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Forests, products, people, places and poverty – an 

introduction 

This thesis explores the premise that governance arrangements in non-timber forest 

product (NTFPs) value chains originating in Cameroon impact the sustainability of 

livelihoods of people and organisations (termed ‘actors’) involved in these chains. This 

chapter sets the scene by first introducing the main components of this assertion: the 

forest and its products, value chains, livelihoods and governance. Unpacking these 

further, links emerge between the forests and their products (focussing on non-timber 

products), the people involved and the places that these chains emerge from and travel 

through. A review of these major themes serves to introduce the research arena. The 

research objectives and questions are then presented. 

Let’s start by taking an imaginary hike to the study 

location: the Congo Basin, a region with more forested 

land (71%) than any other region worldwide, both 

currently and in the last two decades (FAO 2011). 

Conrad (2001: 107) (in)famously helps set the 

seemingly timeless scene: “The reaches opened before 

us and closed behind, as if the forest had stepped 

leisurely across the water to bar the way for our return. 

We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of 

darkness”. In Cameroon, our walk is dominated by 

16,467,570 hectares of continuous, dense, humid forest, 

wrapping 35% of the country. We continue, passing 

through light-filled, dry and hot mosaics of savannah, 

dense deciduous forest and croplands covering 

126,294,186 hectares, covering 13% of the land. 

Climbing we find, clinging onto 1% of the country’s 

mountains, 7,285,392 hectares of misty, luxuriant montane forests (de Wasseige et al. 

2009). Deforestation and degradation is visible, with the drivers discernible during this 

walk: many people, expanding urban areas, fresh agricultural fields and plantations 

increasingly encountered (DeFries et al. 2010; Robiglio et al. 2010). The tensions of 

Photo 1.1 A walk in the forest, 

Lobeke, May 2010 
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sustaining growing numbers of people’s livelihoods whilst these forests become 

increasingly degraded are also evident during the saunter: with widespread poverty 

obvious. Forests support livelihoods by providing security, basic materials for life 

(goods, food and shelter), contributing to peoples’ freedom of choice and action.  

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets and activities required as means of 

living and is termed sustainable when people can cope with and recover from stresses 

and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, both now and in the 

future, while not undermining the natural resource base (Chambers and Conway 1991). 

Also noticeable are the many people creatively offering goods and services, and after 

ubiquitous checkpoints, colourful markets selling a range of forest products. Table 1.1 

summarises what is apparent at the time of the stroll.  

 

Table 1.1 Poverty, forest and governance indicators for Cameroon 
Indicator Rating 

P
o

v
er

ty
 

 

Country classification
 D

 Lower middle income 

Population (millions) 
B, D

 19.1 

Population in poverty
O
/living below US$2/day

 D
 39.9%/44.1% 

Population density / km
2
 (2008)

F
(2005) 

B
 39 

Urban population 1975
A
 26.9% 

Urban population 2010 
D
 58.4% 

Urban poverty % urban population 
N
 20 

GDP per capita 1987/1980 (US$ 2008 PPP) 
D
 600 

GDP per capita 2007 (US$ 2007 PPP) 
D
 2,979 

GDP (US$ billions 2007 PPP)
 D

 39.4 

Overall HDI rank 2009
 D

 95 

F
o

re
st

s 
 

Total forest area (ha)
 H

 27,351,387 

Forested landscapes (all types)%
 H

 59 

Annual national net deforestation rate% 
H
  

Annual savannah net deforestation rate% 
I
 

Annual montane net deforestation rate%  
J 
 

0.03 

1.0 

0.4 

Annual national net forest degradation rate%
 H

 0.07 

Public forest ownership 
C
 86% 

Contribution forest exports to GDP (2008)  

Annual fiscal value timber (million $)
 H

 

6% 

84 

Annual exports timber (m
3
 thousands) 

K
 600 

Contribution forestry (timber) to GDP
 H

 6% 

Domestic sales value timber (million $)
 K

 58 

Annual domestic timber exploited (m
3
 thousands)

 K
 900 

% fuelwood as domestic energy source 
M 

82 

G
o

v
er

n
an

ce
 Inequality measure (Gini index)

D 
44.6 

Ease of doing business
 E

  

Averaged rank worldwide governance indicators
 L

 

168 

19 

Governance ranking in Africa
P
 25 

Corruption ranking 
G
 146 

Sources: A (UNDP 2007)(177 countries), B Population Census 2005(Government of Cameroon 2010), C(MINFOF et 

al. 2005), D(UNDP 2009) (182 countries) (World Bank 2009a; b), E (World Bank 2010b) (out of 183 countries), F 

(United Nations 2008), G (Transparency International 2009)(out of 180 countries), H 2000 to 2005 (de Wasseige et al. 

2009) I(UNDP/ARPEN 2006), J(Solefack 2009), K(Lescuyer et al. 2009),L(Kaufmann et al. 2010) (average 6 

indicators, rank for 213 countries 3 = high 1= low, 1996-2009), M(Trefon 1994; Camos Daurella et al. 2009) N 

(Ministry of Planning Programming and Regional Development 2007), O(National Institute of Statistics 2007), P 

(Ibrahim Foundation, 2009) (out of 48 countries). Indicators cover study period. See Appendix 12 1 for exchange 

rates used 
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These forests have shaped the region economically, socially and politically, affecting 

social relations and development (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005), and have 

an important impact on climate change, both causal and in mitigating the impacts (FAO 

2011). The International Year of Forests in 2011 symbolised the culmination of two 

decades of increasing international recognition of the critical role of forests in providing 

a multitude of supporting, provisioning, regulating and cultural services, with a 

Cameroonian from the Highlands celebrated as a ‘forest hero’
1
. Their importance is 

increasingly recognised regionally, with the 2005 Central African Heads of State 

Summit initiating a biennial State of the Forest process to observe, monitor and manage 

these forests more integrally (de Wasseige et al. 2009). Attention has increased as these 

forests have become progressively threatened and their quality degrades, measured in 

terms of resource extraction and disturbance (Topp-Jørgensen et al. 2005). Peering 

closer through the green forest light, many of the provisions from these forest 

ecosystems become more visible. Looking through the trees, resources termed non-

timber forest products (Box 1.1), can be distinguished.  

 

The term NTFP has multiple meanings depending on who is asking, their motives 

and understanding. An NTFP thus needs to be put in the context of its source and use. 

The negative terms used for these products (‘non’ timber and ‘non’ wood) appear to 

relegate them to secondary importance as the anti-thesis of timber. It also refers, for 

some, to the product’s physical characteristics (i.e. a product that is not timber). This 

catch-all term illustrates the paradox of how short-term and economic factors prevail in 

the language used for products. NTFPs possess broader and longer-term social, cultural 

                                                 
1
 Paul Mzeka, Forest Hero award winner (URL: http://www.un.org/en/events/iyof2011/forests-for-people/awards-

and-contests/award-winners. retrieved 20 January 2012. 

Box 1.1 Non-timber forest products (NTFPs)  
The word product is interchangeable with a good or commodity, denoting a thing of use or 
advantage, produced by or resulting from a natural, social or historical process. In 
economics a product is commonly a thing of profit or commerce, an exchangeable unit of 
economic wealth, especially as a primary or raw material. NTFPs are defined here as 
products of biological origin (plants, fungi and animals) other than timber, derived from 
natural, modified or managed forested landscapes and other wooded land and trees outside 
forests. All parts can be used: for plants this includes fruits, nuts, seeds, leaves, stems, bark, 
essences, fibres, resins, exudates, roots, flowers and wood. For animals flesh, hides, hair, 
horns, hooves and feathers are commonly used (Ros-Tonen et al. 2005b). Excluded are 
exotic species such as rubber (Hevea brasiliensis) and quinine (Chinconia spp.), planted and 
also now growing wild in the Congo Basin, NTFPs are often classified by their use: food, 
forage, fuel and energy, materials, utensils, construction, medicines, aromatic products, dyes 
and colorants, fuelwood and its derivatives; and objects of ornament, art and cultural value. 
NTFPs are denoted in legal frameworks in the Gabon and CAR but are not clearly defined in 
Cameroon. Although the FAO (Walter 2001) prefers the term Non-Wood Forest Products 
(NWFPs), using it to exclude all woody raw materials, fuelwood and small woods used for 
domestic tools/equipment. In Cameroon species producing fuel and tools have not been 
regulated as timber products and are thus classed in this thesis as NTFPs. Timber denotes 
trees grown for their wood, and wood suitable for building, carpentry or other uses (i.e. large 
squared, dressed wood ready for use or as part of a structure). Wood refers to the hard 
fibrous substance consisting largely of xylem, which constitutes the majority of stems, 
branches and roots in trees and shrubs, and to a limited extent in herbaceous plants. A 
second meaning is that it is suitable or prepared for use (i.e. burning or building).  

http://www.un.org/en/events/iyof2011/forests-for-people/awards-and-contests/award-winners
http://www.un.org/en/events/iyof2011/forests-for-people/awards-and-contests/award-winners
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or environmental values, often not expressed in monetary units. NTFPs are however 

now increasingly being presented more positively, using terms such as ‘gifts’ (ITTO 

2009a), ‘wealth’ (van Dorp et al. 1998) and ‘riches’ (López et al. 2004). NTFPs have 

progressively featured higher on the agendas of academics, conservation and 

development practitioners, following on from pioneering publications in the late 1980s 

(Peters et al. 1989).  

To understand NTFPs, the term forest needs to be clear, as in Cameroon it has many 

and very different meanings (Turnbull 1961; Sharpe 1998). Bush is the Pidgin term in 

general for forest (ladde in Fulfulde, la brousse in French), which can include long 

fallowed forested areas. The pidgin term black bush refers to spatial, biophysical and 

implicit governance aspects, indicating dense expanses of humid lowland and highland 

forest, far from habitation, uninhabited, not owned or cultivated in recent memory. It is 

a place of potential (for hunting and gathering) and/or realm of the fantastical, mythical 

and magic (Fardon 1991). In English, the term forest is used mostly by foreigners, often 

located far from forests and with little daily experience. In French speaking areas, forêt 

can, as in the Anglophone western of Cameroon, refer to commercial forest reserves and 

plantations set up in colonial times (Hédin 1930), as well as protected areas, known as 

forest reserves. This study uses a broad definition presented in Box 1.2, which 

encompasses Cameroonian and Western understandings of a forested landscape with a 

continuum from fields with trees, to fallow, to secondary and primary forest that is 

spatially and temporally dynamic.  

 

NTFPs were seen as a panacea to integrate development and conservation objectives 

– as one of the dominant dialogues concerning forests and rural poverty in the 1990s 

(Ros 1995; Wunder 2001). Practical challenges to realising both forest conservation and 

development goals have increasingly highlighted the governance and ‘good governance’ 

(Mayers et al. 2002; Brown et al. 2003) – see Box 1.3 – and sustainable management of 

forests and their products. Studies on common resources since the 1960s have led to a 

body of work on forest and product governance (Ostrom 1999b; Agrawal et al. 2008). 

Continuing our walk through the forests, a juju
2
 may be encountered, tied onto a 

particularly ripe tree full of fruits, or a battered sign seen next to a path indicating this is 

a particular community’s forest. This is a physical sign of governance, visualising the 

                                                 
2
The supernatural or magical power ascribed to an object fetish or charm, and the use of such objects by 

Central and West African peoples (Valentin 1980). Examples include grass and leaves twisted into a knot, 

indicating a claim to a particular resource and/or warning not to enter or interfere with it.  

Box 1.2 Forests 
A forest is an ecosystem or assemblage of ecosystems dominated by trees and other woody 
vegetation. It is an area where living organisms interact among themselves, with the non-
living environment and people. FAO (2000) characterises forests as an area of at least 0.5 
hectare with a tree canopy cover of over 10% and determined both by the presence of trees 
and absence of other predominant land uses. They include natural forests and forest 
plantations. The trees should be able to reach a minimum height of 5 m and young stands 
are expected to reach a crown density of 10% and tree height of 5 m, as are temporarily un-
stocked areas. The term includes forests used for production, cultural, protection, multiple-
use and/or conservation (i.e. national parks, nature reserves and other protected areas) and 
forest stands on agricultural lands. Excluded are tree stands primarily for agricultural 
production and trees planted in agroforestry systems (FAO 2000).  
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link between the place, its forests and products, with people and their livelihoods. If and 

how forests are governed can have far reaching resource related outcomes, particularly 

depending on who governs, why, the rights and rules, which have implications for the 

sustainability of livelihoods (Mayers et al. 2002; Laird et al. 2010). Rights are 

authorised demands to a resource and decision-making about that resource, a socio-

technical relationship of political inclusion and exclusion that embodies, shapes, and is 

shaped by power relations (Boelens 2009).  

 

This tropical stroll emphasises the different links between forest, people, products, 

places and poverty. The following summaries of these linkages serve to set the broad 

scene for this research. 

Forests, products and poverty 

People, the products of forests and poverty have complex links. The many people who 

live within or adjacent to forests in the Congo Basin depend upon forest products to a 

high degree for subsistence and income (de Wasseige et al. 2009; FAO 2009d) and 

forest services, such as fertile soils (Gibbs et al. 2010), as the majority of inhabitants 

depend on small-scale slash-and-burn shifting agriculture for subsistence, a farming 

practice which uses the forest as a land reserve for expansion (Sadio 2009).  

The link between forest dependence and poverty – defined in  Box 1.4 – has been 

much discussed in the last decade (FAO 2008; IUCN 2008a), pushed by the Millennium 

Development Goals setting a poverty reduction agenda and the high levels of spatial 

coincidence between tropical forests and the majority of the world’s rural poor 

(Sunderlin et al. 2008b). Whilst difficult to quantify and largely ‘guesstimates’, global 

estimates of the correlation between poverty and forests abound. About 70 to 75% of 

the world’s poor live in rural areas where they depend directly on ecosystem products 

and services for their livelihoods, food, water, energy, shelter, medicine, income and 

clothing (FAO 2007). Not only those living near the forest, but millions of people 

worldwide from a local to global scale, also benefit, directly and indirectly, from the 

Box 1.3 Governance 
The term governance has multiple meanings. As an analytical concept it is used to refer to 
public, civil society and private interactions, initiated to solve societal problems and create 
opportunities (Kooiman and Bavinck 2005) and to make and implement decisions in 
economic, political and social affairs. It is the way a society organises itself to make and 
implement decisions – achieving mutual understanding, agreement and action. It comprises 
the mechanisms and processes for citizens and groups to articulate their interests, mediate 
their differences and exercise their legal rights and obligations (UNDP 1997). It includes the 
systems, formulation and applications of values, principles, policies, the mechanisms and 
processes guiding those interactions and practices, and the institutions (Kooiman and 
Bavinck 2005). The latter are defined as the “rules of the game”; humanly created formal and 
informal mechanisms that enable and shape individual, group and social expectations, 
interactions, and behaviour (Ostrom 1990). It also refers to the state of being governed and 
the act or process of governing (Kooiman 2008). Governance is also used to indicate a 
government or administration, and the specific ways in which a system is ruled; the state of 
being governed and implies accountability for consistent, cohesive policies, processes and 
decision rights. Governors, also known as stewards or custodians, are thus the people and 
organisations (groups of people with a common purpose to achieve objectives, such as 
councils, enterprises, associations, cooperatives and unions) carrying out acts of governance. 
A normative use of governance is a value laden expression of ‘doing things right’. 
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products and services provided by forests (Louman 2009). Forest resources have been 

estimated to directly contribute to the livelihoods of 1.6 billion people worldwide 

(World Bank 2001). In particular they contribute to the livelihoods of some 90% of the 

1.2 billion people living in extreme poverty, with an estimated 25% of the world’s poor 

depending fully or partly on forest products for subsistence needs, and indirectly 

support the natural environment that nourishes agriculture and the food supplies of 

nearly half the population of the developing world (World Bank 2004). Depending upon 

the location, community and cultural and economic practices, forests may be the major 

source of livelihood, or make an important contribution. For example, 60 million 

indigenous people are almost wholly dependent on forests and almost 70 million people 

– many of whom are also indigenous – are estimated to live in remote areas of closed 

tropical forests (World Bank 2004).  

 

In Africa over 66% of the population is estimated to rely directly or indirectly on 

forests for livelihoods (Anderson et al. 2006). Whilst the major beneficiaries of forest 

revenues, particularly timber exports, have been companies and states, for timber sold in 

domestic markets, benefits accrue mostly very locally and have only recently been 

quantified (Lescuyer et al. 2011). For NTFPs, their role in alleviating poverty is more 

pervasive than timber, given the large numbers of people using and being dependent 

upon them for subsistence (Hoare 2007). NTFPs also contribute to household energy 

and food security, providing nutrition and medicinal products (Wunder 2001), as well as 

a host of other uses. Forests and their products can act as safety nets in times of stress, 

shock and crisis (Shackleton 2005) and increase household resilience (Yemiru et al. 

2011).  

The distinctiveness of forest-based poverty, relative to rural and urban poverty is 

highlighted by Sunderlin and partners (2008b). They contend that forests are important 

for the poor, not just because of the goods and services they provide but also because 

they tend to be located where the poor are, with a significant positive correlation 

Box 1.4 Poverty  
Poverty is defined as the state of pronounced deprivation in well-being (Haughton and 
Khandker 2009) and is relative to place, time and level specific (individual, household and 
geographic). A conventional view of poverty primarily links well-being to command over 
commodities, characterising the poor as those without enough income or consumption to 
place them above an often arbitrary but easy-to-measure minimum income threshold. 
Relative income is thus one of the most common measures of poverty, such as the 
Millennium Development Goal’s extreme poverty threshold of US$ 1.25 a day in 1990 (in 
2005 prices). The first Cameroon Poverty Reduction Strategy used a US$ 1.50 benchmark 
and defined poverty in terms of material deprivation, food insecurity, lack of access to social 
services (health, education and basic training), decent employment, safe drinking water, 
social protection, reliable information, housing, transportation, and the lack of involvement in 
decision-making. (International Monetary Fund 2003), Other measures of deprivation take 
into account living standards, including material deprivation and social exclusion from ‘the 
ordinary patterns, customs and activities’ of society (Haughton and Khandker 2009). The 
broadest approach to poverty embraces well-being and focuses on the human capability 
(‘capital’)  to function in society, and how they have access, rights and entitlements to use 
natural, physical, social, financial and political capital. This understanding is at the core of the 
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (Scoones 1998, Widner et al. 1998, Bebbington 1999), 
and is how poverty is understood in this thesis. Adverse incorporation and exclusion from 
access and rights to capitals, such as natural resources and markets, underpin chronic 
poverty (Hickey et al. 2007).  
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between high natural forest cover and high poverty rate. They differentiate the spatial 

coincidence of poverty and forests by quantifying the patterns, distinguishing poverty 

by type (i.e. rate and density) and distance from urban areas. Measuring poverty as the 

proportion of people who are poor in a given area and poverty density as the absolute 

number of poor per unit area (individuals/km²) in a given area, they make a strong case 

that remoteness and forests are positively related to poverty rate and inversely related to 

poverty density. However Chomitz et al. (2007) argue that many factors muddle this 

relationship. Whilst agreeing that remote areas tend to have high forest cover and high 

poverty rates, they also usually have low absolute numbers of poor people. These forest 

dwellers can prosper when they can profitably access forest resources – or suffer when 

those resources are meagre or controlled by others. A strong negative correlation has 

been found between forest reliance and household income (Vedeld et al., 2004). Hence 

the poorest appear to be more dependent than the non-poor in relative terms, while in 

absolute terms better-off households tend to use the forest more. Preliminary data 

(Angelsen et al. 2011b) indicate that this relationship is less pronounced with forest 

income important not just for the poorest, but also the wealthier. 

There have also been long ranging, heated and inconclusive debates on the 

sustainability of people’s livelihoods based on NTFP trade. On the one hand, the 

contribution of NTFPs to and sustenance of livelihoods of people living close to forests 

has been promoted as fulfilling dual objectives of poverty alleviation and development, 

and triggering forest conservation (de Beer et al. 1989). In cases from 17 countries 

(Vedeld et al. 2007) forest incomes were found to contribute significantly to the 

production of goods and services and to welfare, with a relatively ‘small’ contribution 

being critical for survival. A positive association between forest income and total 

income was found, and only a weak trend of dependence (declining relative forest 

income as total income increased). Wild food and fuelwood accounted for an average of 

70% of a household’s forest products. A clear pattern in the distribution of forest 

income is visible with the poor being more dependent on forest income, and forest 

income having a strong equalizing effect on local income distribution (Wunder 2001; 

Sunderlin et al. 2003). Trade in NTFPs provides income and economic and employment 

generating activities, in rural and urban areas. For many poor people, using NTFPs is a 

way of life and necessity. It is often accessible to marginalised members of 

communities, with low start-up costs or barriers and requires little land or labour. Trade 

can lead to unsustainable extraction, reduce biodiversity and, given certain market 

conditions and actors, even exacerbate poverty (Ndoye 1994; Ambrose-Oji 2003). 

NTFP trade can equally act as a poverty trap - the difference being highly circumstantial 

and temporally specific (Shackleton et al. 2004; Delacote 2009; Völker et al. 2010). 

Poor, marginalised and forest-based or adjacent people are often disadvantaged in trade. 

This is particularly so if they are without rights to access forest resources; are remote 

with poor access to markets, information, infrastructure and capital, capacity or 

resources; have limited opportunities for product transformation; are poorly educated; 

and have inappropriate or low levels of social organisation. They may also be further 

disadvantaged by being marginalised ethnic or religious groups (Oberndorf et al. 2007; 

van den Berg et al. 2007). Trade in many NTFPs has led to higher levels of exploitation 

than the natural carrying capacity (Kusters et al. 2006). This has led to concerns 

biodiversity loss and subsequent need for conservation (Cunningham 1991). In the 

Congo Basin fears that some NTFPs may become extinct as national and international 

trade lead to possible over-extraction of wild stocks, combined with low levels of 
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domestication and cultivation (Sunderland et al. 1998; Tchatat et al. 2006). These 

tensions lead to conflicting interests amongst individuals, private and public 

organisations and states concerning conservation versus immediate subsistence needs 

and long-term livelihood needs based on their trade. Despite the initial enthusiasm, it 

has been increasingly realised that conservation and livelihood trade-offs are inevitable 

and that win-wins are rare (Arnold et al. 2001; Kusters et al. 2006). The opportunities to 

create significant and sustainable livelihood benefits from commercialising NTFPs and 

break out from a vicious circle of poverty thus often remain out of reach, unless 

interventions in chains are specifically pro-poor. This thesis contributes to fill this 

knowledge gap by indicating the benefits from commercialising NTFPs and 

implications for household livelihoods.  

Forest products, people and places: value chains  

People and forests and their products and places are intricately linked. Value chains 

bring together products, people and places. The large numbers of forest-dependent 

people include not only those living near the forest, but also those people worldwide 

who use forest products to satisfy a diversity of human subsistence, every day and 

luxury needs (see Box 1.1). Value chain analysis (VCA) is becoming increasingly 

popular in development circles and conservation rhetoric (Merlin 2005; DFID/SDC 

2008; SNV 2008). The approach has gained ground since the new century, particularly 

for products with a global trail to consumers. It has recently been applied to forest 

products and is defined in Box 1.5. An example is chains of custody, used to ensure and 

monitor good governance and law enforcement in the timber trade (Brown 2006). For 

NTFPs, VCA has been mainly used as an entry point for initiatives by development 

organisations to intervene and redress inequities and increase sustainability, with 

stakeholders making conscious choices about difficult poverty-conservation trade-offs 

(ILO 2006; SNV 2009a). Value chain analysis is a conceptual framework for mapping 

and categorizing the economic, social and environmental processes in product value 

chains: understanding how and where enterprises and organisations are positioned in 

chains, and identifying opportunities and possible leverage points for upgrading. It 

encompasses the organisation, coordination, equity, power relationships, linkages and 

governance between organisations and actors (see Chapter 2) (Helmsing et al. 2011). 

Emphasising the integration of economic and social development with conservation, the 

notion of sustainable forest-based enterprises emerged in the mid-1990s (Macqueen et 

al. 2009), focussing on timber and non-timber products. 

The increasing presence of NTFPs in market economies has emphasised how the 

‘livelihood value’ of a product and the forest can change dramatically. NTFPs may be 

harvested and consumed by the same person at the same location, but equally may be 

exchanged, processed, traded and consumed in another location and known as a 

different product and by another name. The term now commonly used for this range of 

activities – the value chain, reflecting that often (but not always), the economic and 

financial
3
 value of a product changes and increases once it is sold. Social and cultural 

values may also change.  

                                                 
3
 Financial value denotes the market price of a product or service. Economic value includes non-market 

incomes (such as foraged food) and opportunity costs for which no market price mechanism may exist.  
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Thus when NTFPs move from subsistence use to commercialisation, the economic 

and social livelihoods of actors become interlinked through demand and supply 

interactions. Hence, there is a growing recognition that traded forest products can be 

seen in terms of chains. This has widened the view that forest livelihoods concern only 

rural, forest edge harvesters and that there are other activities and actors involved in 

getting a product to the final consumer. NTFPs often form the basis for a wide range of 

urban-based activities with actors being involved in transformation, processing, 

transportation, wholesaling, export and retailing (Belcher 1998; Ribot 1998; Shively et 

al. 2010). Certain actors and processes in chains appear key to spreading success and 

offsetting potential negative consequences, such as the negative exploitation of actors 

upstream (e.g. collectors and processors) (Shackleton et al. 2004). There are often wide 

variations in income generation, profit margins and access to consumers and 

information between rural, forest edge collectors and those operating nearer the 

consumer end of chains. Globalisation, opening up new niche markets, combined with 

increased access to information and traceability of products strengthens this trend (Ros-

Tonen 2004; OECD 2007). It also presents challenges, with distance creating 

information gaps between actors with many not knowing how the product they harvest 

ends up being used, in what form or price, beyond the next stage in the chain (Donovan 

et al. 2006). As forests shrink, populations increase and poverty continues, 

understanding chain dynamics becomes increasingly important. Additionally, demand 

and supply interactions in different markets and along chains also have differing effects 

Box 1.5 Forest product value chains 
The term value chain (also known as market, supply or commodity chain, production to 
consumption system, and filiére) uses the interlinking connections of a chain to symbolise 
activities involved in bringing a product from the forest, through processing and production, to 
delivery to final consumers and ultimately disposal (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000), such as 
harvesting, cleaning, transport, design, processing, production, transformation, packaging, 
marketing, distribution and support services. A chain can range from a local to global level. 
This range of activities may be implemented by various actors for example harvesters, 
processors, traders, retailers and service providers. The relations between actors and control 
of chains have been termed chain governance (Gereffi et al. 2003, Helmsing et al. 2011). 
Chains and products embody multiple relations of value – often explicitly economic but also 
social, cultural and environmental. A forest product value chain concerns tree, timber and 
non-timber forest products, and refers to the full series of value-generating activities in a 
value chain from the products origin as a tree or from the forest. Being based on natural 
resources, often wild sourced, sustainability is a core aspect that differentiates forest product 
from agricultural commodity chains. The sustainability of a forest product value chain 
depends to a large part upon how sustainable the product is, which in turn depends on 
factors such as (1) the abundance (in the wild and cultivated) of the species from which a 
product originates, (2) threats and vulnerabilities to species populations, both anthropogenic 
and natural, (3) inherent species vulnerability which depends on the part(s) harvested, and 
(4) a species’ tolerance to harvesting (Cunningham 2001; Ticktin 2004). The second core 
differentiating aspect is how chains are governed, in terms of arrangements regulating 
access to species and the forest in which they originate, and regulating access to markets. In 
contrast to harvest for subsistence use, there are generally negative associations between 
commercialisation and species sustainability and conservation (Arnold et al. 2001; Kusters et 
al. 2006) unless institutions effectively avoid, control and if necessary, mitigate unsustainable 
exploitation. These two aspects of sustainability and governance have not been explicitly 
addressed in literature forest product chains to date.  A third aspect is the link between forest 
product commercialisation and poverty, due to high levels of spatial coincidence between 
tropical forests and the world’s rural poor (Sunderlin et al. 2008b) and millions of poor people 
worldwide benefitting from forest products (Louman 2009).  
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on the sustainability of extraction. Understanding these interrelationships and drivers of 

NTFPs chains with differing uses is important to understand their sustainability. 

The modest number of value chain analyses of forest products, and paucity of 

comparative studies of products makes it difficult to generalise the arrangements which 

contribute to sustainable trade and livelihoods or prove that sustainable chains are 

possible in the longer term. Whilst guidelines and standards have been developed, such 

as the International Standard for Sustainable Wild Collection of Medicinal and 

Aromatic Plants (ISSC-MAP) (Medicinal Plants Specialist Group 2007) and FairWild 

Standard (FairWild Foundation 2010), and a handful of products such as Brazil nuts 

(Bertholletia excelsa) have received Fair Trade certification (Vantomme 2010), none 

have existed long enough to be proven sustainable. In examples of value chain 

interventions, indirect actors’ emphasise sustainability heavily. Perspectives on 

indigenous systems which create sustainable chains are lacking. There are no such 

examples from Central Africa. This situation is far removed from the well-developed 

sustainability standards for timber such as Forest Stewardship Council certification. 

This thesis addresses this knowledge gap by providing comparative eight value chain 

analyses of forest products common in the Congo Basin. The analyses include 

participatory analysis with Cameroonian and international actors on their perceptions of 

sustainability and on the process of developing certified chains.   

Places, poverty and forest products 

Value chains bind places, products and people. There has been a preoccupation in 

economic, development and livelihoods agendas and literature with the importance of 

place in determining wealth, or, at the opposite end of the continuum, poverty, and 

many links have been proposed (e.g. Sunderlin et al. 2005 and 2008). The multitude of 

measures of wealth and poverty reflect geographical spaces, from global to national to 

local. The classical economic labour theory of value (espoused by Ricardo, Smith and 

Marx in the late nineteenth century), postulated that the value of products is related to 

the labour needed to produce them. The price of labour differs according to time and 

place. For a long time, developing continents such as Africa have provided cheap and 

plentiful supplies of largely unskilled labour, resulting in competitive raw and semi-

processed materials, largely based on natural resources (Lewis 1954). Globalisation and 

the increased integration of macro-regional economies has resulted in changes in labour 

costs, the production, appropriation and allocation of value, and different economic 

organisations (Smith et al. 2002). Cheap labour alone has become insufficient to create 

competitive advantages in the face of economies of scale and vertical integration 

(Gibbon et al. 2005), refuting Smith’s theory of labour. Labour is also often either 

undervalued or unvalued in developing economies (Cavendish 2002), such as in 

Cameroon. It is problematic to measure labour when it is not directly paid, but 

nonetheless contributes to increase product value, as in the process of harvesting 

NTFPs. From a non-capitalistic and traditional Equatorial African perspective, the value 

of labour also had a different connotation as ‘wealth in people’. Productivity was 

increased by organising and controlling people and accumulating human dependants, as 

a sign of wealth and power. The remnants of this practice are still visible today in 

politics and culture (Geschiere 2007). Aside from labour, many commodities in 

traditionally non-capitalist economies such as in Cameroon, have not been valued 

monetarily or were used as currency. These include well known NTFPs such as ivory 
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and cola nuts, which played important roles till the mid nineteenth century. It is notable 

that classical economic concepts of growth do not apply to such commodities, which 

tend to maintain continuous values over time (Guyer 1993).  

On a commodity and consumer level, the economic value of forest products is 

reflected in measures such as retail prices and retail price indexes, which measure the 

cost in a given period of goods and services purchased by a typical household or 

consumer in a base period. On a national level, gross national product (GNP) is a 

comprehensive economic comparison measure that is applicable to monetary amounts 

of all types – commodities, services, income, property, wealth and expenditures both 

within the country and those held by a country’s nationals abroad. Gross domestic 

product (GDP), is an index of the economic condition:  the market value of all officially 

recognized final goods and services produced within a country within its borders in a 

given period of time. Sachs and colleagues (2000), using GNP per capita as a single 

indicator of prosperity, highlight the huge geographical gap between rich and poor 

nations: with great majority of the poorest countries in the geographical tropics and 

majority of richest countries in the temperate zones. A disadvantage of these measures 

is that informal and unrecorded products and services are not included in such measures, 

such as NTFPs (Cunningham 1991; Campbell et al. 2002c; Shackleton et al. 2007; 

Tieguhong et al. 2008b; Roitman 2005; RRI 2009a, WIEGO 2011).  

By defining regions by climate rather than by latitude, among the 28 high income 

countries categorised by the World Bank (with populations of at least one million), only 

2% of people in high-income regions are in the tropics. Almost all temperate-zone 

countries have either high-income economies or middle-income economies. There is a 

strong temperate-tropical divide within countries straddling both climates types such as 

Brazil and India. The importance of access to the sea is also evident, with landlocked 

regions considerably poorer than their coastal counterparts. In contrast, Bloom et al. 

(2003) reject such geographic determinism in favour of a poverty trap model. Thus 

while geography is highly correlated with poverty and wealth, with geographical 

concentrations of persistent poverty (Brons et al. 2007), it remains unclear when it is a 

cause or an effect, and exhibits characteristics of both.  

Geography – the how and where (Pattison 1990) – has important implications for 

forests, poverty and the product value chains. Physical-geographical variables are major 

factors determining ecoregions and forest types, and thus the species providing NTFPs 

originating from any specific place. Three broad phytogeographic regions cover the 

Congo Basin (Brenan 1978), within which 23 ecoregions: large biogeographic land 

areas containing distinct assemblages of natural communities and species, have been 

recognised (WWF & Saundry 2008) and seven major forest types occur (de Wasseige et 

al. 2009). Those relevant to this study are the Guineo-Congolian dense, lowland humid 

forests, the Sudano-Zambezian phytogeographic region savannah forests and mosaics 

and Afromontane forests. These determine the availability, distribution, abundance and 

density of species providing NTFPs. The implication for this study is that the forest type 

is a major determinant of species and thus of potential products.  

People also influence the places where species are found, altering natural distribution 

patterns, density and species composition, by unknowingly or consciously 

domesticating useful plants. Examples are Irvingia gabonensis groves found along 

major footpaths from the forest to villages around Takamanda in Cameroon (Sunderland 

et al. 2009) and the spread of Cola spp. across Central and West Africa tracing major 

trade routes (Tachie-Obeng et al. 2001). The opportunities thus presented in any 
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particular location, in terms of potential products and their quantity, are thus highly 

people dependent, spatially variable and geographically specific. Not all species are 

used as products in different places, and of those used only a proportion has commercial 

value. This is the result of the interaction of physical-geographical variables with 

economic factors. These include access to infrastructure, information and markets 

(Schreckenberg et al. 2006; Macqueen et al. 2009), socio-cultural associations and 

history of forest use (Focho et al. 2009).  

As a product moves along the chain towards consumers, a strong spatial link is 

created between products, people and wealth. Whilst an NTFP has an innate value, its 

value is strongly influenced by its place of origin and location of each stage in a chain. 

Value chains (see Box 1.5 for definition) are embedded in economic, social, cultural and 

political relations and operate over different geographical scales (Helmsing et al. 2011), 

highlighting the importance of the considering the spatial dimension in any assessment 

of the relations between people and forest products. The importance of geographical 

origin is also enshrined in trademarks and schemes which seek to guarantee the origin 

as a sign of quality (Vandecandelaere et al. 2009). That the physical geography of a 

region influences its economic performance has been known for centuries (Smith 1776), 

such that the economies of coastal regions, with easy access to sea trade, usually 

outperform the economies of inland areas. Cameroon has a 402 km Atlantic coastline on 

its western border. Hausmann (2001) reiterates that geography continues to be a 

pervasive influence, above market and development policies, and remains the 

determining factor in the economic development of tropical, landlocked nations. Whilst 

the implications of geography for timber value chains have been touched upon (Smith 

2006), the relation between geographical factors and NTFP chains has not been 

researched with the same depth as in Chapters 7 to 10.  

Poverty has been traditionally defined geographically, by classifying countries 

according to aggregated average per capita income and GDP levels. In the last decade 

more holistic measures such as Human Development (HDI) and composite Human 

Poverty Indexes (HPI) have emerged (UNDP 2009). Using these classifications for 182 

countries, 41 fall into a medium HDI category (34% of which are African, including 

Cameroon), and 13% of countries are categorised by ‘low’ HDIs. The low and medium 

categories are dominated (84%) by African states. Both non-tropical ends of Africa are 

much richer than tropical Africa (Bloom et al. 1998). The world’s poor live in four 

places: 12% in low-income fragile states, 16% in stable low-income countries, such as 

Cameroon, 61% in stable middle-income countries, and 11% in fragile middle-income 

countries (Sumner 2010). That the ‘new bottom billion’ of poor people (72% of the 

world’s poor) live in what are classified as middle-income countries, when in 1990, 

93% lived in low-income countries, raises major questions for aid and development 

policy (Summer 2010). Two lines of thought about poverty have thus arisen: one 

focusing on income-related categories such as poor and middle-income countries. The 

other focuses more on politics (Kharas et al. 2012), distinguishing between poverty in 

fragile and stable economies, seeing governance as the main pathway out of poverty by 

ensuring that public spending is equitably distributed to the poorest, wherever they live. 

Collier (2007) argues that a new development narrative is needed, focussing on poor 

people, rather than poor places and going beyond the Millennium Development Goals to 

address inequality as much as the lack of resources. Widening these measures and 

creating new metrics of wealth and economic performance that include social progress 

and environmental aspects (Stiglitz et al. 2009), has become the recent mantra guiding 
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policymakers. Major overhauls of national environmental and forestry frameworks and 

policy in Central Africa were implemented in the 1990s, increasing recognition of the 

many values of NTFPs, including livelihoods. This has recently led to revised national 

and regional policies (FAO 2009a). Other livelihood measures seek to capture 

wellbeing, happiness and sustainability (Zidansek 2007; Frey 2011). However 

overcoming cultural interpretations of these measures to allow comparisons 

geographically, across ethnic groups and between rural and urban lifestyles is difficult 

(Reyes-García et al. 2011). 

Factors influencing Africa’s poverty are many. They include colonial legacies and 

manipulations, the dependency upon a small number of primary exports with volatile 

trade markets, internal politics characterised by authoritarianism, corruption
4
, 

instability, economic policies characterised by protectionism, statism and fiscal 

profligacy, rapid demographic change and social conditions characterised by ethnic 

divisions, ethno-linguistic and religious diversity and conflict, and low levels of social 

capital (Meredith 2006; Konings 2009; Dietz 2011). Bloom and colleagues (1998) put 

the prime cause for poverty in Africa on the ‘extraordinary disadvantageous geography’ 

which shapes societies and their interactions with the world. Sachs et al. (2004) agree, 

adding that governance is a problem, but that the challenges run much deeper, proved 

by countries that are well governed but remain stuck in poverty. Their explanation is 

that tropical Africa’s poverty trap means it is too poor to achieve robust, high levels of 

economic growth and, in many places, simply too poor to grow at all. Policy and 

governance reform alone are deemed insufficient to overcome this trap. Bloom (1998) 

proposes that a ‘big push’ in public investments is needed to produce an increase in 

Africa’s productivity, both rural and urban. Dietz (2011) provides a more optimistic 

view of ‘the Dark Continent’ moving forward and surrounded by a silver lining, drawn 

from African perceptions and statistical data. Thus commentators have found diverse 

causations of poverty and wealth, making it difficult to untie cause and effect but 

highlighting that geography has a strong influence. Focussing further on people and 

places, the geography of where an actor in a value chain is located in an urban, rural or 

forested area also has been shown to impact livelihoods and prosperity. The population 

of the developing world is still more rural than urban: around 55% of the total 

population lives in rural areas. Although poverty in urban areas is substantial and 

increasing, global poverty remains predominantly a rural phenomenon. Forecasts 

estimate a 50% population increase by 2050, with most growth expected in developing 

countries. Between 2020 and 2025, the total global rural population is expected to peak 

and then start to decline, when the developing world’s urban population will overtake 

its rural population (International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 2010). 

Rural ecosystems include forests (see Table 1.1), many of them public commons (see 

Box 1.6), provide the majority of goods needed for survival, provisioning both urban 

and rural residents, rich and poor. It is also in these areas where forest governance 

happens in practice.  

                                                 
4
 Defined as the misuse or abuse of entrusted power for private gain (Transparency International, 2011). 
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The intimate connections between urban and rural spheres continue, with much 

urban poverty beginning as rural poverty, exported from the countryside through rural-

to-urban migration. Equally, rural and urban economies are intertwined through flows 

of remittances from diaspora in cities both in the same country and internationally, back 

to family members in the country, up to an approximately 5% share of GDP in 2007 in 

Cameroon (UNDP 2009). The massive scale of such remittances has been recognised in 

the last decade, and thus the influence of diaspora on foreign direct investment, markets, 

technology transfer, philanthropy, tourism, political contributions, knowledge flows, 

new attitudes and cultural influence. The ability to tap into such remittances has been 

seen to create a dividing line between poverty and sufficiency (Campbell et al. 2002b). 

Tabuna (2000) highlights how diasporas create new value chains for NTFPs in urban 

Europe. There is however little data of their precise impacts upon national, urban and 

rural economies (Sander 2003). This thesis contributes to this gap by quantifying and 

characterising the urban and rural locations of actors involved in the chain and 

quantifying their incomes and product turnover.  

Mobility between rural and urban areas can help mitigate the worst effects of 

increasing poverty. In Cameroon, poverty alleviation programmes disproportionately 

favour rural and semi-urban areas, ignoring rural-urban interplays (Baye 2006). Forest-

rural-urban links mean that a neat geographical distinction between forest, rural and 

urban poverty can never be completely disentwined. Even when significant proportions 

of a population move to and live in urban areas and urban-ward migration continues, 

although these people may be counted as urban residents, they are often still ‘present’ in 

rural areas. They remain members of multi-sited households, continuing to participate in 

rural-urban networks and in rural land-use decisions, and in harvesting NTFPs. Despite 

their general poverty, such migrants also affect urban markets for forest products for 

energy, food and construction materials, maintaining rural patterns of consumption and 

Box 1.6 Common goods 
A public good – also referred to as commons, common goods, common property, common 
pool resources, public goods and open-access regimes – is an economic and social concept. 
It indicates goods which are non-rivalrous and non-excludable, according to criteria of 
whether their consumption by one person precludes consumption by another (rivalrousness) 
and whether it is possible to exclude others from consumption of the good i.e. it is available 
for everyone to use (excludability), exemplified by forests (Hardin 1968). The following 
definitions are used to distinguish between the terms: a property right is an enforceable 
quality recognised by an authority to undertake particular actions in specific domains. Rights 
of access, withdrawal, management, exclusion and alienation can be separately assigned to 
different individuals and viewed as a cumulative scale from the minimal right of access to 
possessing full ownership rights. All of these rights may be held by single individuals or 
collectively. Some attributes of common pool resources are conducive to communal 
proprietorship or ownership and others are conducive to individual rights to withdrawal, 
management, exclusion and alienation. Open access property regimes (where no one has 
the legal right to exclude anyone from using a resource) can be distinguished from common 
property regimes (better termed common pool) (where the members of a clearly demarked 
group agree to a right to exclude non-members of that group from using a resource and to 
limit their individual claims to a resource). These regimes share two economic attributes: (1) it 
is costly to exclude individuals from using the good either through physical barriers or legal 
instruments and (2) the benefits consumed by one individual subtract from the benefits 
available to others. These enable the identification of problems facing individuals when more 
than one person uses such resources for an extended period of time. Using ‘property’ to refer 
to goods reinforces the impression that goods sharing these attributes share the same 
property regime. For common pool resources and public goods, it is difficult to develop 
physical or institutional means of excluding beneficiaries (Ostrom 1999a).  
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knowledge and affecting the areal extent of forests and forest composition (Padoch 

2008). The persistence of such consumption patterns in cities results in increased 

demand for forest products, creating and maintaining value chains for these products.  

High levels of urban migration have, counter-intuitively, been associated with lower 

pressure on tropical forests. However forest loss has been positively correlated with 

urban population growth (Robiglio et al. 2010), international demand for agricultural 

products (Ndoye et al. 2000; DeFries et al. 2010), such as palm oil and cocoa (German 

et al. 2010). These may negatively influence supply but also rural and urban demand for 

forest products. This suggests that policies to reduce deforestation concentrating on 

rural populations will not address the main cause. A focus on industrial-scale, export-

oriented agricultural and agroforestry production is needed, concomitant with efforts to 

increase yields in non-forested lands to satisfy demand for agricultural and forest 

products. These tensions highlight the ‘loggerheads’ between forest, urban and rural 

interfaces (Chomitz et al. 2007, Ingram 2012a). Chomitz et al. distinguish three 

interfaces (i) forest-agriculture mosaics with forest dwellers, with high production and 

ecosystem services values, (ii) frontier and disputed areas characterised by agricultural 

expansion, increasing land values, conflicts over forest use, intensive rural development 

and access to off-farm employment, and (iii) forests beyond agricultural frontiers, 

containing, with a low number of forest dwellers and many indigenous people, 

providing essential services and products for forest, rural and urban populations. 

Justification, research objectives and questions 

The foregoing section illustrates how the interactions between forests and poverty lead 

to people taking products from Cameroonian forests – forming a value chain, and that 

the places where activities in the chain occur are intricately linked, also with the forms 

of governance arrangements controlling forests, products and people.  

 

Relevance 

The persistent and grave issues outlined in this introductory chapter and the numerous 

proposals in practice and in the literature to address these “wicked problems” by 

policymakers, development organisations, politicians, business and academics, justify 

the need for the study of how governance arrangements influence the sustainability of 

livelihoods based on forest products from Cameroon. This study seeks to be relevant to 

the theoretical, societal and policy arenas outlined in this chapter. These arenas have 

driven the objectives of this study and how the research questions have been 

formulated. 

From a theoretical perspective, this study seeks to advance knowledge on forest 

product value chains, their governance and their values. Whilst theoretical frameworks 

are well developed for value chains, governance and forest-based livelihoods, the 

livelihood impacts of non-timber forest product value chains and their governance have 

not been specifically addressed. The impacts of governance arrangements have not been 

explicit in the conservation-livelihoods-development debates concerning NTFPs, except 

for Ros-Tonen and Kusters (2011). There is no tried and tested holistic valuation 

methodology for forest product value chains
5
. This research seeks to fill these gaps. Its 

                                                 
5
 CERUT-AIDEnvironment (1999) developed a simple methodology but did not test it.  
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innovativeness is in taking an interdisciplinary, historical and contemporary approach to 

forest product values and addressing governance arrangements along the chains. It is the 

first study to describe and compare governance and market arrangements in NTFP value 

chains from a major forest region. This study thus attempts to contribute to social 

science theory by:  

 Presenting empirical data on NTFP value chains and their values from economic, 

environmental and social perspectives. 

 Providing a tested methodology for the holistic valuation of NTFP chains.  

 Assessing how governance arrangements influence NTFP chains.  

 Incorporating development and sustainability further into the value chain concept.  

 

From a societal perspective, concerns have been raised about the over-extraction of 

some NTFPs, negative impacts on forest ecosystems and sustainability of NTFP trade 

and livelihoods. As noted earlier in this chapter, there are currently only a few practical, 

scientifically-credible guidelines for sustainable NTFP harvesting worldwide and none 

for the Congo Basin. Information enabling chain actors, policymakers, enforcement 

agencies, development and conservation organisations to improve livelihoods and 

reduce the environmental impacts of NTFP trade is lacking for Cameroon. This study 

helps to fill this void, specifically by providing information on: 

 Who, how many, and where actors are involved, how they benefit and the values of 

NTFPs and how these differ for actors and chains – enabling a policy focus; 

 If NTFPs provide sustainable livelihoods;  

 How governance arrangements affect livelihoods of actors in NTFP chains;  

 

From a policy perspective, the research topic is topical and highly relevant to forestry 

and development policies in Central Africa and Cameroon. This is demonstrated by the 

Resolution on Forests for People, Livelihoods and Poverty Eradication adopted at the 

United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF9) in February 2011. This resolution called for 

action to foster the role of forests in contributing to poverty eradication based on 

sustainable forest management. The 2011 International Year of Forests was used to 

raise awareness, promote additional government commitments to sustainable forest 

management and implement a non-legally binding ‘Forest Instrument’. Governance is a 

major concern of governments and NGOs in the region, particularly regarding the 

transparency, equity and fairness of trade based on indigenous knowledge and 

biological resources, and their fair compensation. These concerns are exemplified in 

multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the Forest Governance Facility in Cameroon, the 

EU Forest Law Enforcement and Governance ministerial processes and Trade Action 

Plan, and the Convention of Biological Diversity. The United Nations Food and 

Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the Central African Commission on Forests 

(COMIFAC) have lobbied for more coherent links between enforcement regimes for 

NTFPs. NTFP governance is the subject of policy-focussed work by the Centre for 

International Forestry Research (CIFOR), World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF), 

International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) and the Netherlands 

Development Organisation (SNV). This study seeks to inform such decision- and 

policy-makers, by providing information on: 

 The importance of (sustainable) forest products to livelihoods; 

 The challenges and opportunities for creating conservation and livelihoods win-wins;  

 Governance and policies resulting in sustainable livelihoods and chains. 
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Objectives  

Considering increasing concerns about the sustainability of NTFP trade and livelihoods 

and its contribution to poverty alleviation, the objectives of this thesis are to enable 

insights into how governance arrangements and geographical dimensions affect 

sustainable livelihoods; to contribute to global and national knowledge on forest 

governance; and to inform stakeholders about constraints and opportunities to improve 

sustainable livelihoods based on forest product chains.  

 

Research questions 

The primary question this research seeks to answer is how governance arrangements in 

non-timber forest product value chains originating in Cameroon influence sustainable 

livelihoods. This question is divided in the following sub-questions:  

1. In which environmental, livelihood and governance contexts are the NTFP value 

chains embedded and what trends can be observed? 

2. How are NTFP value chains originating in Cameroon configured in terms of 

products (uses and sources), actors, activities and values? 

3. What arrangements are used to govern NTFP chains? 

4. How do these governance arrangements impact the livelihoods of actors along the 

chain and their sustainability? 

5. How do these governance arrangements impact chain and product sustainability? 

 

To answer these questions, the value chains of three products originating in Cameroon 

were selected as cases for in-depth study: eru (Gnetum spp.), apiculture products (from 

Apis mellifera adansonii and pygeum (Prunus africana). A further five NTFP chains 

were also analysed: cola (Cola spp.), raffia (Raphia spp.), bush mango (Irvingia spp.), 

bamboo (Yushania alpina and Oxytenanthera abyssinica) and gum arabic (Acacia spp.). 

These five allow triangulation of the three cases, add breadth and understanding of the 

chains and products and allow the influence of contextual factors to be contrasted and 

compared.  

Thesis structure 

Part I of this thesis provides an introduction: Chapter 1 has set the scene and objectives, 

paving the way for the conceptual orientation underpinning the study in Chapter two 

and research design and methodology in Chapter three. Part II presents the contextual 

analysis: the results on the context of the study area in which the value chains are set 

and which shapes governance arrangements and their outcomes. Chapter 4 analyses the 

forest capital base and Chapter 5 livelihood aspects in terms of socioeconomic and 

entrepreneurial context. In Part III, the results of the empirical research are presented. 

Chapter 6 analyses the governance contexts, currently and from a historical perspective. 

The three in-depth value chain analyses are presented in Chapter’s 7 to 9, covering the 

Gnetum spp., apiculture and Prunus africana value chains respectively. Chapter 10 

provides summaries of the analysis of the five additional value chains. Part IV presents 

the conclusions, comparison and synthesis. The final chapter analyses and summarises 

how governance arrangements have shaped these chains, answering each research 

question in turn, presenting the key findings and reflections. 

 


