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In Africa, the Eastern Mountain Gorilla (Gorilla beringei beringei) inhabits bamboo forests in SW 
Uganda, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. These endangered gorillas feed on 
bamboo shoots, which can make up to 90% of their diet, corresponding to approximately 35 
kg/day for a male gorilla. Another African animal dependent 
on bamboo is the endangered Mountain Bongo (Tragelaphus 
euryceros isaaci) – a type of antelope from Kenya – that 
hides in bamboo thickets from predators during the dry 
season (Figure 13).  

On other continents, bamboo forests provide a habitat for 
other endangered species, including the emblematic Giant 
Panda (Ailuropda melanoleuca), different species of Bamboo 
Rats and Bats in Asia. In Madagascar, bamboo forests are 
the home of the world’s rarest and most endangered tortoise, 
the Ploughshare Tortoise (Geochelone yniphora), the 
Madagascan Climbing Poisonous Mantella Frog (Mantella 
laevigata), and several endemic, critically endangered Lemur 
species (IUCN 2009). In South America, the Spectacled Bear 
(Tremarctos oranatus) and the Mountain Tapir (Tapirus 
pinchaque) depend on bamboo for food, and 4-5% of 
Amazonian birds are reported to live exclusively in bamboo 
thickets (IUCN 2009). 

Carbon storage 

Bamboo is also considered as one of the most promising plants for incorporation into the Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM), the main vehicle promoted by the Kyoto Protocol for reducing 
greenhouse gases (GHG) and combating global warming. This is due to the fact that bamboo is 
one of the most productive and fastest growing plants on the planet. The fastest-growing 
species may grow up to 1.2 m a day. This unique capacity makes bamboo a valuable sink for 
carbon storage, competing easily with the most effective wood species in terms of carbon 
sequestration capacities. Comparative studies have shown that bamboo biomass and carbon 
production may be 7-30% higher compared to the fastest growing wood species (INBAR 2009). 

Some bamboo species can absorb as much 12 t/CO2/ha (ICRAF 2005). With a carbon 
percentage of up to 45%, nearly half of their total biomass is carbon (e.g., Nath et al. 2009). 
Below ground bamboo biomass makes up 25-50% of the total stock, and it is estimated that 
about one-quarter of the biomass in tropical regions and one-fifth in subtropical regions comes 
from bamboo.  

In general, tropical sympodial bamboo species are more productive than the subtropical, 
monopodial species. For example, monopodial Moso bamboo (Phyllostachys pubescens) 
produces a total above ground biomass of 120-140 t/ha, while the tropical sympodial Bambusa 

Figure 13. A Mountain Bongo in 
Kenya (Tragelaphus euryceros 

isaaci) (Source: Dept. Veterinary 
Services, Malaysia) 
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bambos may produce twice as much (280-290 t/ha). The total biomass of Bambusa bambos 
after 6 years (149 t C/ha) is higher than that of teak after 40 years (126 t C/ha), and its mean 
annual production (~47.8 t/ha/yr) is almost twice that of the Eucalyptus clones. The subtropical 
Moso bamboo produces at least 86 t/ha biomass and sequesters 43 t/C/ha every 5 years – 
almost twice as much as teak under the same conditions.  

Potential market development for bundling products and ecosystem services 
from bamboo in Uganda 

The development of bamboo resources and industries worldwide promotes economic and 
environmental growth. Numerous studies and analyses in Asia, Africa and Latin America have 
shown that bamboo (and rattan) from sustainable forest harvesting has a high potential of 
contributing towards local and regional development, mitigating deforestation and illegal logging, 
preventing soil degradation and restoring degraded lands. These qualities of bamboo have been 
well studied and are widely known (see e.g., Ruiz Pérez et al. 2004; Zhu 2005; Marsh and 
Smith 2007).  

When looking for evidence on the potential of bamboo production for rural livelihoods, one does 
not need to go far. In Uganda, a local project in Mt. Elgon National Park (in the neighboring 
district Mbale) that supported the formation of a marketing group has led to a 6-fold increase in 
village incomes from selling edible bamboo shoots (Buyinza 2009). For other parts of SW 
Uganda, where bamboo traditionally is an integral part of rural livelihoods, this potential has yet 
to be realized.  

Constraints in the bamboo value chain 

The following main constraints of the bamboo value chain were identified in Kisoro and Kabale. 
First, there is no management of bamboo resources or control of harvesting. Most of the 
bamboo resources are located in protected areas under government control. Due to restrictions 
on these areas, not all bamboo forests are accessible to the harvesters. Still, the natural stocks 
of bamboo are being extensively harvested in many forests, even in reserves that are not legally 
accessible. Subsequently, the rapid spread of activities in the sector and the low level of 
conversion skills have led to the degradation and local shortages of the resource.  

Second, the high productivity and economic potential of the bamboo sector in Uganda have not 
yet been realized. There is no proper treatment of the raw material due to inadequate 
processing skills, and only little awareness on the potential of bamboo for industrial use. The 
bamboo industry has not yet received policy support, and remains a minor production 
commodity whose potential role as economic development strategy is undervalued and not 
significantly appreciated.  
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Opportunities in the bamboo value chain 

Although the bamboo supply chain in SW Uganda faces several constraints, there are also 
significant opportunities to develop the chain. The most promising include: 

• Handcraft making is traditionally an integral part of the local culture 
• A lot of potential products have not yet been developed 
• Most of the products on the market are of low quality and are produced in small volumes 

only – there is scope for increasing production volumes and adding value through 
improved processing  

• There is an expanding local market due to different uses of products  
• Kisoro is a tourist destination, which provides a unique marketing opportunity for “eco-

friendly” bamboo products 
• Presence of organizations and initiatives to help developing the sector (e.g. URP) 
• Export market availability in neighboring countries  

The fact that a wide range of institutions have come together to support activities for developing 
the bamboo sector in Kisoro and Kabale districts in SW Uganda, has been critical for the 
sustained success observed today. Important actors involved in the endeavor include: The local 
and national governments (Environment Office of Kisoro district, National Forest Authority NFA), 
the “PRIME/West – Uganda Productive Resource Investments for Managing the Environment, 
Western Region” program, local and international NGOs (including the Albertine Rift 
Conservation Society ARCOS and Nature Uganda), and local Community Based Organizations 
such as the Ugandan URP (“Uplift the Rural Poor”).  

In particular the URP is addressing several of the challenges identified above. They have 
chosen to focus on the following specific objectives for Kisoro and Kabale districts: 

• Increase household incomes through sustainable use of bamboo resources,  
• Enhance opportunities of the marginalized groups to improve their living standards, 
• Conserve the environment through awareness and adoption of efficient methods, and  
• Promote bamboo eco-tourism in the districts of Kisoro and Kabale. 

To reach these goals, the URP has developed a collaborative partnership with the Uganda 
Industrial Research Institute (UIRI), which facilitated the training of URP staff in bamboo 
technology and utilization in China in 2006, where URP staff attained diplomas in Bamboo 
Technology. UIRI also provided travel support to Chinese Professors in Bamboo Technology for 
visiting URP activities in Kisoro.  

Furthermore, the URP has implemented the planting of bamboo as a future source of raw 
materials for handcrafts. In an collaborative effort and with support from the USAID-supported 
PRIME/West-Programme, and the African Wildlife Foundation (AWF), at least 200 farmers have 
planted bamboo on their farms in areas adjacent to Echuya Forest Reserve and Mgahinga 
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National Park. URP has also supported farmers through community programs, providing training 
on bamboo growing practices and bamboo product development. The incomes of farmers have 
increased steadily over the last years, mainly through the sale of bamboo shoots as planting 
materials and bamboo stems for handcraft, construction and agriculture.  

URP is also implementing conservation programs around the protected areas of Kisoro district, 
in collaboration with the National Forest Authority (NFA), Nature Uganda, PRIME/West, and the 
Environment Office of Kisoro district. Their aim is to create awareness of the ecosystem 
services provided by bamboo, and of the importance to use wild bamboo resources in a 
sustainable manner. Emphasis is placed on educating farmers about the environmental services 
provided by bamboo. 

The global carbon market – potential for bamboo? 

For tapping into the market of “eco-friendly” bamboo products, the carbon storage capacity of 
bamboo is surely a powerful asset. Although botanically a grass and thus a non-wood plant, 
bamboo is considered a part of the world’s forests and thus qualifies for forest carbon credits 
under the CDM.  

As outlined above, bamboo has several advantages over wood plants that make it one of the 
most promising candidates for carbon trading schemes. These are in particular: high growth 
rates, continuously high productivity throughout its life cycle (after 30-40 years, at the age of 
teak or eucalyptus harvesting, bamboo biomass will still be as high as when it was 5-8 years 
old), and low-emission processing techniques (harvesting and processing is mostly carried out 
locally and by hand, requiring little to zero fossil fuel input).  

However, when planning on how to best implement a carbon trading scheme for bamboo, the 
processing and longevity of the bamboo products is a key factor that will determine the carbon 
sink function to a great degree. Depending on the length of growing time of the bamboo stems 
and the processing of the final end product, the extent of net GHG removal (and release after 
consumption) will vary.  

According to their longevity, bamboo products can be classified into “short-term” and “medium-
term” products (Maoyi 2007). For example, bamboo fuel and paper pulp are short-term products 
that may emit the carbon stored in as little as one (fuel) to five (paper) years. In change, carbon 
storage in medium-term products such as bamboo boards and furniture may last up to 100 
years. The longevity of bamboo can be further enhanced by prior treatment and the application 
of modern engineering techniques (Liese and Kumar 2003) to slow down the emission of GHG 
fixed in bamboo biomass.  

Recommendations for developing the bamboo value chain in Uganda 

During the process of participatory market analysis, the local communities in Kisoro and Kabale 
– supported by local and national institutions – have identified bamboo as the most promising 
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crop for improving productivity, economic returns and rural livelihoods. Several opportunities 
were identified to enhance and upgrade the bamboo value chain in order to realize this 
potential. Concretely, the following recommendations are given to improve and further develop 
the bamboo value chain in SW Uganda:  

• Creation of awareness on potential uses of bamboo in economic development, 
• Improvement of bamboo technologies and marketing opportunities,  
• Dissemination of available information and guidelines on management,  
• Development of on-farm bamboo farming,  
• Value addition through improved small-scale processing of bamboo raw materials,  
• Training and capacity building in bamboo utilization,  
• Dissemination of information on markets to the manufacturers, 
• Marketing of bamboo as a “green product”, ‘bundled’ with the ecosystem services 

provided by the crop (e.g., biodiversity or eco-tourism). 

Particularly promising is the marketing of “eco-friendly” bamboo products that are harvested and 
produced in a sustainable manner and contribute to the conservation of the remaining afro-
montane forests and their unique biodiversity. Marketing can be destined for export and/or 
targeted to tourists visiting the National Parks and bamboo forests for gorilla tracking and bird-
watching. Despite growing demand for eco-certified products, international markets are 
practically inaccessible for local communities since obtaining export licenses involves a very 
complicated and costly process, and overcoming numerous other bureaucratic hurdles. 
Institutional support from local entities such as URP is critical for developing marketing plans 
and establishing direct contacts with international wholesalers. 

Another promising strategy is the implementation of a carbon trading scheme under the Kyoto 
CDM. In both cases, the market value of bamboo products would be enhanced due to a 
‘bundling’ of the (bamboo) product together with the ecosystem services provided by producing 
it (biodiversity, carbon storage, environmentally-friendly production).  

Neither the linking (‘bundling’) of the bamboo products to biodiversity conservation or carbon 
credits is critical for enhancing the bamboo value chain in Kisoro and Kabale. There are several 
other opportunities along the supply chain to improve bamboo production and marketing, all of 
which are likely to make a significant contribution to rural livelihoods.  

However, the local context of rural communities that depend on agricultural and forest products, 
in a scenario of high population pressure threatening the few remaining forest patches that 
harbor biodiversity of global importance, provides a unique opportunity to take advantage of 
market-based mechanisms for ‘bundling’ bamboo products with ecosystem services to achieve 
eco-agricultural livelihoods.  
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Lessons for bundling products and ecosystem services from bamboo 

The unique biological and ecological characteristics of bamboo result in the provision of a 
number of ecosystem services that are important for the environment and human activities, both 
locally (land rehabilitation, soil and water conservation) and globally (biodiversity, carbon 
storage). At the same time, promoting the sustainable management and utilization of bamboo 
as a substitute for timber contributes to reducing pressure on the remaining forests and thus 
mitigating deforestation and illegal logging.  

Furthermore, bamboo can play a significant role in linking climate change mitigation to 
sustainable economic development of rural communities in the developing world. Carbon credits 
may trigger the enhancement and sustainable utilization of bamboo resources (wild and in 
plantations) for processing, employment and income generation. Unlike tree crop plantations 
which often lack a pro-poor focus, bamboo production systems are highly suitable specifically 
for pro-poor development.  

In this case study the ‘bundling’ of an agricultural product (here bamboo) with ecosystem 
services is already happening on a local scale, due to the intrinsic characteristics of the crop 
that enhance land rehabilitation, and soil and water conservation. However, awareness of the 
farmers about these services is low, and they are thus not actively utilized or promoted. Local 
communities can be educated to value and utilize these ecosystem services to a greater extent. 
However, non-monetary incentives alone are not always efficient, especially when other factors 
such as high population pressure on land and natural resources call for short-term solutions.  

In the case of bamboo, ecosystem services of global importance such as biodiversity 
conservation and carbon storage are an added value that can help tipping the balance. 
Marketing these ecosystem services in a ‘bundle’ together with the bamboo product, can 
provide a monetary incentive for farmers to implement more sustainable harvesting and 
production methods. Experience has shown that when rural producers are aware of exciting 
alternatives they can seize these opportunities and add value to their traditional crops or 
diversify into totally new enterprises. Their current knowledge base and the lack of access to 
information sources, however, provide them with limited scope for improving livelihoods using 
more market-oriented mechanisms. Support from local and external institutions is therefore 
likely to be required for realizing these marketing opportunities.  

A promising option would be to market bamboo products - together with the ecosystem services 
mentioned above - under a “landscape basket eco-label” (type 4 of the categories proposed in 
Scherr et al. forthcoming). This would:  

a) increase awareness among producers about the values they are providing,  

b) provide additional income through price premiums, and  

c) minimize risks of market failures by selling the bundled products in different markets: 
local, regional (ecotourism), and global (carbon credits, biodiversity offsets). 
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5. APICULTURE FOR QUALITY DIFFERENTIATED HONEYS IN SOUTHERN 
COLOMBIA 

Adriana Lucía Arcos D., José Antonio Gómez  
 

 

Introduction 

This project was conducted between 2005 and 2007 with small beekeepers and coffee 
producers in the Andean hillsides of Colombia (Arcos 2009). Activities were carried out by a 
strategic alliance including a rural cooperative of beekeepers (Coapi), the regional 
environmental authority (CAM), a biodiversity research institution (Humboldt Institute), an 
international agricultural research center (CIAT) and the academic sector (National University of 
Colombia and District University Francisco José de Caldas). The main purpose of the project 
was to assess mechanisms for value adding and quality improvement in the product chain of 
artisanal honey production (Figure 14), starting from the environmental offer, with the aim of 
accessing new, differentiated markets and thus contributing to increased incomes for the 
beekeepers involved in the project. The supply of nectar and pollen from the regional flora is 
identified as an environmental service to improve the beekeeping potential of a region. 

 
Figure 14. Coffee landscape in Gigante, Huila department, Colombia,  

with beekeeping and honey production in bordering patches of secondary forest. 
 

The justification of the project is based on the fact that different vegetation covers associated 
with the apiaries of the region (shaded coffee systems, shrub- and grasslands, secondary forest 
and primary forest remnants) and the diversity of flora that they support provide special quality 
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attributes to the honeys produced from them (Garnica et al. 2006). These quality attributes 
manifest themselves as distinct flavors and aromas, antimicrobial potential, and multifloral or 
monofloral (“coffee honey”) honey features. Such attributes are of special interest for marketing 
efforts, and are relevant when considering honey differentiation via appellation of origin or 
geographical indication.  

The novelty of the project, developed in the coffee region of Colombia, is the concern for 
searching comparative and competitive advantages in artisanal honey production to add value 
to the final product. Another innovative aspect is the multi-stakeholder approach, which allowed 
different stakeholders to articulate and consider their interests.  

Background  

The project was conceived as a learning experience on value chains, with the goal of 
contributing to improved competitiveness of the apicultural sector, by identifying mechanisms for 
product differentiation based on the botanical and geographic origin of bee honeys produced by 
small artisanal beekeepers in the region.  

Project activities focused on the Andean region of Colombia, specifically the coffee zone of the 
Huila department, in the municipalities of Argentina, Paicol, Gigante, Garzon, Pitalito and 
Palestina, between 2005 and 2007 (Figure 15). The study zone is part of the Magdalena river 
basin, with a bimodal precipitation scheme, characterized by two wet and two dry seasons per 
year – an important characteristic of apicultural production in the country.  

The landscape is characterized by a varied topography, ranging from hilly slopes to steep 
canyons, with fertile soils of volcanic origin. The principal activity in the six municipalities is 
agriculture, mainly coffee production under traditional shade, with some fruit trees like citrics 
and granadilla. Honey production is a traditional activity in the region, especially in the 
municipalities of the south, although only secondary in terms of economic importance. Honey 
production is maintained to a large extent by the vegetation bordering the beekeeping places, 
and is characterized by great floral diversity with a variety of different vegetation covers 
including primary and secondary forest relicts, crops, grass- and shrublands (Figure 16).  

The native vegetation consists of pre-montane dry and humid tropical forests, but these have 
now largely disappeared and were replaced by a mosaic of agricultural land uses. Some 
fragments of primary forest remain in the protected areas of the region such as the National 
Park “Cerro Páramo Miraflores”, the forest reserve “Serranía de las Minas” and the biological 
corridor “Guácharos Puracé”, all of which form part of the Regional System of Protected Areas 
(SIRAP) of the regional environmental authority.6 

                                                      

6 Corporación Autónoma Regional del Alto Magdalena (Spanish acronym for the Independent Regional Corporation of 
the Magdalena Uplands)  
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Figure 15. Area of influence of the systematized experience (adapted from Chamorro 2006). 
 

 

  
Figure 16. Landscape with secondary forest relicts and open grass- and shrublands,  

associated with beekeeping and honey production in Gigante, Huila department, Colombia.  
 

Most honey producers in the study area are at the same time smallholder coffee producers, who 
place beehives near their coffee plantations or in the neighborhood of other crops such as citrics 
and granadilla, or pastures (Figure 17). For coffee producers, honey production has two 
important advantages. On the one hand, it constitutes an important strategy of “crop 
diversification” as risk insurance and for additional income generation at times of coffee crisis. 
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On the other hand, bees are important for the pollination of coffee plants and contribute to 
improved coffee yields (Garnica et al. 2006; Martínez 2006).  

The producers involved in the project are between 40 and 60 years of age, live in rural 
communities, and are primarily coffee producers who produce honey as a secondary economic 
activity. They have only recently associated themselves in a producers association called 
“Coapi” (Cooperativa Integral de Apicultores del Huila, Spanish acronym for Integral 
Cooperative of Beekeepers in the Huila). Some of them have only recently started to produce 
honey, while others have more than 20 years of experience with beekeeping and alternate this 
activity with coffee production. All are small-scale, artisanal honey producers who market the 
end product locally. The strategic alliance established with public and private research institutes 
and the academy in the frame of this project allowed all actors involved to analyze the 
importance of the work on value chains and biotrade enterprise initiatives as a conceptual and 
methodological tool that can provide an important contribution to territorial approaches of rural 
development. 

The innovation 

The territorial approach of rural development aims at integrating the components of a territory 
based on a common objective, normally oriented toward fortifying a productive sector through 
the identification of competitive and comparative advantages. In this sense, the biophysical 
(environmental and geographic), economic, institutional, cultural and political components of a 
territory play an important role for the fortification of biotrade value chains conformed by small 
and medium enterprises that offer goods and services derived from local biodiversity.  

The ecosystem component of the project aimed specifically at identifying and characterizing the 
relationship between flora, bees and honey production in the region. Activities were carried out 
to identify the honey attributes generated by the diversity of apicultural flora (nectar and pollen), 
and to use them as differentiating elements based on botanical or geographic origin in the 
search of new markets. Certain physical, chemical, microbiological and organoleptic (color, 
scent and flavor) honey characteristics could be traced back directly to the supply of pollen and 
nectar from the flora associated with the location of the beehives.  

Beehives associated with different types of vegetation – such as crops, pastures, secondary 
vegetation and forests – were selected and the local vegetation characterized and identified 
(Figure 17). Jointly with the beekeepers floral calendars were elaborated, the frequency of bee 
visits and foraging patterns were recorded, and pollen and nectar samples were taken and 
evaluated for the pollen and nectar contribution of the associated vegetation and sugar content 
(degrees brix). The value of the ecosystem service “pollination” was inferred by evaluating the 
diversity of bee species associated with different types of crops such as coffee and fruit trees 
(citrics).  

 



 

TRANSLINKS                58 

 

Figure 17. Analysis of vegetation cover near beehives as a means of supply for nectar and 
pollen production from apicultural activity, Huila department, Colombia (adapted from Chamorro 

2006). 
 

Engaging different value chain actors (academy, productive and political sector) in a 
participatory manner plays an important role in developing innovative strategies for improving 
the use potential of underutilized local resources. For example, in the case of the apicultural 
chain in the Huila department, the vegetation associated with the beehive locations can be seen 
as an underutilized local resource. Beekeepers did not appropriately value the vegetation as a 
means of innovation, with the potential to generate added value. No importance was given to 
the identification of attributes for differentiating their products (honey). The results of the 
organoleptic analyses clearly showed that certain plant species provide the honey with special 
colors, aromas and other physical characteristics. Furthermore, the importance of shaded coffee 
plantations as a floral resource and supply of nectar and pollen for honey production was 
revealed.  

The actions 

In an earlier effort to strengthen the apicultural product chain in the region (years 2003 to 2004), 
several key challenges and limitations for honey production and commercialization had already 
been identified. These issues were taken into consideration for the intervention realized 
between 2005 and 2007.  
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The principal limitations identified were low honey volumes and productivity, low prices obtained 
on the local market, lack of knowledge of honey attributes for product differentiation, lack of 
knowledge about the apicultural flora supporting honey production in the region, lack of 
knowledge of good practices for honey production and processing, lack of promotion and 
commercialization strategies for apicultural products, lack of product information associated with 
the final product at the moment of sale (technical information product charts), high 
transportation and production costs, and lack of innovative strategies to add value to the honey 
(Figure 18). 

Based on these preliminary findings, an in-depth value chain analysis was conducted and 
research was undertaken to identify the actions for strengthening the value chain. The most 
promising actions identified included among others: the elaboration of technical product charts 
for honey commercialization, identification and characterization of the regional honey attributes 
based on botanical and geographic origin, increasing sales volumes by identifying new 
commercialization channels, development of innovative strategies for commercialization and 
promotion (Table 6). 

 

 

 Producers Transformers Honey retailers 

- Low sales 
-  Low productivity 
-  Delayed payments 
-  Lack of knowledge on BMPs 
-  Lack of knowledge on 

production costs 
-  Lack of knowledge about 

differentiation mechanisms  
-  Lack of knowledge of 

apicultural flora 
- Lack of knowledge of honey 

attributes 
-  Lack of micro-credits  
- Deficient infrastructure 

- Low honey quality (high 
humidity) 

- Lack of consistency in 
production volumes  

- Deficient infrastructure 
- High transportation costs 
- Lack of knowledge about 

technologies for product 
innovation  

- Honey adulteration  
- Lack of knowledge on honey 

technical information charts  
- Lack of product traceability 
- Lack of trade and  

commercialization strategies 
- Lack of compliance with 

minimum quality 
requirements to guarantee 
inocuity 

 

Figure 18. Key limitation of the apicultural value chain in the Huila department, Colombia 
(2003/2004). 
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Table 6. Key value chain limitations and actions taken to address them. 
Key limitations Actions conducted during the process of 

fortification of the apicultural chain 
Lack of knowledge about honey 
characteristics and attributes 

Elaboration of technical charts of the honeys, 
according to their physical-chemical, 
microbiological and organoleptic characteristics  

Lack of knowledge about apicultural 
flora 

Elaboration of apicultural floral calendars 
(flowering, nectar, frequency of bee visits and 
forage patterns) 

Lack of product traceability throughout 
the product chain 

Documentation of information on honey production, 
storage and sales 

Lack of knowledge about good 
practices for product processing  

Capacity-building and implementation of better 
production and processing practices 

Lack of knowledge on honey attributes 
for differentiation and adding value 

Identification of differentiating honey attributes 
(color, aroma, flavor, antimicrobial properties, etc.) 
based on botanical and geographic origin  

Low production of honey of bees Management of location of beehives according to 
flowering times 

Lack of knowledge on trade and 
commercialization strategies 

Market study on apicultural opportunities in Huila 
(consumer profiles, market requirements) 

 

The actions undertaken were a joint effort of different value chain actors, involving actors from 
the productive, environmental and academic sector. Collaboratively, a route of intervention for 
strengthening the value chain was developed, and an integral vision of expectations from the 
project and from the value chain in the long run was created, based on the opportunities 
provided by the territory. Thus, the interests of all value chain actors were projected towards the 
same objective, namely improving the competitiveness of the regional apicultural chain.  

Impact 

The high value of honey from Huila was demonstrated, not only in terms of economic value but 
also in terms of intangible production values such as the traditional production system on 
hillsides, associated with coffee plantations, the importance of honey production as additional 
source of income for coffee growers, the importance of the conservation of biodiversity and its 
characteristics according to the flora associated with the apicultural production sites in the 
region. 

More equitable governance of the honey value chain  

The value chain approach facilitated the development of new interactions between the different 
actors and generated an impact along the chain, from production to commercialization. New 
linkages, flows and relationships developed in terms of inputs (consumables), information and 
transactions (honey sales), thus positively affecting and enhancing the competitiveness of the 
supply chain overall. The evolution of the linkages and networks from year to year (2004 to 
2007) is illustrated in Figure 19.  
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Figure 19. Flows, interactions and networks evolving along the apicultural supply chain in Huila 
department, Colombia, during years 2004 to 2007. 
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Market transformation: Access to new markets 

The number of contractual alliances between individual beekeepers of the Coapi Cooperative, 
local stores, supermarkets, and market chains increased as a result of the efforts undertaken by 
the cooperative to supply better-quality, differentiated honey products, supported by technical 
charts. In total, 80 members of the Coapi beekeeper cooperative benefited from the project 
interventions by gaining access to new markets, new information and knowledge from research 
investigations, capacity-building, and access to financial resources to continue the process of 
fortification of their productive systems.  

The Huila region as a whole has a great potential for the production of differentiated apicultural 
products (honey, pollen and nectar), due its environmental supply basis, great diversity of 
vegetation (shaded coffee, pastures, shrubland and forests), and the presence of honeys with 
antimicrobial potential, multifloral and monofloral honeys with differentiated flavors and aromas 
(coffee honey, guava honey, among others). New research projects were included within the 
policy action plans of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, and new markets were 
identified in accordance with the local and regional realities and opportunities. 

Biodiversity 

With respect to the ecosystem component, the importance of the vegetation used as supply 
basis for honey production was demonstrated. By the end of 2007, 47 plant families and 135 
plant species were identified, belonging to nine different plant communities. Of these, 31 
species were cultivated by farmers in the region (Montoya 2007). The most dominant plant 
families were the Asteraceae and Fabaceae. Pollen was identified belonging to 65 different 
plant species, and nectar of 51 plants. The paleontological study of pollen identified 30 families 
and 76 species. 121 units of native bees were reported, of which 37 could be identified to 
species level. The bees belonged to three different bee families (Apidae, Halictidae and 
Colletidae), with Apidae representing 74% of the individuals (Parra 2006). 

Pollination 

Although this project did not measure the ecosystem service “(crop-)pollination” directly, it did 
infer its value by assessing the diversity of bee species associated with different types of crops 
such as coffee and fruit trees (citrics). 121 different bee morphotypes, 37 bee species in three 
bee families (Apidae, Halictidae and Colletidae) were identified (Parra 2006). Although 
estimating the economic value of pollination services is problematic, they are likely worth billions 
of dollars per year globally (Southwick and Southwick 1992; Nabhan and Buchmann 1997). 
Studies in all major coffee growing regions around the world have shown that fruit set and 
coffee yields are positively related with pollinator species richness and diversity (e.g., Raw and 
Free 1977 for Jamaica; Badilla and Ramírez 1991 for Costa Rica; Roubik 2002 for Panama; 
Klein et al. 2003a, b for Indonesia; Vergara and Badano 2009 for Mexico). Roubik (2002) 
estimated that honeybees can augment pollination and boost coffee yields by over 50%. 
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Ricketts et al. (2004) calculated that pollination services from forests patches in Costa Rica 
contributed an average of 42 USD/ha to annual incomes from coffee production. In a similar 
exercise, Olschewski et al. (2006) calculated the economic value of pollination by using the 
distance to forest patches as a proxy measure for pollination services. In the worst-case 
scenario, complete deforestation within an area of 100 ha around coffee plantations would lead 
to a pollination service loss (i.e., net income foregone due to reduced coffee yields) of 47 
USD/ha of forest in Indonesia and 49 USD/ha in Ecuador. 

Enabling conditions 

Institutional support and integration of value chain actors 

The participation of value chain actors from the productive, environmental and academic sector 
in the development of an intervention route allowed integrating the visions and expectations that 
different actors had of the project and of the value chain in the long term, based on the territorial 
supply basis: 

1) The direct participation of the producers (beekeepers) in activities of rural diagnosis and field 
work led to an increased awareness of the conservation value of biodiversity (apicultural flora 
and wild bees), of the services obtained from biodiversity in terms of honey production and 
differentiating attributes, and of the importance of applying this knowledge to their productive 
systems for improvement and access to new markets.  

2) The regional environmental authority participated in the project, which guaranteed that the 
analyses of vegetation covers and apicultural flora were conducted in accordance with national 
policies and standards. Accordingly, the studies about diversity of native bee species associated 
with apiaries facilitated the development of a scoping study on the potential of honey production 
from wild bees, and the provision of other ecosystem services such as crop pollination, for 
future efforts to diversify the supply of services and products in the apicultural value chain.  

3) Other indirect actors such as the research institutes and universities are key partners in 
initiatives aimed at strengthening biotrade enterprises, due to the high costs involved with 
conducting research on the attributes of goods and services from biodiversity. Usually, this kind 
of research is unaffordable and thus inaccessible for small rural enterprises whose productive 
systems are immersed in areas rich in biodiversity.  

Jointly, the different visions of producers, environmental authorities, academy, market analysts 
and connoisseurs of honey commercialization, allowed focusing the intervention efforts towards 
the identification of differentiation mechanisms and value aggregation for apicultural products, 
based on the environmental supply of the territory.  
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Critical factors: The role of bundling 

Colombia’s coffee region has a high potential for beekeeping thanks to the environmental 
supply represented by its diversity of vegetation covers. Coffee flowers attract bees that in 
return contribute to the pollination of the crop. The honeys obtained in this region have special 
characteristics, including monofloral honeys produced almost exclusively of nectar from coffee 
flowers (“coffee honey”). Although this project has not evaluated the pollination component in 
depth, it has assessed the diversity of bees in the region and their potential for providing 
pollination services. 121 different bee morphotypes, 37 bee species and 3 bee families (Apidae, 
Halictidae and Colletidae) were identified (Parra 2006). Thus, “bundling” in this case is 
beneficial in two directions: On the one hand, the honey gains from the coffee flavor, while on 
the other hand the coffee gains from pollination by the bees.  

Research proved the high value of the honey product chain in the Andean region of Colombia. 
Its significance is represented not only by its economic value but by other intangible values 
related to the tradition of artisanal honey production, in areas associated with coffee and fruit 
trees, its importance as an additional source of income for coffee producers in times of coffee 
crisis, and last but not least its importance for the conservation of biodiversity and its specific 
characteristics according to the flora associated with the apiaries.  

A market study led by the Humboldt Institute identified the typical profile of the honey consumer 
in Colombia as 31 to 50 year-old female adults (60%), from households with 1 or 2 children, in 
the majority (57%) with university education (Rodríguez 2004). Honey is mostly bought in 
natural products shops since honey is considered more a health/medical product than a 
foodstuff in Colombia. Honey can also be found in supermarkets, but the frequency of purchase 
is rather occasional. Although the market study showed that Colombian consumers are unwilling 
to pay a special price for a differentiated product, it was useful in providing guidelines on 
regulation for special honeys and highlighted the need to promote, in the medium term, 
differentiated honeys and punishment for honey forgery and adulteration. 

For the success of projects aiming at the development of value chains and the construction of 
competitive territories on a local supply basis, a regional atmosphere of willingness to cooperate 
is necessary, along with geographically-linked institutional clusters that integrate companies, 
suppliers and associated institutions operating in a particular enterprise field, and tied by 
common and complementary characteristics.  
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Furthermore, in the case of the Huila department, it is important to mention the following factors 
that favored success of the project:  

a) The existence of a cooperative of beekeepers (Coapi) which embraces almost 50% of 
the beekeepers of the region,  

b) A regional system of protected areas (National Parks and natural reserves) of 
approximately 310,000 hectares7 that provides special conditions for the supply of nectar 
and pollen for the apicultural activity, among others, and  

c) The existence of a regional environmental authority (–CAM) whose mission besides 
guarding by the preservation of the natural resources of its area of influence, also is to 
contribute to generate processes of sustainable advantage of the resources of 
biodiversity, through a program for green markets and biotrade, and who are in 
commitment with the apicultural chain in the region. 

The joint effort of the productive sector, the environmental authority and the academic sector in 
support of the cooperative’s search for mechanisms of differentiation (from the environmental 
supply) and for improving and maintaining quality in honey production for accessing new 
markets, were key factors for success of the project. 

Lessons learned about bundling  

Small rural beekeepers do not have the necessary resources to invest in research – which in 
this case was necessary to identify the extent to which environmental services such as 
biodiversity contribute to differentiated characteristics of the product of interest (honey). 
Therefore, the inclusion of the academic sector and research institutes as strategic partners in 
the intervention process was key for achieving fortification of the honey value chain and the 
associated beekeepers cooperative in Huila.  

So far, no monetary impacts have been obtained in terms of better prices for the differentiated 
honeys. More work is needed on the subject of production costs and distribution of benefits 
(monetary and non-monetary) throughout the value chain. Such information would be key to 
realize negotiations with buyers, and agreements and commitments between the different links 
of the value chain. For future projects, it is recommended to establish from the beginning clear 
rules of commitments and agreements for the different actors to assure that the new wealth is 
distributed equitably among all actors (Albanesi and Preda 2007).  

Analyzing the territory from its environmental, social, economic and institutional dimension was 
important to generate strategies for integral and sustainable value chain fortification in the long 
term. Furthermore, we would like to emphasize that rural territorial development projects with 
focus on goods and services from biodiversity need to go hand-in-hand with national policies of 
                                                      

7 Declared as “protected areas” by the Environmental Authority of the region (CAM) and the Ministry for Enviroment, 
Housing and Territorial Development, due to teir importance as hotspots of biological diversity, reserves for hydric 
resources, and their representativeness in terms of national ecological characteristics.  
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promotion to these processes; otherwise, efforts will most likely be restricted to the local and 
regional level and cannot be extended to national scale.  

Although the main incentive for the honey producers was from a commercial or marketing point 
of view, the training in better production practices also led to a sensitization and increased 
awareness about how through the better beekeeping practices biodiversity conservation can be 
implemented in a very practical way (for example by protecting the flora associated to 
apicultural production). As part of this process, the environmental authority supports and 
implements programs of reforestation and planting of native species of apicultural flora which at 
the same time offer other services such as erosion control, timber, and habitats for endangered 
fauna, among others.  

Furthermore, the beekeepers better understood the advantage of knowing the surrounding flora 
in the zones of production, to guarantee the efficiency in the productivity and added value to 
their honeys. This knowledge is also useful for identifying new areas for the establishment of 
beehives, considering the environmental supply. 

Similar to the Biodiversity and Wine Initiative (BWI) from South Africa, this case of differentiated 
honeys from the Huila region (Colombia) falls into the category of “Landscape-specific eco-
labeling” (type 3). The conservation aspect of producing differentiated honeys based on the 
associated flora could be made even more explicit by emphasizing the importance of the 
protected areas in the region, which constitute a significant supply basis for the production of 
mono-floral honeys from wild plant species.  
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6. BUNDLED ECOSYSTEM SERVICES ON CERTIFIED COFFEE FARMS: 
THE CASE OF RAINFOREST ALLIANCE CERTIFIEDTM 

Leif Pedersen, Rainforest Alliance, Sustainable Coffee Program 

 
 

Sustainably managed coffee farms provide a long list of services in the productive landscape 
and to people in local communities. The farms are havens for biodiversity; farmers protect 
forests and water resources and provide livelihood for numerous workers. Producers generally 
contribute to the common good in their area without receiving a particular compensation for their 
efforts.  

Once farms are certified to the rigorous standards of Rainforest Alliance certification, however, 
products can be traded on international markets with the certification seal for a premium price 
and other market benefits. The premiums and preferential treatment a certified farmer receives 
from buyers can be regarded as a compensation for the services the farmer provides in terms of 
environmental stewardship on his farm and ethical treatment of his workers. But certification is 
very different from a traditional payment for ecosystems services arrangement between a 
provider and a recipient of services, like a downstream water user paying for watershed 
conservation measures upstream. The strength of certification is that it allows ecosystems 
services and corresponding payments to be exchanged across continents and between 
hundreds of thousands of actors who are unknown to each other. Services flow from farmers 
who most often don’t know who is the final consumer of their coffee, and payments flow from 
consumers who have never seen a coffee farm, have little idea of the challenges and the 
hardship of the coffee farmer, and the threats confronting fragile ecosystems in the South. 
Undoubtedly many of these consumers are only marginally committed to the cause of 
ecosystem conservation. 

Nevertheless, certification drives significant change processes in coffee landscapes. 
Certification has overwhelming potential for scale up across the coffee sector, bypassing usual 
problems of pairing an ecosystem service provider with someone who is willing to pay to enjoy 
the direct benefits of these services, and the considerable institutional and financial obstacles of 
setting up and managing a payment for ecosystem services program. 

What is Rainforest Alliance CertifiedTM? 

Rainforest Alliance is an international conservation organization 
with operations in more than 60 countries. It works to conserve 
biodiversity and ensure sustainable livelihoods by transforming 
land-use practices, business practices and consumer behavior. 
Along with its partners in the Sustainable Agriculture Network 
(SAN), a group of leading conservation and development 
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organizations in Latin America, it has developed detailed and rigorous standards for best 
practice in tropical agriculture. The standards have been defined over several decades in 
rigorous multi-stakeholder processes involving producers, industry, conservation groups, 
academia and governments. 

SAN auditors inspect farms once a year to evaluate the farms’ compliance with the standards. 
Certified producers can sell the products that are produced on certified farms with a certification 
seal that follows the product through the supply-chain and eventually ends up on product 
packaging in the retail outlet. 

The certification seal allows markets to recognize a product that has been grown under 
sustainable conditions. It empowers consumers to give preference for products grown under 
conditions that resonate with their values. It provides incentives to companies to make voluntary 
efforts for the common good, as a part of a viable business model. And it rewards farmers for 
implementing sustainable production practices on their farms. 

Voluntary certification schemes work essentially as environmental and social governance 
systems in developing countries and emerging economies where agricultural practices are often 
very damaging to people and the environment, and where governments frequently lack capacity 
to enforce regulation.  

As global awareness of sustainability issues increases, so does the need for solutions to 
common sustainability problems in many commodity sectors. As a result, certification systems 
experience staggering growth rates. The 2009 sales estimate for Rainforest Alliance Certified 
coffee is 100,000 metric tons, up from approximately 12,000 tons four years earlier.  

What do Rainforest Alliance Certified farmers do right? 

Rainforest Alliance Certification drives implementation of best management practices on coffee 
farms. Certified producers conserve ecosystems and protect wildlife and water resources on 
their farms. They treat workers fairly and provide them with good working conditions. Larger 
farms provide housing for workers, schooling for children and access to health care. Farmers 
implement occupational health and safety programs and work to improve community relations. 
They minimize the use of agrochemicals and find alternatives where possible. They manage 
soils, including maintaining a biodiversity-friendly and carbon-storing shade cover, and manage 
wastes. Finally, they professionalize their farm practices by establishing a social and 
environmental management system on farms. 

Coffee experts use Rainforest Alliance’s standards because “it is the way coffee should be 
produced.” In other words, a win-win situation which simultaneously secures improved 
environmental stewardship and allows increased farmer efficiency. 
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From an ecosystems conservation standpoint, the hard work of certified coffee farmers is very 
valuable. Virtually all coffee is grown within 13 of the world’s biodiversity hotspots. According to 
FAO, coffee production occupies slightly more than 10 million hectares globally, all of it grown in 
conjunction with or in place of tropical forests, except for large coffee areas in the highly 
biodiverse Cerrado in Brazil.  

The coffee plant, Coffea arabica, evolved in the rainforests of Eastern Africa as a thin 
understory tree. As coffee was introduced into new origins, it was mostly planted in forested 
areas as an agro-forestry production system under an existing canopy. Coffee growth gradually 
replaced much of the old-growth humid and wet premontane forest in middle elevations (400-
1600 meters above sea level). Shade was often provided to the coffee plants by old-growth 
majestic tree species now scarce or locally threatened.  

As logging, cattle grazing, and more intensive agricultural production gradually ate up most of 
the original forests, many shade-coffee plantations have remained virtually intact for many 
decades and, together with relatively few natural protected areas, now represent sanctuaries of 
habitat containing important parts of original ecosystems. It is well recognized that remaining 
protected areas are too fragmented and too small to ensure survival of ecosystems and 
species. Sustainable coffee plantations offer valuable contributions to conservation efforts in 
some of the most biologically diverse and most threatened ecosystems, by linking remaining 
natural areas with productive lands with biodiversity-friendly production methods.  

What motivates farmers to provide ecosystems services? 

Through the process of implementing the better practices required for certification the farmer 
often achieves a series of benefits on his farm. The producer will often improve his general 
management of the farm. Small farmers learn to manage their farm like a small business, and 
larger farms strengthen their management systems through the requirements of record-keeping 
and documentation. Improved management practices lead to efficiency gains in production, 
such as reduced agrochemical input. As the farmer improves practices throughout the farm, it 
often influences his ability to improve coffee quality. The farmer becomes a better coffee farmer, 
so to speak. Improved conditions for workers help attract necessary labor (a growing problem in 
many origins), lead to lower worker turnover and increased productivity as skilled and seasoned 
workers stay on the farm. 

These benefits are gradually recognized by the farmer, but they are rarely the initial driver of 
certification. Most producers get certified because they want improved market access and a 
better price for their products. In the market, the farmer can use the certification seal to 
distinguish his product from the ordinary anonymous commodity. The initiative can also begin 
with the buyer suggesting certification to the farmer in exchange for better price and/or better 
conditions. As buyers need a stable supply of certified coffee for their seal-carrying brands, they 
often build mutually advantageous, long-term relationship with “their” certified farmers, and 
show a willingness to compensate the farmer for their efforts. While the “sustainability premium” 
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varies, buyers often pay 10-12 cents or more on the pound of green coffee, or about 10% of the 
farm-gate value. 

Buyers are willing to pay higher prices to certified coffee farmers because their stewardship of 
ecosystems has a value to coffee companies and consumers. As we shall see, however, the 
bundled ecosystems services provided by certified producers satisfy needs that in character are 
often quite different from the services the producers actually provide. 

 

 

Figure 20. Jaguar on Patrol on Rainforest Alliance Certified Finca Arroyo Negro, Chiapas, Mexico. 

Consumer demand for ecosystem services 

The traditional consumer chooses a product based on parameters such as price, taste, quality 
and so on, but increasingly other factors influence consumers’ choice as well. The ethically 
minded consumer has added a number of values or concerns to the list of factors that can 
determine the choice of product, such as concerns about environmental problems and related 
health concerns. Have dangerous pesticides been used? Did production contribute to 
deforestation of the rainforest? The consumer wants to know where products come from and 
how they were produced. Or rather, they want to know that it was produced in a safe and 
responsible way. The ethical consumer is sensitive to social and community issues and 
generally doesn’t want the products she buys to be a negative force in local people’s lives. Was 
the product produced discriminating against women/ethnic groups/the poor/children? Was child 
labor used? 

It would not be accurate to say that these concerns mean consumers diligently investigate if 
products meet their ideals, instead they hold companies responsible for ethical or sustainable 
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sourcing. The power of a certification seal is that it can easily communicate to the consumer that 
the product is produced in a responsible, sustainable way. 

 The consumers who are aware of the weight ethical shopping has on companies are still the 
minority, but the minority is growing fast. It is also trend-setting, and at times even activist, and 
therefore very visible to companies. But the segment is also profitable as the ethical consumer 
is often willing to pay more for a product produced under sustainable conditions. Paying more 
for a sustainably produced product is not for everyone, though. Particularly on mainstream 
markets price elasticity is minimal and some companies find they cannot raise their prices even 
if their raw materials cost more.  

While some consumers are passionate about these concerns, many ethically aware consumers 
are not necessarily deeply committed to ecosystems conservation or even know what it means. 
Many seek “guilt-free” consumption, and want to “do the right thing” without it being overly 
complicated – or expensive. These consumers are not necessarily bothered with the finer 
nuances in Rainforest Alliance’s certification standards. However, even if the motives of the 
consumer are sometimes a bit fuzzy, the impact on farmers, workers, and the ecosystems 
where they live is very real. 

Company demand for ecosystem services 

Companies increasingly buy certified coffee and other certified sustainable products. In 2008, 
companies bought 65,000 tons of Rainforest Alliance Certified coffee at an estimated price 
premium of USD 10 cent per pound of green coffee at the farm gate, or equivalent to USD 13.6 
million paid in premium prices. That is on average 680 USD per certified farmer. 

In a situation where consumer demand for certified products is still modest, albeit growing, it is 
often companies who are the real drivers of sustainability certification. The buying companies 
typically have a series of concerns that drive them towards a certified product. 

Like other commodity companies, coffee roasters most often purchase an anonymous raw 
material – green coffee – on an international market, with only general knowledge about its 
origin. Most often the company cannot know from which farm the product comes from and how 
it was grown. But if a product is certified sustainable, the buyer gains knowledge of the producer 
through the certification program’s traceability system. He will not only know the name of the 
farm or cooperative, but also know that the producer was certified against very strict standards 
for best practice in tropical agriculture. 

This knowledge gives a company the opportunity to assure consumers that they know their 
product better, know its origin and how it was produced, and that ultimately they can stand by it 
in a more confident way than had they just bought anonymous beans on the international 
market. This is ever-more important in a world where consumers hold companies responsible 
for their sourcing practices, and activist groups campaign against companies who are perceived 
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as capitalizing on social injustice and environmental degradation in the third world. Such 
negative publicity can severely tarnish the company’s name or their brands. 

Buying certified sustainable raw materials enables the company to signal that they are aware of 
the problems and are doing something to address them. Thus, certification can have a risk-
mitigating function for the company. 

The most successful companies don’t stop with risk mitigation, though, but make sustainable 
sourcing a pillar of their CSR strategy and their corporate branding. By embracing sustainability 
they can improve company image and build awareness and brand loyalty with their consumers. 
It allows them to tell stories about how their sourcing practices help change people’s lives and 
save the environment. The message is that consumers can be a part of the cause, just by 
buying the product. Consumers don’t have to sacrifice the things they like about their coffee, 
except – perhaps – paying a modest premium price for it. 

Another driver for companies is that they hope to win over new market segments for their 
certified products, consumers who care about the issues and the stories from the field. Not that 
potential consumers need to have a burning passion for social justice or ecosystem 
conservation, they only need to care enough to choose a sustainably sourced brand over 
another. As the coffee sector is enormous, the largest agricultural commodity in the world with a 
retail value of USD 70 billion annually, small shifts in consumer preferences can mean big shifts 
in market share for individual brands.  

Of course, many coffee companies care deeply about social and environmental problems in 
growing regions, but as can be seen from the above, they are also motivated by pure business 
concerns (traceability, risk mitigation, image improvement, brand loyalty, market access among 
others), which is only indirectly related to the ecosystems services that the farmer actually 
provides.  

There are fundamentalists who deplore companies’ lack of altruistic motives, as if altruistic 
motives are more important than ensuring real impact in tropical production ecosystems. These 
skeptics have utterly misunderstood the logic behind certification, which aims to create a win-
win situation where companies can derive a benefit from engaging with sustainability and build a 
healthy business case on it, while at the same time reward farmers for their efforts to conserve 
and sustainably manage their production ecosystems. Sustainability certification is built on the 
belief that ecosystem conservation in productive landscapes can only be successful if the actors 
who exploit the ecosystem can make a better living by exploiting the resources sustainably, in a 
way that makes business sense. 

Carbon 

There’s another kind of ecosystem service that coffee farmers provide to the global community, 
namely the storage of carbon in coffee plantations’ shade trees and forest fragments. This 
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service is still provided without compensation, though many are looking into the potential for 
carbon credits and other compensation to coffee farmers. Rainforest Alliance is developing 
carbon verification methodologies as voluntary snap-on modules to certification audits. 

For some coffee companies, the notion of “carbon-friendly coffee” is interesting and would 
contribute to their willingness to pay a premium price for the product, but for the global 
community the carbon storage service is essentially unrelated to the specific crop. For the 
farmer to take advantage of voluntary carbon markets it would have to be demonstrated that the 
farmer re-forests his farm and thereby stores additional carbon, or that a carbon payment would 
help avoid deforestation of the coffee farm, such as under a future coffee crisis. Rainforest 
Alliance hopes carbon storage services – along with benefits derived from sustainability 
certification – will help struggling coffee farmers stay in business so they can continue to provide 
ecosystems services to coffee companies, consumers, and the world at large. 

In the BESAP (Bundled ecosystem services and agricultural products) typology developed by 
Scherr et al. (2010, forthcoming), the Rainforest Alliance certification system falls under Type 1: 
Farm scale eco-labeling. Ecosystem services are tied to specific better management practices 
and sold along with the product (coffee). The individual ecosystem services are not “spelled-out” 
or quantified explicitly, but instead they are marketed and sold as a “package” of services, 
including the conservation of ecosystems, and the protection of wildlife, soil and water 
resources on coffee farms.  
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7. ALLANBLACKIA NUTS IN TROPICAL AFRICA: A NEW SOURCE FOR 
FOOD, OIL AND ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

Meike S. Andersson, Ecoagriculture Partners 

 

Background 

Agriculture is the basic sector of Africa’s economy on which the majority of people depend for 
their livelihood. This is especially true for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), with a combined 
population of about 200 million people and with highly variable domestic production, limited 
tradability of food staples, and foreign exchange constraints in meeting their food needs through 
imports (World Bank 2007).  

High rural population growth, escalating poverty (rural poverty rates of more than 50%), 
perverse policies and bad governance have led to the steady expansion of cropping areas into 
forested lands. In only 15 years (between 1990 and 2005), Africa has lost nearly 10% of its 
forest area (FAO 2007b). This is of great concern particularly in tropical Africa, an ecoregion 
that covers an area of approximately 20 million km² across a dozen West, Central, and East 
African countries. 3.6 million km² of this area are covered by rainforests, representing 18% of 
the world’s closed tropical forests (FAO 2003).  

The African tropical rainforests are evergreen forests, characterized by high humidity and 
annual rainfalls of >2500 mm. They contain most of the region's biological diversity, both in 
terms of quantity (species numbers) and quality (endemic species). Their carbon stocks per 
hectare are higher than that of any other terrestrial ecosystem in SSA (FAO 2003). The dense 
rainforest types cover nearly 86.5 million hectare and are concentrated in the rich Guineo-
Congolean belt in West and Central Africa. This belt holds over half of all the species in the 
Afro-tropical realm, including 8,000 plants, 80% of which are endemic. Although 20% of the 
remaining forests in West Africa and 7% in Central Africa are now in protected areas, important 
gaps have been identified in the existing protected area system, especially within the Guinea-
Congolean belt. 

These last remaining African rainforests are depleted and degraded at alarming rates for the 
economic benefits of unsustainable logging, excessive firewood extraction and irrational 
conversion to arable land, ranching and settlements (Figure 21). Forests are converted without 
consideration of the capability and limitations of the land, which in turn has led to soil depletion, 
declines in food production, and increased poverty in many countries.  
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Figure 21. Forest resources in Africa: Extent of forested areas (left) and forest change rates by 
country or area between 2000 and 2005 (right). Source: FAO 2007b. 

 

The innovation 

The Allanblackia tree and its uses 

Allanblackia (Clusiaceae) is an evergreen forest tree native to the African tropical rainforests, 
and can be found all across tropical Africa, from Liberia to Tanzania (Hall and Swaine 1981). 
Allanblackia trees are especially abundant in African wet forests, which are important 
biodiversity hotspots threatened by deforestation and land conversion (Hawthorne 1995; Figure 
21).  

Allanblackia fruits (nuts) are a valuable non-timber forest product (NTFP) ((Hawthorne 1996). 
The seeds (Figure 22) have a high content of edible fat and are traditionally harvested on a 
subsistence basis for domestic use as cooking oil and for soap-making (Abbiw 1990). The pods 
can only be collected when they are ripe and have fallen to the ground, so harvesters have to 
compete with rodents and other animals that feed on the seeds. In areas where Allanblackia is 
frequent on farmland, the fruits are therefore preferably harvested from wild trees within the 
farm, and to a lesser extent from forests or reserves.  

Allanblackia trees are common on farms, albeit not in high densities. Wild Allanblackia stands 
are usually maintained after forest clearing and farmers appreciate them, since they do not have 
a large canopy and integrate well with agricultural crops. They are used as shade trees on 
cacao plantations, and are valued for keeping the soil moist in drier areas. The fruits attract 
wildlife, and farmers often lay traps around the trees to capture bush meat, mainly small rodents 
and Bush Tailed Porcupine (Nkyi 1989). 
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Figure 22. Allanblackia fruits, on the tree (left) and split open, with seeds cut in half (right)  
(Source: Novella Africa Initiative) 

 

The traditional use of Allanblackia seeds as cooking oil and for soap-making has decreased in 
most parts of Africa over the last decades, in favor of other, mostly liquid oils and industrial 
soaps. In Tanzania there was some small-scale commercial use of Allanblackia nuts over 50 
years ago, as a cocoa butter substitute (Lovett 1983). However, the fat was considered of low 
value at that time because it is solid at ambient temperatures, and in consequence the market 
never developed to a profitable size.  

Precisely these characteristics have recently attracted the attention of international food 
companies and led to an increasing popularity of the Allanblackia tree in the last years: The fat 
from Allanblackia seeds has a relatively high melting point, making it congeal easily at room 
temperature. The special fat composition (about 60% stearin and 35% olein acids) results in 
unique physical and nutritional properties, and a great potential for use in novel consumer 
products on the basis of edible fats. Allanblackia fat is especially efficient as a substitute for 
palm oil and has the right properties for use in high quality spreads (margarine) and soaps. 
Production of these products on commercial scale enables access to markets of considerable 
sizes.  

Due to the characteristics of its seeds, Allanblackia is of high potential interest to the 
development of rural communities in tropical Africa, where the trees occur naturally in the wild 
(wet forests, often protected areas) as well as scattered on smallholder farms and commonly-
owned lands of rural communities. One mature female tree produces about 50 kg of seeds per 
year, and approximately 3 kg of seeds are needed to produce 1 kg of Allanblackia oil (i.e., ~15 
kg of oil/tree). The market price of Allanblackia is comparable with palm oil, being sold for about 
USD 650/t for refined oil in Europe.  
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The Novella Africa Partnership 

In 2002, the international food company Unilever co-founded the Novella Africa Partnership 
(www.allanblackia.info, Figure 23) to scale up the production of Allanblackia oil in Africa and at 
the same time reduce poverty and promote sustainable enterprise. The public-private 
partnership operates in five target countries (Liberia, Ghana, Nigeria, Cameroon, and Tanzania) 
and brings together Unilever, the World Conservation Union (IUCN), the World Agroforestry 
Centre (ICRAF), the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the 
Netherlands Development Organization (SNV), the Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs 
(SECO), a number of African governmental agencies, civil society organizations and local 
communities.  

The broad aim of the partnership is to scale up the production of Allanblackia oil by developing a 
socially acceptable, environmentally sustainable and financially viable supply chain for a novel 
product – from seed collection by local communities through processing to international 
marketing. Developing this new NTFP of African tropical forests sustainably will ensure 
economic long-term viability of the endeavor. Crucial to the success is “bundling” of the product 
(Allanblackia oil) with the environmental service of biodiversity conservation and marketing it as 
such, so that the final product is internationally recognized to be of sustainable origin. Such a 
market-based financing mechanism contributes to safeguarding both local livelihoods and 
biodiversity in the tropical forest belt in Africa.  

 

Figure 23. Web portal of the Allanblackia Novella Africa Initiative (www.allanblackia.info) 
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By “bundling” a new commodity product (Allanblackia oil) with the environmental service of 
biodiversity conservation (plus rural development and poverty alleviation), the undertaking 
contributes to a set of interdependent objectives:  

1. Preservation of natural habitats and global biodiversity  

Developing the sustainable use of a hitherto hardly used but abundantly available NTFP 
promotes the environmentally-friendly and small-scale use of tropical forests by local 
communities. It raises the awareness of the importance of caring for the environment in local 
communities and provides an incentive to maintain and enhance the integrity of the resource 
– especially if the buyers demand good practice.  

2. Long-term alleviation of poverty in poor rural communities  

Providing rural communities with a new, additional and sustainable source of income, 
improves their livelihoods and alleviates rural poverty. The price paid for Allanblackia nuts 
makes the work of gathering them at least as rewarding as other current activities. Prices 
are increasing steadily over the last years, and are currently clearly above that level. The 
communities involved in the partnership benefit from other activities carried out by the 
partners in the project, including education, health care and community development.  

3. Development of local economies 

The value of the product is increased locally/nationally as much as possible before being 
exported. This provides existing local small businesses with the opportunity to benefit from a 
variety of activities along the supply chain: transport of nuts and/or oil, extraction of oils from 
nuts, refining of oils. The businesses involved also benefit in terms of training, through the 
transfer of technical knowledge and capacity building in sound business practices and 
planning.  

4. Guaranteed market for specified quantities at a pre-set price 

Unilever guarantees long-term demand and buys all Allanblackia nuts that are being 
collected at a price that is fair to the partners and on the other hand reflects the value that 
this new raw material has in the products where it will be used (connected to the world 
market price of palm oil). This guarantee enables the whole supply chain to work with 
confidence towards growing the business. Furthermore, Unilever commits to buy nuts only 
from those communities that implement the recommendations towards sustainable use of 
the forest. 

The long-term vision of the initiative is to set up a sustainable sourcing system of Allanblackia 
nuts. The commercial use of the nuts should generate enough income to enable the wild 
gathering to continue after start-up project activities have ended, and thus make a lasting impact 
on the development of rural communities, income levels and the environment. By that time, the 
communities involved should have learned to value the sustainable use of their forests and have 
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come to realize that repeated knowledgeable use is more profitable for all than a one-off 
logging.  

Furthermore, farmers are encouraged to incorporate Allanblackia trees into their farming 
systems and plant new Allanblackia trees in areas where land has been cleared or abandoned. 
This form of smallholder agroforestry production contributes to better landscape connectivity 
and can help enhance the integrity of forest landscapes. Other activities during the start-up 
phase of the Novella Africa Partnership include the promotion of community forest reserves and 
the establishment of alternative income generating activities such as beekeeping, snail rearing 
etc. 

The actions 

The idea came initially from Unilever who were looking for opportunities to expand their choice 
of edible fats from sustainable sources. When researching alternative sources of unprocessed, 
hard fats in Ghana, they came across the fat made from Allanblackia seeds – a tree that had 
never been commercially exploited in Western Africa and less so traded internationally. The 
opportunity is therefore entrepreneurial from the core: to establish a new industry in Africa.  

To develop a supply chain for a novel commodity product, the Novella Africa Partnership faced 
a number of serious challenges:  

 Lack of knowledge on how a robust supply chain for Allanblackia oil could be developed 
in a manner that is economically viable, socially equitable and environmentally 
sustainable 

 Uncertainty about the supply potential of the resource, and how its collection and 
marketing could operate in practice  

 To trade and use Allanblackia oil internationally, the product had to be legally granted 
“food grade” status 

 Uncertainty about how to ensure that Allanblackia oil development becomes a long-term 
incentive for forest conservation and not just a short-lived initiative 

During the first five years of the partnership, the following activities were carried out:  

1. Conduct pilot studies to explore the supply base 

Detailed pilot studies were conducted at different field sites in the five target countries to 
improve knowledge about the local supply base, and identify strategies of how to best 
develop an economically viable, socially equitable and environmentally sustainable supply 
chain for the production of Allanblackia oil.  

2. Establish ecological, economical and sociological foundations 

To establish the ecological, economical and sociological foundations of the program, 
scientific investigations were conducted assessing the socio-ecological status of the 
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Allanblackia tree and socio-economic relations and indigenous knowledge within forest 
communities. Based on this understanding, the strategies were improved for establishing a 
sustainable wild gathering system of Allanblackia nuts under biodiversity guidelines. At the 
same time, the partners involved raised the knowledge required to set up small-scale 
community-based plantation systems. Research activities focused on the following aspects:  

• Ecological sustainability: What is the role of Allanblackia in the ecosystem, how 
abundant are the trees, where do they grow, when do they flower and fruit?  

• Sociological sustainability: Who gathers the nuts, when and how is it done, what is a 
reasonable price, how to best make the money available, what is the impact on local 
communities, how to involve various levels of government? 

• Economical sustainability: What are the most effective incentives for the various actors 
in the supply chain, how to ensure equitable benefit-sharing in the long term, how to 
link the supply chain with world market prices? 

3. Develop best-practice guidelines for wild harvesting of Allanblackia seeds 

An independent standard setting process was initiated, guided by the IUCN as a neutral 
body. Best-practice guidelines for the wild harvest and small-scale on-farm production of 
Allanblackia were developed and pilot-tested to put in place basic safeguards needed to 
prevent negative social and environmental impacts. The guidelines were shared with other 
companies and trading partners and will be used to set industry standards in the future.  

4. Setting up collecting systems of Allanblackia seeds at the community levels 

Building on the knowledge gained from activities 1 to 3, several projects were initiated to 
scale up Allanblackia production in partnership with non-profit organizations and local 
governments. Farmers were trained on how to collect, dry and sell the seeds, boosting local 
incomes and creating a completely new source of supply for export.  

5. Establish biodiversity programs in areas where Allanblackia is found 

The initiative promotes the commercial exploitation of a nut that is collected mainly from wild 
stands on farms and in forest reserves. This means that the safeguarding of the natural 
resource base is crucial to the sustainability of the endeavor. Community-based work 
therefore centered on the sustainable use of the forest. The wild harvesting of Allanblackia 
nuts is promoted as the main example, but – depending on local conditions – other activities 
such as beekeeping and snail rearing are also advocated. The awareness of the value of the 
habitat was raised and best practices to protect and restore endangered habitats were 
shared. Special efforts were made to ensure that the benefits of the program are transparent 
and shared by all involved.  



81              TRANSLINKS 

6. Promote the incorporation of Allanblackia into traditional agroforestry systems  

New trees were planted on farms, and farmers were encouraged to include Allanblackia as 
shade trees in existing cacao plantations, or develop new agroforestry systems 
incorporating Allanblackia with various combinations of fruit trees and cacao. ICRAF 
provided the know-how required to multiply, plant and grow the Allanblackia trees, and tree 
nurseries were established at several project sites. It has to be annotated here that 
widespread maturity and common fruiting cannot be expected until 15-20 years after 
planting saplings. Grafted material and a minority of small wildlings can fruit sooner, but 
diameter increments are likely to be similar whether grafted or not, and it remains to be seen 
how rapidly the productivity of grafted trees can develop. 

7. Setting up marketing systems at the community levels 

Supply chain stakeholder analyses were conducted and Business Development Services 
(BDS) trainings were organized for a selected group of stakeholders. Partners were assisted 
to set up commercial businesses in a way that supports the local communities and is in 
harmony with local customs. In most villages, focal persons were recruited to run local 
buying centers where the Allanblackia seeds can be brought, weighed and sold. Local 
business partners were sought to help with the buying of the seeds, the transport and the 
crushing. The resulting oil is used to make consumer goods, both within the countries and 
abroad. The sub-regional spread of this new commodity opens possibilities for developing 
pan-African trade in the continent, including the development of African local markets for 
different products based on Allanblackia oil thus providing a mixture of local markets and 
international export for the oil. Unilever is already present in Ghana, Nigeria and Tanzania, 
and helps in developing such markets at the first stage. 

8. Monitoring and evaluation  

Methods were developed for the biological monitoring of Allanblackia and associated 
vegetation as well as for tracking socio-economic outcomes and market developments 
(Hawthorne 2008). Periodic evaluations serve as guides to assure that no negative impacts 
are being registered, or to remedy and correct them in case they should occur. 

Impact 

Baseline 

At project start in 2002, there was no known trade of Allanblackia seeds in West and Central 
Africa (Liberia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Cameroon), and only limited national trade in East Africa 
(Tanzania). Allanblackia played a minimal role in livelihoods in all target countries, since the 
income generated by Allanblackia was low in comparison to other produce.  

Allanblackia oil had never been traded internationally, and at project start the product was not 
approved internationally for use in food products.  
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Although measurable impacts on livelihoods and ecosystems are not to be expected before 
2015, some benefits are already obtained by stakeholders participating in the Allanblackia 
initiative. These are especially visible in Ghana and Tanzania where most project activities were 
focused during the first five years of activities:  

Poverty alleviation: Allanblackia seeds as a new source of income 

a) Opening of new markets 

Unilever has invested considerable research and financial resources to obtain the food grade 
status for Allanblackia oil. An important milestone was reached in 2008, when the European 
Commission formally approved the use of Allanblackia oil in spreads. By acquiring Novel Food 
clearance, the European market has been opened and first Allanblackia products should soon 
be available for sales. 

b) Scaling up of Allanblackia production 

In Ghana, a gradual increase in the volume of Allanblackia seeds collected can be observed in 
the first years of project activities. From a modest 9 tons in 2004, the volumes increased to 42 
tons in 2005, to 110 tons in 2006, went down to 70 tons in 2007 (due to a low fruiting season of 
the trees), and up again in 2008 to 100 tons. This could also have been enhanced by the 
gradual price increases.  

These seed volumes collected are far from the projected goals (1000 t of seed or 250 t of 
refined oil after year 1 for Tanzania, and 4500 t seed/y for Ghana by 2007), since their 
estimation was based on assumptions that were not correct (the amount of seeds available from 
the wild was overestimated).  

c) Income generation for nut collectors and farmers 

In Ghana, a total of 200 communities are engaged seriously in the collection of Allanblackia 
seeds. More than 3200 people are active collectors, and a cumulative total of 10,000 community 
members have participated in village campaigns. When summing Ghana and Tanzania 
together, in total around 10,500 people are taking part as collectors of seed from Allanblackia 
trees growing in the wild and on farms (Figure 24).  

The price obtained by collectors per kilogram of Allanblackia seeds has increased more than 
three-fold in Ghana between 2002 and 2007 (from ~0,40 to ~1,50 USD/kg). Although the 
income gained from Allanblackia can still be described as meager, it constitutes now an 
important supplement to the total household income (ICA 2003). Some collectors are still 
dissatisfied with the price paid, and the amount of time and energy spent on gathering and 
processing - yet they still engage in the collection, likely due to the steady increase in the price 
over the last years and the constant education programs. Village focal persons earn more than 



83              TRANSLINKS 

double of what they received at project start (~25 USD/month). Half of this is fixed income, the 
other half is depending on volume. In total, farmer incomes have been boosted by an estimated 
USD 120,000.  

 

Figure 24. Farmer drying Allanblackia seeds on improvised drying mat (IUCN 2008a,b) 
 

d) Tree nurseries for further scaling-up of Allanblackia production 

Six new nurseries have been established in Tanzania producing and selling Allanblackia trees. 
Several existing nurseries have been given an additional tree to add to their assortment. All 
nurseries have received technical assistance and some support for the initial required 
investment (seeds, material). In total, around 40,000 Allanblackia seedlings have been raised 
for planting in farmers’ fields in Tanzania and Ghana.  

e) Business and employment opportunities for processors and other supply chain actors 

A number of nurseries, transport firms, crushers and export firms are actively involved in the 
Allanblackia supply chain and earn normal charges for their services.  

Transfer of technology and skills, infrastructure 

Local communities have not only diversified their income sources and increased their income 
levels, but also gained more stability over time. Capacity-building has provided farmers with the 
ability to produce better quality products, make better informed choices for their agri-
businesses, and increased their knowledge on how access to markets can be obtained. The fact 
that the Allanblackia chain has to be sustainable from an environmentally point of view also 
contributes to the long-term competitiveness.  
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All actors in the supply chain have benefited from the exchange of knowledge and expertise 
provided by the project activities. They obtained essential selling and marketing skills and 
working knowledge of record keeping, business planning, financial management, 
entrepreneurship, safety and quality. For example, crushers have been able to improve the 
operations and technical outfit of their plants. They can also use this knowledge and standards 
to produce better local oils and thus improve the profitability of their operations. Rural storage 
(warehousing) facilities have been improved, and a rural banking/payment system has been 
installed.  

To a lesser extent, schooling of girls and boys, health care and HIV/AIDS awareness has been 
promoted.  

Biodiversity conservation  

It should be emphasized that the aim of the Novella Africa Initiative is not to encourage the 
establishment of large monoculture Allanblackia plantations, but a mixed system based on 
forest restoration (wild harvesting) and agroforestry. Project activities therefore will result in 
diverse agroforestry systems that are managed in a sustainable way and do not require the use 
of pesticides or chemical fertilizers. At the same time, natural forests in areas that are 
threatened or already seriously damaged by logging (since Allanblackia was not considered as 
useful, it mainly served as firewood) will be restored.  

After the first three years, the knowledge and understanding of local communities of the need to 
conserve trees on farms as well as in their natural habitat has increased tremendously. Most 
farmers participating in the Novella Africa Partnership now leave trees and especially 
Allanblackia wildlings on their farms, and the demand for planting materials from nurseries has 
increased significantly. In several communities, the Chiefs and elders are planning to establish 
Allanblackia nurseries within the communities. This is a very positive development and shows 
the general acceptance of the project. 

The additional trees planted reduce erosion, and contribute to CO2 sequestration and the 
conservation of local biodiversity. African forests and the landscape in general benefit as the 
supply chain has to be sustainable (i.e., no deforestation, no monocultures, etc.). The initiative 
has also added value to government policies on participatory forest management.  

Carbon 

In the context of carbon sequestration, no quantitative assessments have been conducted so 
far, but it is likely that the situation is similar to cacao, with some shade beneficial in the early 
phases of establishment, but a more open canopy promoting fruit production at more advance 
stages.  
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Enabling conditions 

The following opportunities were determinant in facilitating the successful adoption and up-
scaling of the endeavor:  

a) Market demand 

Allanblackia has the ideal composition as a fat for margarine and soap, but has not yet been 
exploited on commercial scale for any application with a high added value. There are two 
markets of considerable size which enables the commercialization of Allanblackia on a large 
scale and therefore offers the opportunity for a profitable involvement of a great number of local 
and international supply chain actors: 1) The market for spreads and cooking products in 
Europe (~USD 1.8 billion), and 2) The market for soaps in Africa (>USD 770 million).  

b) Profitability 

Compared to common crops like maize and tea, Allanblackia trees have a relatively high 
profitability. Other advantages are that Allanblackia trees do not need a lot of maintenance, and 
that the harvest season is in a relatively quiet period. It does not compete with other principal 
crops (such as cacao), so in general farmers will have time available for earning an extra 
income. Also, commercializing Allanblackia at international scale will not have a negative impact 
on local livelihoods or food safety since currently the nut is hardly being used.  

c) Sustainable harvesting 

The fact that Allanblackia trees are not yet domesticated and are harvested from the wild (from 
forests or wild trees on farms) provided the opportunity to market the product together with the 
additional asset “sustainable”. By “bundling” the product (Allanblackia oil) with environmental 
services, the undertaking would promote the environmentally-friendly and small-scale use of 
tropical forests by local communities, thus contribute to the conservation of biodiversity. The 
planting of new Allanblackia trees would contribute to the restoration of damaged forests and 
degraded lands, and to landscape integrity and forest connectivity.  

Critical factors: The role of bundling 

As mentioned above, the role of “bundling” a new commodity product (Allanblackia oil) with the 
environmental service of biodiversity conservation – and marketing it as such – is crucial to the 
success of the initiative. If the final product was internationally recognized to be of sustainable 
origin, then this would be the first case of marketing where a crop itself would become a “brand” 
or “eco-label”, standing for sustainable production that safeguards both local livelihoods and 
biodiversity in the tropical forest belt of Africa.  

At the same time this opportunity constitutes a risk, since it is crucial for the credibility of the 
final product that “Best Management Practices” for sustainable harvesting are established by a 
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neutral body, accepted by the consumer, and applied consequently by the producers and other 
actors in the supply chain. Non-compliance at any level within the supply chain can endanger 
the credibility of the final product and hence success of the endeavor as a whole.  

Lessons learned about bundling 

Biodiversity conservation 

The whole approach of marketing Allanblackia oil as a sustainable product is based on the 
assumption that wild harvesting from forests and farms promotes the sustainable use of tropical 
forests and thus contributes to the conservation of biodiversity.  

However, preliminary results of biological baseline studies have brought up the need to study 
some of the underlying assumptions more in depth (Hawthorne et al. 2002). It has been found, 
for example, that Allanblackia resources are fairly common and robust in some countries and 
therefore promotion of Allanblackia planting will not necessarily result in an enhanced diverse 
forest landscape in these regions. On the contrary there is a risk that it may result in the 
replacement of more diverse and scarce forest trees currently found in farms and fallows by 
Allanblackia. In other countries in change, the wild harvesting of Allanblackia seeds from forest 
reserves would not be a sound basis for the development of a viable Allanblackia trade since it 
is not sustainable. For example, in Ghana the number of Allanblackia trees is limited, resulting 
in limited volumes of seeds. Here, ways need to be found to avoid that excessive wild picking of 
Allanblackia nuts endangers natural regeneration. 

Ultimately, Allanblackia tree planting initiatives could lead to the creation of new hybrid varieties 
utilized on large estates or plantations, which would replace the diversity of existing agro-
ecosystems by monocultures based on narrow improved genetic materials. To counteract these 
types of developments, it is recommended to integrate Allanblackia planting into a program of 
landscape-level restoration that encourages conservation and preservation of a range of forest 
products in agro-ecosystems. 

Improved livelihoods and poverty alleviation 

Socio-economic baseline studies and a detailed pricing study in Ghana have concluded that 
currently, collecting Allanblackia in addition to cacao production does not produce as much 
impact as when other NTFPs such as “Abesebuo” and “Atooto” are added. The current 
purchasing price of Allanblackia may therefore not be incentive enough to collectors of wild 
Allanblackia trees because large quantities of seeds may not be collected and processed 
(Friends of the Nation 2003). Furthermore, in Ghana the Allanblackia harvest season coincides 
with large labor demands on the farm and the harvest season for a number of other forest 
products that frequently have a better price on the market than Allanblackia. Here, concentrating 
on Allanblackia during the cacao “off-harvest” season would be most beneficial. In order to be 
sustainable in the long run, Allanblackia planting strategies in Ghana need to be integrated with 
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existing farming strategies (Technoserve 2006). Concrete suggestions include the integration of 
Allanblackia into existing cacao farming systems, and the development of new agroforestry 
systems that incorporate various combinations of fruit trees with cacao. 

Legal aspects  

Allanblackia is a non-timber forest product (NTFP), hence legal and institutional challenges 
associated with its development must be resolved in the context of national NTFP development 
regimes.  

a) Wild harvesting from forest reserves  

In Ghana, the 1992 Constitution and the 1994 Forest and Wildlife Policy have established an 
adequate policy basis for Allanblackia harvesting from forest reserves. However, there have 
been instances when collectors wanted to enter forest reserves to collect Allanblackia seeds but 
forest guards denied them the access because they were not aware of the legal permission of 
NTFP collection from reserves. In any case, a dialogue is needed with the regulatory bodies 
concerned with harvesting natural resources from the wild (such as the Forest Services 
Divisions) to allow some amount of wild picking of Allanblackia nuts while ensuring natural 
regeneration. Efforts should be undertaken to include Allanblackia into national afforestation 
programs and plantation development plans (van Rompaey 2003).  

b) Wild harvesting outside of forest reserves and land tenure  

In Ghana, there are currently no national laws regulating NTFPs other than wildlife outside of 
forest reserves. Allanblackia collection from farms and from wild trees outside of forest reserves 
is therefore regulated by customary laws, which follow social consensus and are in a state of 
flux as contending interests compete for control over land resources. For example, many 
communities adhere to the traditional system of sharing (abonu or abusa) where the land owner 
takes half or one third of the proceeds collected. Such arrangements might become complicated 
and lead to conflicts over land rents in communities when the crop goes fully commercial and 
prices increase significantly.  

In the BESAP (Bundled ecosystem services and agricultural products) typology developed in 
Scherr et al. (2010, forthcoming), the Allanblackia case would fall under the “trust-based” Type 7 
of “Products from well-managed ecosystems”. So far, Unilever is the only buyer of Allanblackia 
seeds, and Unilever only buys from producers that follow certain ecological management 
guidelines. Thus, other international market actors can have trust that all Allanblackia nuts and 
oils are sourced either from diversified agroforestry systems or from sustainably managed 
natural forests. Therefore, no label or certification is necessary to differentiate one Allanblackia 
brand from another. However, if another company would enter the market and start growing the 
crop profitably as a monocrop, then Unilever might require a label to maintain consumer-trust in 
the sustainability of their Allanblackia products. 
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APPENDIX 2: ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 
 

CIAT  International Center for Tropical Agriculture 

EP  Ecoagriculture Partners 

EPOPA  Export Promotion of Organic Products from Africa Program 

FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Italy 

FNC  Federación Nacional de Cafeteros (National Association of Coffee Producers), Colombia 

GEF  Global Environment Facility 

ICS  Internal Control System 

IFOAM  International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement 

IMO  Institute for Marketecology, Switzerland 

IUCN   World Conservation Union 

NFA  National Forestry Authority, Uganda 

NGO  Non-governmental organization 

PES  Payments for environmental services 

RA  Rainforest Alliance 

UN  United Nations 

UNDP  United Nations Development Program 

UNEP  United Nations Environment Program 

US  United States (of America)  
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