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The tropical forests are disappearing
at an alarming rate, sold to logging
companies by developing countries

that are resource rich but cash poor.
Logging licences are a quick way for
them to make money, but there must be
a better way for them to give their people
an income. 

One solution is to manage the forests
in a sustainable way, including its non-
timber products. Over the past three
years, our team at the Centre for Ecology
& Hydrology (CEH) Wallingford has
been leading an international multi-
disciplinary team investigating the

opportunities for, and impacts of,
increasing the harvesting, processing
and sale of non-timber forest products. 

One such product, with amazing
properties, is crabwood oil, which comes
from Guyana, South America. Our
collaborators are working with
Amerindian communities to find out just
how developing the production and sale
of this oil could benefit the local people
and their forest.

Guyana and Iwokrama 
Guyana is a little smaller than Britain,
but over three quarters of it is covered by
forest. It is at the heart of the Guiana
Shield, one of the largest blocks of intact
tropical rainforest in the world. The
nation faces enormous pressure to sell
logging rights to its forests to stimulate
much needed economic growth.
Fortunately, Guyana’s leaders have chosen
to follow a path that could bring in
much-needed revenue from the forests
without destroying them.

Ten years ago the Iwokrama
International Centre for Rain Forest
Conservation and Development was set
up to demonstrate how the rainforests

can be both conserved and used,
producing lasting ecological, economic
and social benefits for Guyana and the
world. The Iwokrama Forest Reserve in
central Guyana covers an area one and a
half times the size of Luxembourg. The
forest is a living laboratory where
scientists and other experts are
researching and implementing a
sustainable forest management strategy.
This strategy is based on making money
from eco-tourism, timber extraction,
agriculture and fisheries, and ecological
services, and non-timber forest products. 

Crabwood oil
A member of the mahogany family, the
crabwood (Carapa guianensis) is one of
the commonest trees in the Iwokrama
Forest Reserve. The wood industry has
long sought its hard, insect-resistant
wood, both for timber and furniture. But
the crabwood seed could be just as
valuable. This brown, woody, four-
cornered nut some 8-10cm across, looks
like a large chestnut and contains several
oil-rich kernels. 

Could Crabwood oil help save South American rainforests? Dermot
O’Regan explains how its amazing properties could help the forest

people to provide themselves with an income.

Crabwood kernels.

Amerindian woman squeezing oil from boiled
kernels using a matapee, woven seive-like device

used to prepare cassava.

Using traditional knowledge and
techniques, the region’s indigenous people
extract the oil from the seeds. Crabwood
oil is a highly-prized household item with
multiple uses, especially for the treatment
of common ailments. Applied to the skin
it treats muscle and chest pains, arthritis,
and wounds. When mixed with honey, it
becomes a remedy for coughs, colds, and
asthma. Thrush in babies is treated with a
few drops administered over a week or so.
Crabwood oil is also a proven insect-
repellent, warding off mosquitoes and so
giving natural malaria prevention. It
makes a good moisturiser and when
applied to the scalp it combats brittle hair
and lice infestations. The list goes on!

Scientists are analysing the oil, to find
a chemical basis for its antiseptic, anti-
inflammatory, insect repellent, and
moisturising properties. It makes a good
moisturiser because it contains high levels
of oleic acid, which penetrates the skin
well. The oil also helps keep skin
smoother by blocking enzymes which
cause fatty concentrations in the skin.
Linoleic acid in the oil helps heal wounds
and calms itchiness.

Natural benefits
Crabwood oil is produced and used
throughout Guyana and the region.
Women do most of the production and
in some
communities the
oil generates a
valuable income.
People use the
money to buy
children’s
clothes, school
books,
household
utensils, and
even outboard
motors so that
they can trade
along the river, another source of income.
The oil is sold both wholesale and retail
across the country, local markets, drug
stores, and pharmacies. But because most
people don’t know how much they can
sell it for, or how to market it, they often
sell it for much less than its real market
value, so they’re not making as much
money as they could be.

As ‘natural’, ‘environmentally friendly’

Dermot in Guyana with colleagues, overlooking the
Iwokrama Forestry Reserve.

Traditionally, crabwood
kernels are boiled to extract

the oil. 

Crabwood oil packaged for
the international market by
Iwokrama.

without
Profit
Plunder
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and ‘fair trade’ products become
increasingly popular, more people are
searching out beneficial non-toxic and
odourless oils, such as crabwood oil. They
go in herbal medicines, essential oils,
body care lotions, candles, soaps and a
variety of other health and beauty
products. As sales of such products grow,
so do the opportunities for producers in
Guyana.

Winners and losers
The Winners and Losers project is
investigating the commercial potential of
crabwood oil in Guyana and the
opportunities for local producers to gain
entry into the marketplace, both at home
and abroad. The study is focusing on
how harvesting and processing more
seeds to trade more oil will affect the
environment, the people and the
economy. Hopefully, this work will help
to promote an equitable distribution of
the benefits and costs of increased
commercialisation of such products as
well as help conserve the rainforests.

As part of the overall project, we are
also working with partners in South
Africa and Namibia on marketable
products from the marula tree

This article is an output from a research project (code R7795 Forestry Research Programme) funded by the United Kingdom Department
for International Development (DFID) for the benefit of developing countries. The views expressed are not necessarily those of DFID. 

Dermot O’Regan is an environmental
economics and policy researcher at CEH
Wallingford and UK project co-ordinator
for the project Winners and losers in
forest product commercialisation. CEH
Wallingford, Maclean Building, Crowmarsh
Gifford, Wallingford OX10 8BB, tel: 01491
692417, email: dpo@ceh.ac.uk

(Sclerocarya birrea), an African savanna
tree of the mango family. Marula oil and
marula fruit are already traded
internationally as ingredients in well-
known brands. We are investigating
existing market chains there to learn
more about how these wild products are
traded. 

The project team includes specialists
in environmental economics, ecology,
natural resource management,
community development, marketing, and
intellectual property rights. We aim to
identify the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in forest
product commercialisation to help
establish methods of sustainable harvest
of resources, benefit local producers, and
resolve conflicts over resources. This
knowledge will help forest-dependant
communities all over the world to profit
from their natural resources in an
equitable and sustainable way. The UK
Department for International
Development is funding the research as
part of their Forestry Research
Programme, and will use the results to
inform local communities as well as
national and international forest policies. 

Project manager Caroline Sullivan
said, ‘This kind of research can

Crabwood oil (clear olive oil
type product in jars, centre)

on sale with other forest
products in a market in the

capital Georgetown.

contribute to our understanding of what
is meant by ‘sustainable economies’. It
demonstrates how the NERC research
strategy could generate effective solutions
to real world problems.’

The world’s forests are full of wild
and renewable products that could be
developed, including edible fruit and
nuts, honey, tree bark, resin, palm seed
oils, and fibres for furniture and crafts.
This doesn’t include the plants and
extracts still waiting to be discovered by
medical science! Crabwood oil is just one
such forest product and we hope our
work will help make it a true example of
sustainable development, where both
people and the environment are winners.

For more information about the
project visit our website at www.ceh-
wallingford.ac.uk/research/winners.

Partner organisations in
this project 

South Africa
Rhodes University
Institute of Natural Resources
CSIR Environmentek 

Namibia
CRIAA SA-DC 

Guyana
Iwokrama International Centre 


