
MARULA – a tree for everyone! 
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The marula tree is found widely in open savannahs across southern Africa, especially in 
Namibia, Botswana, Swaziland, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and the northern parts of South 
Africa. Related to the Mango family, it often towers some 50 feet above the surrounding 
landscape, a beacon of shade in a hot dry land. It bears juicy fruits in huge numbers, providing 
a vital source of nutrients for man and many other species, right down to the insects and fungi 
that consume any remains left uncollected on the ground. Even elephants are happy to come 
upon a marula tree in the fruiting season, and folklore tales abound about them becoming 
drunk on the slowly fermenting fruits, swaying as they sweep them up with their trunks.  
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History of use and cultural importance 
It is not only the fruiting season which is important in the marula calendar. All through the 
year, their leafy branches provide shade as a welcome respite from the relentless sun. In the 
heat of the day, it is not uncommon to see  a man resting against the sturdy trunk,  perhaps 
with cattle or goats following his example. In many places, the trees have become important 
meeting points and, thanks to the huge numbers of fruit they produce, the females have 
become symbols of fertility and plenty. When the fruits are falling, beer fermented from them 
provides the basis of a period of community celebration, providing the opportunity for 
friendships to be built or repaired, community networks to be formed, and even romances to 
blossom.  

 

          
 
 
 



Use 
The major use of the marula tree is for its fruit. These round yellow plum-like fruits hang in 
bunches from every branch, and when they’re palatable, nature kindly makes them fall to the 
ground. These are heartily welcomed by children and adults alike, especially arriving as they 
do at the end of the long period of scarcity which often accompanies a dry season. With 
literally hundreds forming a carpet beneath the trees, there seems to be plenty for everyone to 
have their fill, and more1. Mostly collected by women and children, the fruits are taken home 
and brewed into beer which the men happily drink and share as they compare notes over the 
day’s events. While this beer brewing is very much a traditional activity which is still carried 
out in most homes in the region, there has recently evolved a trade in marula beer, providing 
an important source of cash income for women just prior to the start of the school year. 
Recent studies2 have shown that this can bring as between US$30-US$80 per season, which 
in this area, where the minimum wage is only US$1 per day,  represents a significant sum. 
There are however some areas where the selling of beer is considered taboo. 
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In addition to beer production, the marula fruits are also made into jams and juices, which, 
although less common, can also generate useful cash income. Interest in this aspect of the 
fruit is increasing from food processing and juice companies in the region. One of the reasons 
for this is the fact that the marula  fruit contains as much as four times the amount of vitamin 
C than the equivalent quantity of citrus fruits3. Use of the fruit as a flavouring in yoghurts, 
chocolate and biscuits is becoming more widespread, as it is as a flavour in alcoholic liqueurs.  
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1 83% of people interviewed in a study in Maputuland, South Africa, reported that there is sufficient marula 
fruits to meet the people’s needs. (McHardy, T. (2002) The Use of Marula Products for Domestic and 
Commercial Purposes by Households in the Ophande district, Maputuland, South Africa. Institute of Natural 
Resources, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa.  
2 Shackleton, S., (2002) The  Informal Marula Beer Traders of Bushbuckridge, Limpopo Province, South Africa. 
DES, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa.  
3 Shackleton, Sullivan, et al., (2001) Marula Commercialisation for Sustainable Livelihoods. Project report, 
Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, Wallingford. 



When the fruit is consumed, two or three small hard seeds are left, and these contain a rich 
moisturising oil, which with difficulty and skill, can be extracted. Over the years, this has 
come to be used domestically as a skin moisturiser and insect repellent, but for the most part, 
the seeds are left unused. In recent years, these properties have been investigated4, and 
cosmetic products and repellent candles etc. are becoming more easy to find in local markets. 
On a larger scale, cooperative production of the marula oil in Namibia has resulted in its 
uptake by a large multinational natural product company5, and hopefully this will result in the 
growth of an international market for the oil, and benefits to all involved.  
 

                                      
 
In addition to the fruits, the tree provides a number of other uses. Its bark is reputed to have 
medicinal properties, and is widely used by traditional healers as a treatment for dysentery, 
diarrhoea, gangrene and many other ailments. Dried bark can be found for sale throughout 
southern Africa, along with ‘woodroses’, curious outgrowths from a parasitic mistletoe which 
sprout magically from the old tree branches. These are used as decorative ornaments or for 
sale to tourists. Marula wood is generally only used for fuelwood from deadwood and fallen 
branches, but it provides a major source of material for woodcarving, both for domestic 
implements and for sales to tourists6. 
 

Pictures of healers and the strange fungi, medicinal plant markets etc.  
 
Another important food which can be described as a bi-product of the marula tree are the 
Mopane worms, larvae of the emperor moth, regarded as a delicacy by people in the region. 
These again arrive at a time in the year when the protein they provide is an important 
component of the diet of local people. 
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4 CRIAA SA-DC and Leatherhead Food Research Association (LFRA). In prep. Properties of marula oil. 
5 Marketing literature from the ‘Body Shop’ Plc. 
6 Shackleton, S.E., Shackleton, C.M., Cunningham, A.B., Lombard, C., Sullivan, C.A. and Netshiluvhi, T.R. 
2002. Knowledge on Sclerocarya birrea subsp. caffra with emphasis on its importance as a non-timber forest 
product in South and southern Africa: A summary, Part 1: Taxonomy, ecology and role in rural livelihoods. 
Southern African Forestry Journal, 194: 27-41. 



Ecology 
The marula tree (Sclerocarya birrea) is part of the Anacardiaceae family, and related to the 
mango, cashew and pistachio. It has fruit which typically weighs about 40 grams, containing a 
single nut with between 1 and 4 kernels inside. In an average season, each tree produces 
between 6,000 and 33,000 fruits, and of this total fruit mass, some 83.1% is made up of ‘pulp’ 
(flesh and skin), with the nut shell taking a further 15.7 % and the kernels totalling just 1.2%7.   
The significant variation in the numbers, size and flavour of the fruits suggests that there may 
have been a long process of selection by man over hundreds of years, since the fruits of the 
marula tree tend to be sweeter and more attractive to humans in areas near to human 
settlements, compared to those from wilder populations in more distant protected nature 
reserves. This selection process is illustrated by the variety commonly known as the 
‘Namibian Wonder’, a cultivar with very large, sweet fruit which has been found in a 
particular area of Namibia.  
 

                  
 
Harvesting techniques 
One of the marvels of the marula tree is that its fruits fall when they are ready for 
consumption. This makes harvesting possible for everyone, and provides a truly open access 
food source. Children eat them on their way to school, and the old women of the community 
can earn a little money independently by collecting from this windfall. This ease of harvesting 
is an important quality, as it means that there is no desire to cut down the tree for its fruits, a 
fate sadly experienced by other fruiting trees in many parts of the world.   
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7 These figures are from a study of Marula trees in various sites in South Africa and Namibia. Leakey, R, 
Shackleton, S., du Plessis, P., Pate, K. and C. Lombard (2002). Characterisation of phenotypic variation in 
Marula  (Sclerocarya birrea) fruits, nuts and kernels in South Africa and Namibia. James Cook University, 
Cairns.  



Processing 
Processing of marula has traditionally been a household activity, primarily carried out by 
women.  This has evolved for domestic use, and while this is still very important, the use of 
marula as an income stream is important for many households. At a more commercial level, 
processing begins with fruit collection, and this again is done mostly by women, collecting 
from wild8 trees. The next stage is the removal of the pulp from the skin, and the nut from the 
pulp, and finally the kernels from the nuts. In most cases, all of this is done by hand.   
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If just pure juice is required, this can only effectively be extracted by hand. Machines can be 
used at this stage of the processing, but the resulting pulp is made up of the skin and flesh 
together. Pulp is then immediately packed and frozen for use at a later date, keeping in all the 
nutritional goodness the fruit provides. 
                

 
 
Extracting the oil is a difficult business, as the shells are hard and each kernel only produces a 
little oil. Traditional ways of breaking the seed often involve cracking them against a 
particularly hard stone. In some areas hard stones are not found easily, and these marula 
cutting stones have become heirlooms passed on from one generation to the next9.  

                                                 
8 Here the term ‘wild’ means from trees growing in open-access areas, generally having been self-seeded. Wild 
also infers that the trees are not owned by anyone in particular, but it may be that they are under some form of 
communal ownership. In fields, trees may be privately owned, but in southern Africa generally, most marula 
trees are a common property resource.  
9  Wynberg, R., Cribbins, J., Leakey, R.R.B., Lombard, C., Mander, M., Shackleton, S.E. and Sullivan, C.A, in 
press. A summary of knowledge on marula (Sclerocarya birrea subsp. caffra) with emphasis on its importance 
as a non-timber forest product in South and southern Africa. 2. Commercial use, tenure and policy, 
domestication, intellectual property rights and benefit-sharing. Southern African Forestry Journal. 
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Marketing chain 
As globalisation takes hold throughout the world, marula users become subject to the same 
pressures of market forces that influence us all. This, unfortunately, can mean that sometimes 
pressure on use of ‘wild’ resource becomes too great, or unscrupulous entrepreneurs take 
advantage of trusting communities by not giving them a fair price. If marula products become 
more popular, there will be an increased demand for harvested fruits, bark, etc., providing a 
possible source of income for people in those communities having access to the trees. To 
ensure that this remains a sustainable activity, however, it is important that people are 
informed about how it can be used in an ecologically sustainable way, and about the 
economic and social conditions relating to the ways in which the species is used by humans.  
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Trends 
Currently, there are millions of marula trees in southern Africa, and only a very small 
proportion of the fruits from these are currently used by humans. This means that the marula 
tree provides a valuable resource with great market potential, even without the need for any 
expensive process of domestication. The species provides households and  communities with 
an important source of cash income, as well as providing a vital source of food security when 
times get hard. Drought resistant by nature, this tree is especially important in areas of 
southern Africa, as it continues to bear fruit even after long periods without rain.  
 

 
 

In order to ensure that all of these local values are maintained, land tenure rights and resource 
management systems must be strengthened. Where long-term species selection or methods of 
processing can be linked to traditional knowledge bases, it will be important to ensure that 



benefits can be shared along the market chains. Respect for traditional non-monetary values 
are vitally important if the full benefits from monetary markets are to be reaped. If invaluable 
and unaccounted-for socially or ecologically important attributes are lost in the 
commercialistion process, future opportunities may be limited. In the past these values have 
so often been forgotten in resource management decisions, but perhaps this trend can be 
reversed by highlighting both these and the monetary values of the marula tree. By 
developing effective policies for equitable and sustainable use, we can be confident that the 
great marula tree will be a familiar feature in the landscape of southern Africa, continuing to 
provide food security, income streams and other benefits to both local communities and future 
generations.  
 
If you want to know more…… 
Look at the winners and losers website: www.ceh-wallingford.ac.uk/research/winners 


