negative 
effects of commercialisation, 
particularly of beer/wine and fruit, are 
possibly more complex than in South 
Africa because of the tenure 
arrangements and social setting within 
which beer/wine production takes place. 
Marula beer/wine production is an 
institution in itself. Neighbours help 
each other make wine, and expect 
assistance in return. Women that do not 
own any trees, also aid in processing 
marula beer/wine, even if they get a little 
or no beer/wine to take home. They do 
so, because it provides them with access 
to nuts, reciprocal assistance, social 
networks and often an invitation to share 
the beer/wine later (Box 12).  
 
These social aspects of processing marula in Namibia, combined with the tradition of 
giving away marula products to neighbours, friends, visitors, and relatives, are 
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Box 13: Consequences of introducing a fruit press in Namibia 
 
Some indications on future changes can be learnt from the experiences with a marula juice press that was 
introduced at the beginning of the 2002 season in Namibia. The press was made on request of the Eudafano 
Women’s Co-operative (EWC), who felt that the processing of fruits should be smoothened and increased. The 
press was introduced in the ten villages where EWC associations are active. The associations decided to charge a 
small fee for the use of the pressing machine, for purposes of maintenance, and as a income generating activity. 
Technically, the presses showed little problems, and all women were excited and impressed with the amount of 
juice processed in a short time. Upon questioning though, some concerns were raised. One complaint was that the 
press, because of its usage fee, was accessible only to the relatively wealthy households. Additionally, some 
wealthy households who owned a lot of trees were now pressing their marula with little involvement of their 
neighbours and friends. Those who did not own trees themselves especially felt left out on the action and on their 
fair share of the wine, juice, and kernels. Because of their neighbours complaints, the ‘wealthy households’ decided 
to try out the fruit press only on a limited number of trees, but it is not clear whether this neighbourliness will 
prevail when and if marula becomes ‘big business’. Another possible outcome of marula becoming a larger and 
more profitable enterprise relates to the gender issue. The processing of marula has always been a women’s 
activity, and money from sales of marula products has, up to now, been in the hands of women only. There is, 
however, a lot of male interest in the marula fruit press, and the possibility exists that men may become more 
involved and even dominate the trade as processing becomes more accessible to them, and profits greater.  

mechanisms that make marula as a resource accessible to all in a situation where almost 
all trees are privately owned.  Apart from the tradition of ‘giving away’ becoming 
somewhat less, the commercialisation process so far has not had a significant negative 
impact on the social aspects of marula. It is however likely that large-scale 

commercialisation will change certain aspects of the marula social culture in the future. 
People may become more selfish, the owners of trees might not want to share ‘their’ 
economically important resource, payment may be required for nuts, fruits, or processing 
services, and what happens to the ‘social bank account’ of those who are depending on 
this? It is difficult to predict in what ways changes will take place, but changes should 
certainly be expected, and equity issues are of particular concern. It is likely that 
households that have no trees, and those with little or no cash income, will lose relative to 
the current situation. Some indications of what further commercialisation of fruit 
products might bring are illustrated in the narrative around the introduction of a fruit 
press (See Box 13). 
 
Compared to the sales of fruit and beer/wine, there was generally much less concern 
around the sales of the kernel resource. Increasing commercialisation of marula kernels is 
unlikely to have as profound a social and cultural impact on communities as the large-
scale commercialisation of marula beer/wine. Although of social and cultural importance, 
the main difference is that kernels are generally not produced and consumed within social 
settings other than the household. Thus, they do not have the same role in building social 
networks and cohesion, although kernels are often exchanged in friendship. There is also 
less concern amongst the traditional leadership about this resource. For example, the 
headman of Hokwe in Bushbuckridge was opposed to the sales of fruit and beer for the 
reasons mentioned above and discouraged members of his village from participating in 
the MDC project, however, he did not prevent them from selling kernels. It was 
interesting to note that the fact that MDC in Bushbuckridge is buying kernels has opened 
a potential new market for whole nuts. We found four households that had sold nuts to 
other households. In Bushbuckridge such a trend is probably of little consequence, but in 
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Namibia it could prevent households without trees having access to nuts at all. 
 
The contribution of marula to social capital should not be underestimated. Social assets 
are often more central to rural livelihoods than is generally acknowledged or appreciated. 
Within the literature there is increasing reference to the breakdown of social capital and 
reciprocal relations and the emergence of greater individualism often to the detriment of 
local farming and natural resource management systems, and to the poorest members of 
society (Campbell et al. 2001, Paton 2002). Any practices that help maintain or build 
community cohesion and cooperation should therefore be supported and encouraged 
rather than compromised for other livelihood assets.    
 
Whilst we have pointed out above the numerous existing and possible negative impacts 
of marula commercialisation on social and cultural capital, there are also potential 
positive outcomes. These include: an enhanced awareness of the role of marula in 
community life, and proactive ‘preservation’ of this, as competition from the commercial 
trade becomes a reality and people (and governments) take action to protect their cultural 
heritage; the retention of traditional skills as products are produced for the market by 
people and households who would not normally participate in these ‘old fashioned’ 
activities; and the opportunity to build on the important cultural dimensions of marula in 
product marketing thus making culture an essential component and image of the marula 
trade. 
 
 
3.3 Financial capital 
 
There is no doubt that marula is making an important contribution to financial capital of 
households selling marula products. The trade is providing women, in particular, with 
access to an independent source of income. Although, on average, incomes earned from 
trading either beer, kernels and fruit were only a few hundred Rands over the season (see 
Section 2.1), traders mentioned that it all counted towards them being able to put food on 
the table, pay school fees, clothe their children or purchase household goods. Many 
people mentioned how they were “suffering” (e.g. the cost of maize meal has more than 
doubled past two years) and how the sales of marula products have helped to ease this if 
only for a few months of the year.  The extremes in gross income earned, e.g. from 
between R8 - R899 for fruit, and R11- R1900 for kernels in Bushbuckridge, indicate that 
households that apply themselves seriously to the production and sales of marula 
products are able to earn a sizeable sum over the season. 
 
Due to its highly seasonal nature and the relatively low incomes earned, the financial 
contribution marula makes needs to be seen in the light of a diverse livelihood base in 
which each component would, most likely, not be able to provide a sustainable livelihood 
on its own, but when pooled can help ensure that people are able meet their basic living 
requirements. People can survive on relatively small budgets in rural areas, but cash is 
needed for paying school fees, health services, basic goods, and supplementary sources of 
food, especially during years with inadequate rainfall. Almost half of households lived on 
less than R250 per month, and therefore any additional sources of cash, however limited, 
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are imperative in helping households to pay for their basic needs. On average, the trade 
has contributed an additional 10 % to the cash income earned annually by trading 
households. 
 
Amongst some particularly destitute households, the sales of marula products provided 
one of the few sources of cash income. ‘Freely’ available natural resources can therefore 
perform an important safety net function when few other options exist. It was in this 
context that the first commercialisation of marula was seen in Makhatini by two 
households that desperately required cash to buy food.  
 
One of the important features of a natural resource such as marula is that there are few 
economic barriers of entry to the trade: the fruit is freely available and accessible, and no 
start-up finance is required. Some of the marula beer traders said that their traditional 
leaders ‘turned a blind eye’ to the fact they were violating customary taboos by selling 
beer and fruit because they recognised the hardship many people were facing and their 
need to earn income. Preventing a woman, especially a single mother, from selling 
marula fruit, beer or kernels would be akin to denying her children their education. 
Similarly, in Namibia, even the more traditional of headmen acknowledged that times 
were changing, and people were forced to sell products that were traditionally exchanged 
as gifts, though most of them make a clear distinction between the selling of marula 
beer/wine, which has important cultural values attached to it, and the sales of marula 
kernels, which is generally more accepted. Nevertheless, wine is sold both at a local level 
(in contrast to Busbuckridge where it is only sold in the towns) and in the towns in 
Namibia. 
 
Of importance is that in Bushbuckridge, despite a mainly positive attitude to 
commercialisation, everyone who was selling to the commercial producers felt that they 
were not receiving a fair price for the fruit. The price was said to be inadequate in terms 
of the time and effort that went into collecting.  The comment “they are robbing us” was 
expressed frequently in the interviews. There was, however, less dissension around the 
price obtained for kernels. Another frequently raised problem related to the poor 
reliability of the commercial producers buying system, i.e. the trucks sent out to buy 
often did not arrive. Similarly, producers delivering kernels to MDC were often turned 
away either because the daily quota was met, or because they had no cash to purchase. 
Consequently, both fruit (which quickly over ripens) and people’s time were wasted. 
Whilst appreciative of a new opportunity to earn income, local people thus felt that they 
were the ‘losers’ in some aspects of the process. 

  
One potential negative impact of increasing commercialisation and cash returns is that the 
possible monopolisation of the resource and trade by particular households, individuals or 
other role players. This might include, for example, households with marula trees in 
Namibia, men (particularly if technological innovation makes processing faster, more 
efficient and more profitable), and even leaders or elites within the community who have 
the power to take-over or intercept some of the benefits.  
  
 



Shackleton et al. 2003. Marula Commercialisation: A Synthesis   

 25

3.4  Natural capital 
 
In South Africa, tree density is declining in communal lands, largely as a result of human 
impacts including deforestation for farming and energy, and livestock browsing of 
recruits, exacerbated by poor enforcement of traditional and formal regulations. In 
homesteads and fields, in Namibia and South Africa, planting (truncheons and seeds) and 
nurturing of seedlings has maintained and in some instances increased densities. It is 
probable that commercialisation is more likely to have a positive impact on the marula 
resource base, through increased cultivation and protection of trees, than a negative one, 
especially if linked to a participatory tree domestication programme in key 
villages/communities. In both South Africa and Namibia, respondents stated that they felt 
increased value of marula products would stimulate greater protection of the resource.  
This will be a result of not just the economic benefits, but also their pride in this unique 
resource, appreciated both locally and by the outside world.  
 
Domestication is likely to greatly enhance the quality of the genetic resource in areas 
where it is planted with improved germplasm. Evidence from West Africa, indicates that 
during the early stages of cultivation the genetic base is diversified by domestication, 
even without deliberate conservation measures. However, it is important that the 
domestication strategy adopted is one that deliberately enhances and maximises the 
genetic diversity in planted populations, by ensuring that the wild resource is protected, 
that a number of cultivars (20-30) are grown, and that they originate from geographically 
distinct populations. Over time, new selections from the wild and from a breeding 
programme should further diversify the domesticated stock. Throughout the 
domestication process, the wild resource must be conserved. The integration of cultivars 
within agroforestry practices based on marula and other fruit and medicinal species could 
result in landscapes that are biologically more diverse than is currently found, so 
enhancing the natural capital at the agroecosystem level. 
 
3.5 Physical capital 
 
The contribution of marula to physical capital at a household level has been limited with 
most income earned being spent on day-to-day needs. However, at community level, 
producer groups in Namibia now have access to technology and equipment in the form of 
fruit presses, scales, decortication blades, storage facilities and improved communications 
through the acquisition of cell phones. MDC in Bushbuckridge has provided similar 
facilities although these are not widely available for community members to use. 
Increased commercialisation is unlikely to have any negative effects on physical capital, 
although as mentioned above one potential unintended consequence may be that 
technological advancement and new equipment could result in women being sidelined 
and men taking over processing.  
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Table 3: Current effects and impacts of marula use and commercialisation on livelihood 
assets, and predicted future effects with further commercialisation. Impacts have been 
assessed on a scale of  –2 to +2, using  --, -, neutral, +, ++.   
 
Form of livelihood 
capital/asset 

Current effect from 
subsistence/domestic 
use  
 

Current effect of 
commercialisation  
 

Potential/projected 
likely effects of 
increased 
commercialisation 
without intervention 

Notes and Comments 

1. HOUSEHOLD AND COMMUNITY LEVEL 
1.1 Human Capital 
1.1.1 Health and 
nutritional status 

++  
(Marula fruit products and 
kernels currently 
consumed by the majority 
of households) 

+ 
(No affect as yet on 
domestic consumption) 

+ 
(Potential that some of 
the resource may be 
diverted away from 
domestic use) 

If the cash earned from selling 
fruit or kernels is used to buy 
nutritious food then impact may 
be positive. 

1.1.2 Indigenous skills 
(Local knowledge) 

++ 
(Much of the use of marula 
is based on local 
knowledge) 

++ ++ 
(Unlikely to have any 
negative impacts and 
may even enhance this 
if commercialisation 
efforts build on local 
knowledge) 

Effects could be negative if there 
are no mechanisms in place to 
protect local knowledge (e.g. of 
high yielding trees). Our 
impression is that there is more 
awareness amongst community 
members of the cultural 
importance of marula and the 
need to minimise negative 
impacts as commercialisation 
increases. 

1.1.3 Entrepreneurial 
and business skills 

 Not applicable 
 

++ 
(Women entrepreneurs 
selling beer are 
expanding this to other 
products) 

++  
(Increased business 
skills, new processing 
skills, new products) 

Any initiative should introduce 
new skills and ideas – e.g. 
women in both Bushbuckridge 
and Namibia mentioned the 
external commercialisation 
processes gave them the idea to 
sell marula products locally. 

1.1.4 Access to 
information re product 

+  Neutral to - 
 

+ 
(Some information 
being withheld, but 
stronger cooperatives 
will ensure access to 
more information) 

Cooperatives tend to enhance 
access to information, but 
private sector operators, e.g. 
Distell, are often secretive about 
all aspects of their business.  

1.1.5 Empowerment of 
women 

++ 
(Women are primarily 
involved in processing 
marula products) 

++ 
(Women primarily 
involved in selling 
marula products) 

 ++ 
(Women are primarily 
involved in processing 
and selling marula 
products, but men may 
see this as an 
opportunity – see notes) 

Women in Bushbuckridge 
complained that men with pick-
ups were removing fruit to sell 
from the commonage. In 
Namibia, men were interested in 
the fruit presses sold to a 
women’s group. 

1.1.6  Equitable access 
to education 

Not applicable + ++ (More communities 
benefit) 

Much of the income is used for 
school fees. 

1.2 Social capital 
1.2.1 Traditions and 
culture  and socio-
cultural cohesion 

++ 
(Urban-rural linkages, 
social networks, reciprocal 
obligations, marula 
gatherings, etc.) 

+/-   
(Could go either way) 

+/-  
(Could go either way) 
 
 

Commercialisation could lead to 
the potential loss of social 
cohesion and benefits as 
traditions of sharing and giving 
fall away due to more sales of 
fruit, less beer making, and 
reduction of neighbourhood 
parties. Commercialisation of 
kernels may have less of a social 
impact than for fruit as kernels 
not used within a social context 
to the same extent. A positive 
effect of commercialisation 
could be through the 
reinvigoration of cultures and 
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Form of livelihood 
capital/asset 

Current effect from 
subsistence/domestic 
use  
 

Current effect of 
commercialisation  
 

Potential/projected 
likely effects of 
increased 
commercialisation 
without intervention 

Notes and Comments 

tradition. 

1.2.2 Effective 
organisations and 
institutions (bargaining 
power, contacts, etc.) 

Neutral + (Eudafano Women’s 
Cooperative – Namibia, 
committees in 
Bushbuckridge) 

+/- (Could go either 
way)  

Cooperatives could be 
strengthened by the 
commercialisation process, or 
people, especially those with 
access to resources and assets, 
could become more 
individualistic and competitive 
in the trade. 

1.2.3 Leverage with 
outside agents (power) 

Neutral + Namibia 
Neutral  S. Africa 

+/- Commercial producers may be 
in a situation where there is little 
opportunity to use leverage (e.g. 
in South Africa where producers 
are price takers) or they could 
even be exploited by commercial 
companies. On the other hand, 
stronger cooperatives could turn 
this around. 

1.3 Financial capital 
1.3.1 Household 
income level 

+ 
(Costs savings but highly 
seasonal) 

+ 
(Incomes presently low 
and highly seasonal) 

+ 
(More households 
become involved)  

Income unlikely to be enhanced 
substantially due to the highly 
seasonal nature of the resource 
and the act that traders are price 
takers due to an abundance of 
the resource. 

1.3.3 Cash at crucial 
time 

Not applicable ++ ++ The income from marula comes 
at a crucial time in the 
household’s calendar when they 
are short of cash after Christmas 
and when the new school year 
starts. 

1.3.4 Access to credit Neutral Neutral + Evidence that people working 
together in cooperatives often 
use this to start rotating loan 
schemes. Groups may be able to 
purchase processing equipment 
on credit from the organisations 
they are supplying to (e.g. 
Namibia). 

1.3.5 Access to 
markets 

Not applicable + + Evidence that traders are 
exploring new markets (e.g. in 
towns) for locally traded 
products. 

1.3.6 Cash for 
investment 

Not applicable + +  
 

Some households are investing 
their earnings into other trading 
activities. 

1.3.7 Household 
savings 

Neutral, but cost savings 
on purchasing alternative. 

Neutral Neutral  
 

Cash usually used immediately 
for school fees and food, as the 
people selling marula products 
are amongst the poorest (but 
some investment in other 
earning activities – see above). 

1.3.8  Community 
resources (funds) 

Not applicable + (e.g. Distell 
community fund, 
Eudafano lending 
scheme) 

+   

1.3.9  Employment 
(salaried) 

Not applicable + + (Localised 
opportunities) 

 

1.4 Natural capital     
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Form of livelihood 
capital/asset 

Current effect from 
subsistence/domestic 
use  
 

Current effect of 
commercialisation  
 

Potential/projected 
likely effects of 
increased 
commercialisation 
without intervention 

Notes and Comments 

1.4.1Supply/stocks Neutral 
(Wild resource depleting, 
planted resource 
increasing) 

+ 
(Increased protection 
and propagation) 

+ S Africa   
++ Namibia  
(Increased protection 
and propagation) 

Commercialisation will act as an 
incentive to plant and protect 
marula. 

1.4.2 Equitable access 
to resource 

++ 
(Shared resource - all 
household have access to 
marula products, even in 
Namibia where trees are 
tenured to individual 
households) 

Neutral Namibia 
Neutral S Africa 
(Limited instances of 
negative impacts) 

- Namibia  
- S Africa 
(Increased privatisation, 
reduced sharing, theft, 
enclosure of commons) 

Early evidence of increased 
‘selfishness’ with respect to the 
marula resource (e.g. Edinburgh 
village less households allowing 
other to harvest from their trees) 
and less sharing. Theft reported 
by 1/3 of households.  

1.4.3 Management of 
resource 

Neutral to + 
(Regulations prohibiting 
cutting not well enforced 
especially in S Africa) 

Neutral  + 
(Increased incentive to 
manage) 

Additional value of the tree may 
increase incentives for better 
management of existing 
populations and  re-institution of 
local regulations. 

1.4.4 Selection of high 
yielding/quality trees 

+ 
(Evidence of some 
selection) 

+ + 
(Propagation of high 
yielding genotypes) 

Domestication programmes 
could increase positive impact. 

1.5 Physical Capital 
1.5.1 Shelter and 
household possessions 

Neutral Neutral Neutral Current and potential incomes 
too small to have a major 
impact. Mainly used 
immediately for day-to-day 
needs. 

1.5.2 Ownership or 
access to production 
equipment 

Neutral + ++  Access to equipment through 
cooperatives and organisations. 

1.5.3 Transport, 
telecommunication, 
etc. 

Neutral Neutral + Access to communications 
through cooperatives and 
organisations. 

2. NATIONAL LEVEL 
2.1 Financial capital 
2.1.1 Export earnings 
(GDP) 

Not applicable +  
(Amarula, marula oil)) 

+  
(Amarula, marula oil) 
 

Only kernels in Namibia, and 
only fruits in S Africa. 

2.1.2 Employment 
generation beyond 
community level 

Not applicable + + Distell employs workers at both 
of their factories.  

2.1.3 Tax revenue Not applicable  + +  
2.1.4 Import 
substitution 

Not applicable  Neutral Neutral  

2.1.5 Indirect benefits 
(e.g. tourism) 

Not applicable  + + Preservation of local culture as a 
consequence of increased 
commercialisation due to 
increased awareness of this. 

2.2 Social Capital     
2.2.1 IPR issues Not applicable  Neutral +/- Could increase or diminish 

community rights over marula 
depending on the model 
adopted. 

2.2.2.Support of R&D Not applicable + + There is already evidence of 
government and donor support 
for marula. 

2.3 Natural Capital     
2.3.1 Biodiversity, 
ecosystem 
function/services 

+ + + Caterpillars, wood roses, 
habitat/niche. 

This table has been adapted, with thanks, from the livelihood outcomes matrix developed for the CIFOR World 
Comparison of NTFPs Project.  
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4. OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS TO ACHIEVING THE DESIRED 
FUTURE OUTCOMES OF MARULA COMMERCIALISATION 
  
Part of the mandate of this project was, using marula as an example, to explore ways in 
which the benefits of commercialisation could be enhanced for poor, rural producers 
turning them into winners rather than losers in the process. Based on the findings of this 
study we created a set of desired ‘outcomes’ or principles of commercialisation that we 
believed necessary to achieve this goal and to ensure sustainability. All opportunities, 
constraints and recommendations were identified and assessed against this set of ideals, 
which, more broadly, were located within the overall vision of the project, which was to 
achieve ecological sustainability, economic efficiency, and social equity in the 
commercialisation and continued use of marula.  
 
 
4.1.  Commercialisation of marula: desired outcomes to improve livelihood benefits 
 
We believe that the outcomes of marula commercialisation should be such that: 
 

• Rural households have secure benefits to marula in terms of: 
o food, 
o rights of access, 
o culture and tradition, 
o gender equity, and 
o social assets. 

• Primary producers of marula products realise optimal benefits through local 
ownership of and adding value to commercial activities. 

• Primary producers of marula products derive a fair and equitable share of benefits 
from commercialisation. 

• The intellectual property rights of communities are recognised and protected 
adequately. 

• Existing natural resources are used to their full extent in commercial activities 
without threatening the resource base and with minimal wastage. 

• There is a diversity in: 
o products produced, 
o markets traded, and 
o role players involved – from small to large enterprises. 

• The marula tree populations are in a healthy condition. 
• There is equitable access to marula resources. 
• There is a large and sustained demand for marula products both nationally and 

internationally. 
• Politicians and relevant institutions support the marula industry – including all 

aspects of the product pipeline. 
• Marula user groups are informed and organised. 
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4.2. Opportunities and constraints to achieving the desired outcome and enhanced 
livelihoods 

 
The current situation in the use of marula at household level, and the fledgling 
commercialisation initiatives are characterised by a number of opportunities to both 
develop and strengthen the benefits from current and new commercialisation initiatives, 
while simultaneously securing household subsistence benefits from the use of marula. 
These opportunities and constraints are presented below, and are grouped according to 
three main areas of potential intervention, namely: 
 
• Opportunities to maintain and enhance the resource base and increase 

commercialisation potential through better management and domestication. 
• Opportunities to grow the economic benefits from commercialisation, and ensure 

their equitable distribution between and within communities, with particular attention 
to the more marginalised community members who rely heavily on wild harvested 
resources. 

• Opportunities to create an enabling policy environment. 
 
The opportunities and constraints all relate back to what we see as the desired outcomes  
(see above) to achieve improved livelihood benefits and a sustainable marula industry. 
The guiding principle regarding the need to minimise negative impacts on existing 
subsistence and socio-cultural benefits to households, as described in the previous 
section, is taken as a given and is implicit in all the points listed below. The opportunities 
should be viewed from a holistic perspective and not be seen in isolation from one 
another, as some may result in enhancement of one area, but act as a constraint in 
another. 
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Maintaining and enhancing the resource base and increase 
commercialisation through better management and domestication  
 
Opportunities: 
 

• Huge genetic variation and therefore opportunity to make a quantum leap in yield and 
quality. Broad genetic base also gives an opportunity for minimisation of risk. 

• Marked phenological variation in fruiting across and within regions allows for future 
selection to increase length of fruiting season. 

• Multipurpose species, with an opportunity to do single purpose selection within this. 
• Relatively high abundance of trees in the landscape, and the wide distribution of the 

species. In Namibia a growing population and distribution of marula and also few 
alternatives. 

• Easily propagated, hardy, high germination success, and reasonably fast growing. 
• Compatibility with human dominated land uses (therefore can increase densities). 
• High fruit yields per tree. 
• Traditional interest in bees and honey can address constraint of low pollination success. 
• The fact that supply currently exceeds demand allows an opportunity for 

commercialisation, and for time to improve the resource before faced by too high a 
demand. 

• Presence of forestry/agricultural extension officer services in the regions. 
• Strong cultural value and high nutritional qualities. 
• Commercialisation and increased awareness as to the importance of marula has led to a 

positive incentive to manage the tree effectively, and to uphold customs and traditions. 
• Decentralisation of marula management provides opportunities for community-based 

monitoring systems to ensure the enforcement of customary rules and regulations.  
• Farmers have an interest and knowledge of the species, the desired traits and products. 
• In Namibia there is respect and protection of the marula resource, also in S. Africa, but 

less so. 
 
 
 
Constraints: 

• Limited knowledge of domestication techniques in rural communities including amongst 
extension officers. 

• Without selection, genetic diversity results in a non-uniform product, which complicates 
trying to maintain quality, especially in international markets.  

• In South Africa, the monitoring and enforcement of rules and regulations for marula are 
weak. 

• Insufficient male trees to maximise kernel number and an absence of pollinators. 
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Growing the benefits from commercialisation, and ensuring their 
equitable distribution between and within communities, with particular 
attention to more marginalised households who rely heavily on wild 
harvested resources 
 
Opportunities: 
 

• Abundance of the resource in southern Africa. 
• Traditional and commercial activities currently dominated by women. 
• Organisational capacity of current role players, especially women. 
• Low economic barriers to entry for rural households in engaging the marula trade. 
• High accessibility and benefit to marginalised households. 
• Marula can be used for the production of several products reducing risk: the raw product 

has many culinary and medicinal applications. 
• There are new and emerging markets, a wide range of commercialisation and 

development pathways are available, and there is potential to still develop the national 
demand for marula. 

• There are existing markets based on traditional lifestyles. 
• There is potential to build on and grow existing enterprises and markets, e.g. Distell has 

good linkages to business partners, and CRIAA SA-DC and MDC have established 
effective cooperative trading structures in the region. 

• Cooperative trading can form the basis for joint savings and investment activities. Cash 
incomes derived from marula trade can be used to stimulate more longer-term economic 
activities. 

• Marula trade is an incubator for community entrepreneurs. 
• Unemployment generates an opportunity for labour intensive production systems. 
• Much processing can occur at home, it is a social occupation 
• Current comparative advantages for development of marula products certified to 

standards of sustainability, fair trade, organic, and quality control. 
• Intellectual property rights such as Geographical Indications offer a promising tool to 

identify ‘true’ marula products, and those from southern African sources that benefit 
primary producers. 
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Constraints: 
 

• Kernel mass is a small proportion of nut mass. 
• Nuts are difficult to decorticate (although from another perspective this could protect 

local producers from commercial operators using mechanised processing). 
• Short fruiting season with potential for glut and wastage. 

• Short shelf life of fruit. 

• In Namibia, there is no direct equal access to the marula resource: current sharing of the 
resource on “private’ land is based on neighbourliness and reciprocal social relations. 

• Small markets and lack of consumer diversity (single overseas buyer; under-developed 
local markets). 

• Traditional extraction technologies lack efficiency. 

• Imbalance in power relations and negotiating capacity at local and national levels when 
seeking international opportunities. 

• Poor communication between commercial buyers and suppliers results in poor 
coordination between production processes, particularly harvesting and transport, e.g. the 
current marula buyers in South Africa have unreliable transport systems. 

• There are high transaction costs for rural households, with significant time wasted in 
trading. 

• In South Africa, the communities and MDC have poor linkages to business partners and 
service providers. 

• In South Africa, households seldom undertake cooperative production activities in the 
marula trade. 

• In South Africa, community-level trading activities are locally saturated resulting in 
margins being squeezed to the point where there are poor returns to labour. 

• Businesses focus on the potential high returns from international trade, requiring massive 
investment in marketing. 

• Risks exist that commercial producers from countries outside of southern Africa will 
‘hijack’ marula production, and that insufficient measures are in place to protect local 
producers from such threats. 

• There are weak incentives for donor dependent organisation (e.g. MDC) to develop 
viable businesses. 

• Cash incomes from marula fruit sales are limited to two months a year. 

• There are limited marula product buyers, making communities price takers and 
vulnerable to price changes. 

• Local beer traders are not considered as legitimate traders requiring servicing and 
infrastructure from local government. 

• Risk of synthetic substitutes in competing products or replacement in existing products. 

• The granting of Plant Breeder’s Rights for marula to an external commercial breeder will 
prevent communities from exchanging or commercialising reproductive material of these 
varieties without a license.  
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Creating an enabling policy environment 
 
 
Opportunities: 
 

• In Namibia, well-defined tenure may allow for protection of rights. 
• Local, regional and global interest in diversification of farming systems and 

NTFP commercialisation. 
• Political will to support marula, growing African renaissance, pride in African 

products 
• Commitment from the private sector to rural development. 
• The current legal framework for marula management is adequate at both 

customary and government levels. Rules for fruit harvesting are similarly strong. 
• The African Model Law on Community Rights provides one opportunity to 

protect community cultivars of marula, and to ensure the equitable sharing of 
benefits derived  from commercialisation of this knowledge.  

 
 
Constraints: 
 

• Ignorance of value and opportunities related to NTFPs by international decision-
makers. 

• Local beer traders are not considered as legitimate traders requiring servicing and 
infrastructure from local government. 

• The benefits of the trade are not recognised by local and national government. 
• In South Africa, political support for marula commercialisation and sustainable 

use is weak.  
• In South Africa, there is a lack of clarity as to the powers and functions of 

traditional authorities resulting in a governance vacuum.  
• Political competition between and within local levels of government potentially 

threatens the effective management of marula. 
• Ownership regimes in the communal areas of South Africa are unresolved and 

highly contentious, and could lead to a situation of increased conflict especially in 
areas such as Bushbuckridge, already caught up in administrative wrangles. 

• Existing intellectual property regimes are inappropriate to recognise and protect 
the rights of community-level producers, and their monopoly nature is in direct 
contradiction to social tradition and cultures of marula, which are strongly 
community-based. 
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INTERVENTIONS TO ACHIEVE THE 
DESIRED FUTURE OUTCOMES OF MARULA COMMERCIALISATION 
 
The objective of any intervention should be to maximise the positive benefits to 
livelihoods as indicated in Table 3, whilst avoiding any disruption of existing uses and 
benefits and socio-cultural processes. As with the opportunities and constraints, we see 
possibilities for intervention at the resource level, within the trade itself, and at a policy 
level, both nationally and internationally. We thus use the same three theme areas as we 
did for the opportunities and constraints to examine possible interventions. 
 
5.1.  Potential interventions and recommendations 
 
Maintaining and enhancing the resource base through better 
management and domestication 
 
Recommendations: 
Selection 

• Initiate a participatory domestication programme using a wide strategy to 
maintain genetic diversity. 

• Select for low nut:kernel ratio. 
• Select for maximum numbers of kernel per nut. 
• Select for thin shells, easily popped operculum. 
• Select for early and late fruiting cultivars to extend productive season. 

Management and domestication 
• Develop strategy for improved pollination to maximise numbers of kernel per nut 

(eg. hives in trees – need to ensure that cross-pollination promoted, male:female 
optimised; spatial arrangement of males and females, spatial arrangement of 
hives). 

• Increase proportion of male trees in the population. 
• Optimise sex ratio and stem densities within existing farmer-driven land use 

systems. 
• Promote education and training in SME and horticulture techniques. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Shackleton et al. 2003. Marula Commercialisation: A Synthesis   

 36

Growing the benefits from commercialisation, and ensuring their 
equitable distribution between and within communities, with particular 
attention to more marginalised households who rely heavily on wild 
harvested resources 
 
Recommendations: 
Post-harvest technology and efficiency 

• Develop nut-cracker for speeding up nut decortication. 
• Develop post-harvest technology for storage and processing. Seek to identify 

opportunities for improved efficiency of handling and processing while 
maintaining ‘low technology’ household extraction techniques. 

• Seek to identify opportunities for improved efficiency from harvest to 
consumption (returns to labour) through work study and selection for harvest 
index and easy extraction. 

• Improve quality and uniformity of products through selection, dissemination of 
improved planting stock, post harvest technologies and processing skills 
development. 

Marketing and commercialisation process 
• Create a marketing image. Invest in marketing campaigns – particularly for MDC 

and community initiatives. 
• Promote health and nutritional benefits within marketing strategy. 
• Diversify markets for existing and new products. 
• Promote brokerage of supply contracts for equitable distribution of benefits (eg. 

SANProTA – a regional trade association). 
• Build on the existing indigenous practices and knowledge and promote the 

existing cultural heritage. 
• Ensure commercialisation pathways that enhance the role of women at the village 

level, whilst also creating new commercial trade at national and international 
level. 

• Promote traditional food and beverages and opportunities to use marula in 
national and international cuisine (recipe book and public awareness of potential 
marula products, kernels on Air Namibia/SAA flights). 

• Promote and provide financial support to NGOs as ‘honest brokers’, but exit 
strategies with sustainability plans crucial. 

• Develop partnerships with NGO and the private sector to provide sustainable 
trading opportunities (using the CRIAA SA-DC model). Partner with private 
sector donors and investors for the establishment of local businesses. 

• Investment should include all aspects of the market channel. 
• Focus more on the development of businesses. 

Improving local benefits 
• Inform rural households of diversity of opportunities for marula products trade. 

• Diversify a range of industries in the region to include a wide spectrum of 
products. 
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• Support research and development of new marula products. Fund R&D in 
products for which there is already a demonstrated demand - the marula beer and 
nectar, particularly in extending shelf life. 

• Build on established community structures to organise trader groups that can 
engage with partners and service organisations. 

• Develop information that local communities can use for business development. 
• Identify opportunities for associated enterprises and for local business 

opportunities. 
• Develop training programmes for marula traders to enhance their business skills. 
• Establish joint savings and investment schemes for marula traders. 
• Establish forums for negotiating annual operating procedures: 

o to coordinate trade and transport activities, 
o to set pricing systems for the season, 
o to establish effective communication channels, and 
o to establish time-saving buying strategies. 

• Develop community abilities to engage in discussions with a wide range of 
market players and service suppliers. 

• Assist/set-up grassroots community organisations (co-operatives) to ensure 
equity, price security and information dissemination; e.g. cooperative beer 
trading groups should be established to reduce destructive competition. 

• Avoid sudden large-scale commercialisation interventions without paying due 
attention to possible socio-cultural impacts.  

 
 
Creating an enabling policy environment 
 
Recommendations: 
 
Extension and awareness 

• Revise policy to provide support for extension services regarding the 
management and harvesting of NTFPs. 

• Ensure governments and other stakeholders recognise the diverse nature of rural 
livelihoods and the role of NTFPs in this. 

• Raise awareness amongst policy makers as to value of the tree for communities. 
Institutions and governance 

• Promote policy change for improved institutional capacity for communal land 
management. 

• Feed appropriate messages and results to strengthen the capacity of institutions 
(e.g. ICRAF, FAO, IPGRI, NGO’s etc) lobbying international agencies with 
regard to the opportunities for emerging products, high value markets and 
agroforestry production. 

• Consider marula as part of an overall natural resource management strategy. 
• Devolve marula management as far as possible, and as appropriate including 

streamlining and centralisation where needed. 
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• Provide clarity on governance and support for traditional authorities. Improve 
coordination, communication and information flow between different tiers and 
types of government and customary law - both in terms of rules and regulations 
and in monitoring and enforcement. 

 

Incentives and disincentives 
• Strengthen the role of NTFPs in small and micro enterprise policies and provide 

suitable incentives to this effect. 
• Discourage government intervention in the form of increased taxation that proves 

burdensome to marula producers and negates against sound management. 
Legislative reform 

• Ensure marula fruit harvesting is not negatively impacted by new regulations in 
South Africa under the Forest Act for protected trees. 

• Enhance understanding of the application of government laws to marula. 
• Institute tenure security in communal areas.  
• Institute an investigation into the feasibility of implementing a community rights 

system for marula. 
• Ensure that decisions with regard to Plant Breeder’s Rights are taken with 

caution and only after a consultative process with community members and other 
stakeholders. 

• Investigate potential of fair trade and other niche markets for marula products.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Shackleton et al. 2003. Marula Commercialisation: A Synthesis   

 39

5.2 Suggestions for future research regarding marula as a commercially viable 
NTFP 
 
Recommendations: 

• Propagation: To take advantage of the evident potential for cultivar 
development there is the need to develop robust and simple techniques for 
vegetative propagation using marcotts, truncheons, cuttings and grafting. This 
would be adaptive research based on existing knowledge for other species. 

 
• Intellectual Property Rights: Investigate systems for the protection of cultivars 

developed by communities that do not involve monopoly rights and which 
promote poverty alleviation, food security and sustainable agriculture. 

• Improving kernel production: Kernel production seems to be constrained by 
poor pollination success. Consequently there is a need for studies to determine 
whether better pollination would enhance the numbers of kernels per nut to 
four. If so, then there is a requirement to determine the best means of achieving 
good pollination in a dioecious species like marula. Where should the hives be 
sited relative to male and female trees? How many bees are required to 
satisfactorily cross-pollinate the large numbers of flowers per crown? How do 
you ensure that bees visit many trees and don’t just stay on one tree all the 
time? 

• Harvest index: The high fruit yields of marula trees in fields and homesteads 
are possibly achieved with very little increase in the woody biomass of the 
large trees. This suggests that marula fruit production is an efficient production 
system, comparable with many highly domesticated crops. This needs to be 
quantified accurately. 

• Fruit yield and competition: It is not clear to what extent the large fruit yields 
of marula trees in farmers’ fields is due to selection or to the removal of 
competition from native vegetation. If more sophisticated agroforestry systems 
are to be developed in southern Africa, it will be important to determine the 
impact of competition on fruit yields. 

• Fruit Yield monitoring: There is a need for longer term data to capture 
dynamics of fruit yields from one year to next, and how this is affected by 
climatic variability, especially rainfall and the intra-seasonal timing thereof. 

• Develop post-harvest technology for storage and processing: Research is 
required into appropriate technology for improved efficiency of handling and 
processing while maintaining ‘low technology’ household extraction 
techniques. 

• Product development: There is a need to investigate beer, nectar, pulp and 
flavourant (e.g. for yoghurt) processing technologies for commercialising 
marula fruit more widely. 
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Box 14: Winner and loser qualities of individuals, households and enterprises 
involved in NTFP commercialisation 
  

 
WINNER QUALITIES 

 
LOSER QUALITIES 

Individuals organised as a group Un-organised individuals 
Well informed of markets Poorly informed of markets 
Access to transport Poor access to transport 
Coordinated production Un-coordinated production 
Small input cost to revenue received ratio Large input cost to revenue received ratio 
Consistently good quality products Variable quality products 
Skilled in bargaining Unskilled in bargaining 
Well ‘networked’ – good partnerships 
and many linkages 

Poorly ‘networked’ – poor partnerships 
and few linkages 

Easy and equitable access to resource Uncertain and restricted access to 
resource 

Fits with other livelihood strategies and 
socio-cultural norms 

Competes with other livelihood strategies 
and socio-cultural norms 

  

6.  WINNERS AND LOSERS 
 
A key objective of the southern Africa project was to identify the winners and losers in 
the commercialisation of non-timber forest products, using marula as a case study.  As in 
any commercial activity, there are those who are successful and those who are less so. 
Trading in NTFPs, and marula in particular, is no exception.  The assessment concluded 
that each community, enterprise or individual household may experience both winning 
and losing situations, and/or they may win and lose on different occasions or days/months 
depending on circumstances such as price bargaining.  The key finding that has emerged 
is that there are winner and loser qualities or behaviours that influence the distribution of 
benefits in commercialisation.   These qualities are outlined in Box 14 below. 
 

 
Winner and loser qualities can be found at all scales (micro to large enterprises) of the 
NTFP commercialisation process, and importantly, they may also change over time.  A 
single poor mother in the community can be a winner if she can bargain and is well 
informed of her markets, and if she is able to earn cash from a product that is freely 
available to her.  On the other hand, a NGO or large business can be a loser if consumers 
are poorly informed of their products, and large businesses frequently become bankrupt 
when they lose focus on their input costs and revenue ratios.   
 
Our findings suggest that it is unwise to presume or generalise that entire groups are 
winners or losers, and furthermore these labels are not fixed in time.  However, certain 
individuals, often in big business, are skilled at developing the winning qualities, while 
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many others are not.  Big business therefore tends to generate winning qualities, while 
poor communities and NGO’s often have to rely on chance to supply such qualities.  So 
the challenge is to increase the opportunity for winning qualities to emerge in those 
groups who do not have the resources or skills to generate these on their own.   
 
Interventions are therefore about developing winning characteristics in groups who 
generally do not have them.  In this way it is possible to promote the more equitable 
distribution of benefits emerging from the commercialisation of NTFPs.   
 
The winners and loser qualities listed above relate to institutions and individuals - the 
participants in the NTFP industry. However, products and/or markets may also display 
‘winner and loser’ qualities in terms of successful commercialisation (Boxes 14 and 16). 
Overall, marula, as a product, displays an abundance of positive or ‘winner’ qualities 
with respect to its potential for commercialisation and its marketability. Of particular 
importance in the current situation in Namibia and South Africa is that marula is an 
abundant resource and that harvesting of the fruit is not destructive of the tree. Even if 
harvesting was to increase, thereby constraining natural recruitment, marulas are easily 
propagated, as evident in the rural communities of the region. But, simultaneously it also 
displays loser qualities, such as variable yields from year to year, and competing uses 
(such as for woodcarving or fuelwood which reduces tree density and hence fruit yield). 
NTFPs with a greater proportion of winner qualities are likely to be more suited to 
commercialisation initiatives relative to others with more loser qualities.   
 
Perhaps one of the most challenging aspects of NTFP commercialisation relates to the 
markets and how the product/s are received within different markets. Much has been 
written about market development, and the relative merits of local versus international 
markets, low volumes of high priced, fashionable niche products or larger volumes 
targeted at a broad consumer market, and so on. In contrasting the different models of 
marketing and markets for marula, a number winner qualities can be identified, but so too 
can some loser attributes. Most significant of the winner attributes is perhaps the 
recognition of the importance of diversity - diversity of markets, diversity of buyers, 
diversity of products, diversity of selling periods and so on - something which marula 
lends itself well to. When coupled with clear market demand or interest, this should be a 
solid foundation for commercialisation success. 
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Box 15: Winner and loser qualities of the resource  
 

WINNER QUALITIES LOSER QUALITIES 
Abundant resource Rare resource 
Plant part used readily renewable Replacement of harvested part slow  
Non-destructive harvesting – little 
influence on regeneration 

Destructive and damaging harvesting – 
affects regeneration 

Easily propagated Difficult to propagate 
Genetically diverse with potential for 
selection and domestication 

Genetically uniform with little potential 
for selection 

Multiple uses Narrow use options 
High yielding and of high product quality Low yielding and of poor product quality 
Consistent and reliable yield from year to 
year 

Inconsistent and unpredictable yield from 
year to year 

Already cultivated within farming 
systems/early phases of domestication 
done by traditional farmers 

Wild resource which would be difficult to 
cultivate  

Fast growing and short time to production 
of harvestable product 

Slow growing and long time to 
production of harvestable product 

Compatible with agroforestry land uses Competitive with crops, harvest at season 
with labour deficit, etc. 

Hardy Sensitive to adverse environmental 
conditions 

Wide distribution Narrow distribution 
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Box 16: Winner and loser qualities of the product in relation to markets 
 

WINNER QUALITIES LOSER QUALITIES 
Commercial opportunities Undeveloped/poor market interest 
Diversity of end markets – from local to 
international markets 

Limited markets 

Diversity of end products – from  
traditional to sophisticated  

Fad or single niche products 

Positive marketing image that can assist 
entry into high value markets (cultural 
significance, history, community based 
harvesting and processing, organic, 
ecologically sustainable, etc.) 

No or negative marketing image 
(ecologically destructive, exploitation of 
primary producers, etc.) 

Unique qualities of ingredients Many other substitutes 
Qualities of the raw product well matched 
to market needs 

Many other substitutes 

Many buyers of raw material A monopsony – only one buyer of raw 
materials 

Many sellers of raw materials and end 
products 

A monopoly – only one seller of raw 
materials or end products 

Buyers awareness of  product or brand Buyers ignorant of product or brand 

 

7.  LESSONS FOR NTFP COMMERCIALISATION  
 
In this section we consider the broader lessons that emerge from this study – both for 
marula and for NTFP commercialisation in general – and how these compare with 
experiences from other cases of NTFP extraction. 
 

• NTFPs are most important for the poor and marginalised: The study confirms 
the importance of NTFPs for poor households, and more especially for women 
and the most marginalised. This is a trend mirrored throughout the world, with 
several studies showing an inverse relationship between the percentage of income 
derived from NTFPs and total household income.  

 
• NTFPs make up income shortfalls but cannot significantly alleviate poverty: 

Our findings support the view that NTFP extraction activities make up shortfalls 
in income rather than contributing notably to poverty alleviation. Marula, like 
many other NTFPs, is most significant in providing income at crucial points in the 
household calendar; in diversifying livelihood options and providing a safety net; 
and in securing some cash income for the poorest members of society. 
Households engaged in marula commercialisation, however, remain poor and will 
continue to remain poor, even if commercialisation intensifies. 

 



Shackleton et al. 2003. Marula Commercialisation: A Synthesis   

 44

• Engagement in NTFP commercialisation and the extent of benefits is variable 
even amongst the poorest households: While the absence of alternative income 
sources, low barriers of entry to the trade, and the geographical remoteness of 
harvesting communities provide circumstances that draw in the most marginalised 
strata, our research also indicates that households are far from homogenous in 
their levels of engagement in NTFP commercialisation. For some households, 
marula production forms a major portion of their income, and for others it is 
something done on a more casual basis. Entrepreneurship, labour availability, 
personal drive and choice play a pivotal role in determining a) whether or not 
households take up opportunities associated with marula commercialisation, and 
b) in the extent and size of the benefits and returns from participating in the trade. 
So too do the levels of organisation within a community, the availability and 
quality of information about markets, access to transport, and the extent to which 
a producer is ‘networked’.  

 
• Benefits of NTFP commercialisation must be weighed against the negative 

social and cultural costs of commercialisation: NTFP commercialisation brings 
with it an inevitable set of trade-offs between subsistence use and the preservation 
of traditions, cultures and social norms, and the benefits derived from increased 
income. Changes in tenure and access rights are also likely, including a trend 
away from common property systems and towards private property rights. For 
marula, the benefits of enhanced income need to be weighed against the 
possibility of reduced reciprocity and social interactions associated with the free 
exchange of marula products, a decline in respect for traditional systems, and the 
risks of ‘privatising’ marula to the exclusion of certain groups and to the 
detriment of subsistence use. These trade-offs need to be recognised and 
accommodated, the lesson being to watch carefully for the potentially negative 
impacts of commercialisation, particularly on subsistence use and cultural 
traditions, and to avoid or minimise these impacts as far as possible. 

 
• Land and usufruct rights must be clear, government intervention pitched at 

the appropriate level, and political support for the NTFP industry secured: 
The research also affirms the importance of tenure security in any strategy that 
aims to deliver fair and equitable benefits to communities from NTFP 
commercialisation. Insecure land tenure and resource rights can have a range of 
negative economic, social and ecological outcomes, and can severely jeopardise 
efforts to successfully commercialise NTFPs. While the tendency is for NTFP 
commercialisation to erode traditional and customary rules, marula illustrates the 
central role played by customary law in NTFP management, especially in remote 
areas where such systems often have greater influence than provincial or national 
laws. The findings argue for greater integration of customary, provincial and 
national law in places where traditional systems have eroded to a great extent, and 
minimal governmental intervention in areas where customary law is adequate to 
deal with the pressures of commercialisation. Greater political support needs to be 
obtained for the NTFP industry through research, marketing and legal initiatives. 
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• NTFP commercialisation can lead to improved management and 
conservation of the resource in certain circumstances, but requires oversight 
and intervention: Results from this study indicate that NTFPs can produce 
income for local groups, while providing economic incentives for the sustainable 
use of species and habitats. However, this depends to a large extent on the 
biological properties of the species, the plant part used (see Box 15 highlighting 
‘winner’ qualities of the resource), whether there are competing uses for the 
species (i.e. for fuelwood which is a threat in this case), the presence of a 
conducive policy environment, and the degree to which interventions such as 
cultivation are feasible and desirable. For marula, it may be necessary to maintain 
and enhance the resource base through improved awareness and through the 
establishment of participatory domestication programmes among marula-
producing communities. The fact that people are already expressing interest in 
growing marula because of its market opportunities and hence cash value 
provides support for the above statement. 

 
• An abundance of positive or ‘winner’ qualities (see previous section) need to 

be in place or developed amongst the participants in the trade, and across the 
resource and markets: Marula displays many positive qualities that are 
conducive to its sustainable and equitable commercialisation, from the range of 
products the tree produces to its position in local culture (see Boxes 1, 2 and 3). 
Yet, developing the existing trade and markets, whether at a local or international 
level, has not been a simple process and is still fraught with difficulties. In many 
ways, the potential of marula as an NTFP and a source of livelihood is still 
underdeveloped. This begs the question of the chances of success for resources 
and contexts that display fewer positive characteristics. 

 
• NTFP cultivation needs to be community-owned and driven: Many NTFPs 

reach a threshold of commercial value, where efforts to cultivate the species 
become widespread and often switch into the hands of larger-scale producers. 
Communities such as those harvesting, ‘improving’, and nurturing marula, need 
assistance and support to secure their continued involvement in cultivation 
initiatives, to guarantee their ownership of germplasm (e.g. of the Namibian 
Wonder) and knowledge, and to ensure they are the beneficiaries of future 
commercialisation initiatives.  

 
• Beneficiation can happen at a local level: Value addition and beneficiation 

increases the returns to labour, but does not have to be large scale or aimed at 
external markets. For example, in the marula case, local beer traders were earning 
greater income per hour than the suppliers of fruit and kernels to MDC.  

 
• Communities are generally ill placed to benefit from intellectual property 

rights: Intellectual property rights (IPRs) can play both a potentially positive and 
negative role in protecting the interests of primary producers, but to realise 
positive effects communities need substantial finance and support. The monopoly 
nature of IPRs makes their application to community-based NTFPs such as 
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marula especially inappropriate and suggests the need for alternative systems that 
do not involve monopoly rights, and which promote poverty alleviation, food 
security and sustainable agriculture. 

 
• Models of commercialisation based on partnerships between producer 

communities, NGOs and the private sector are most likely to succeed: A wide 
variety of results can emerge from different NTFP commercialisation models that 
are adopted by the state, NGOs, producer communities and the private sector. It 
may not make sense for producer groups to export, distribute or market their own 
products and partnerships between different players can allow for mutually 
profitable arrangements as evidenced in the CRIAA SA-DC marula oil model. 
Most important is the retention of ownership and control of the enterprise at 
producer level. 

 
• Diversify production and reduce dependence on a single product: 

Diversification – in species used, products produced, markets traded, and players 
involved – is an extremely important strategy to minimise the risks of NTFP 
commercialisation for rural communities. This is especially true for marula, given 
its highly seasonal nature and relatively low income-earning potential. Diversity 
in end products (e.g. fruit, beer, kernels, oil, jam) and industries (e.g. local beer 
traders to kernel oil) is equally important to reduce overall risks and deliver 
greater benefits for primary producers in terms of absolute income and the period 
over which this is earned. However, often it is best to build on what exists at the 
local level rather than aiming for high value, specialised markets. 

 
• Scaling up and introducing new technologies can shift benefits away from 

women and the most marginalised producers: The increased commercialisation 
of NTFPs inevitably entails a shift from small-scale to large-scale activities. If not 
carefully planned and managed, this shift can produce undesirable results, 
especially at the community level and for more marginalised households. 
Growing the industry can also introduce new mechanised technologies that attract 
men to the enterprise, as suggested by the fruit press example in Namibia, with 
the potential result of further marginalising women and reducing their economic 
status. This pattern has emerged from many studies throughout the world. 

 
• NTFPs form only part of a far broader ecological, economic, social and 

political landscape: NTFPs are harvested and used within the context of broader 
development and land-use pressures. Interventions for the effective management 
of these resources thus need to take place at a number of different levels, and to 
recognise the need for a holistic approach. For example, continued land clearance, 
the need for biomass energy, and woodcarving are posing a greater threat to the 
marula resource base in South Africa than the use of this species in the 
commercial industry.  Such issues would need to be taken into consideration 
when devising natural resource management strategies for NTFPs. 
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• NTFP trade and industries are dynamic in space and time: There are seldom 
permanent winners and losers in the NTFP trade (see previous section), and 
producers’ relationships with the resource base, other role players, the industry 
and the markets will be constantly changing and adapting in response to a range 
of internal and external drivers and processes and policy contexts.  

 
 
 
 
8.  CONCLUSIONS 
 
There is little doubt that marula trees are important to people’s lives in southern Africa. 
The species itself has attracted much attention, and some of this literature addresses 
biophysical issues (Jacobs and Biggs, 2002), while others examine the characteristics and 
processing of the fruit (Gous et al., 1988), the flavour of the juice (Pretorius et al., 1985) 
and the nutritional properties of the kernels (Burger et al., 1987). All of these have made 
an important contribution to our understanding of certain characteristics of the tree, but 
there is no study which attempts to provide the wide ranging and holistic assessment of 
the nature and potential of the resource that we have provided here.   
 
Not only have we extended our understanding of the natural capital of the species in 
providing livelihood resources, but we have examined the role that commercialisation is 
playing in the distribution of other livelihood entitlements, including financial, human 
and social capital. We have also looked at the constraints to successful 
commercialisation, and have revealed the heterogeneity of market participants. We have 
identified the winning and losing characteristics of people and communities involved 
along the market chain, and have revealed the geographical distribution of marula 
resources in South Africa using GIS. Through the examination of different product 
chains, we have been able to compare the economic returns to households as a result of 
different forms of marula use, and through participatory consultation and interviews with 
key informants, we have been able to gain some insight into the legal and institutional 
issues associated with marula trees. On the basis of this diverse range of approaches, we 
are confident that this report (and its associated appendices) will make a useful 
contribution to our knowledge of this important African tree species, and the contribution 
it (and other NTFPs) can make to poverty alleviation.  
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