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7  

Gnetum value chain1 

This chapter presents the results of the in-depth analysis of the Gnetum spp. value chain 

originating from the Southwest and Littoral regions of Cameroon and extending to 

consumers in Nigeria and Europe. The findings are based on interviews, observation, 

value chain analysis, resource assessments and trade data (see Chapter 3). The values 

provided have been verified and triangulated with literature and in workshops with 

stakeholders and are believed to be valid for the specific chain, its geographic locations 

and population sample for the time period of the data collection. The sections deal 

respectively with the second research question of how the value chain is arranged in 

terms of the species it is derived from, the products, location, actors, activities and 

values; the third question on how the chains are governed; the fourth on their 

importance to livelihoods and sustainability and the fifth on product sustainability. The 

conclusion focuses on how governance arrangements influence sustainable livelihoods. 

The Gnetum value chain  

This section addresses the second research question of how the Gnetum spp. value chain 

is configured in terms of the products, their uses, sources, actors, activities and values.  

Gnetum species, products and their uses  

The term Gnetum is used to refer to two ancient species: Gnetum africanum Welw. 

and Gnetum buchholzianum Engl. The leaves of this forest liana are known in 

Anglophone areas of Cameroon as eru, a Bayangi term originating from an ethnic group 

in Manyu division in the Southwest region. Also in the Southwest, the Anyang ethnic 

group calls the leaves gelu, the Boki ecole and the Ovande ikokoh. In Nigeria they are 

known as afang by the Ibibio and Efik ethnic groups located in Cross River and Akwa-

Ibom States, and ukasi or okazi by the Igbo. In Francophone areas the leaves are 

generally known as okok, a Béti term and as koko by the Maka. The leaves are ranked as 

one of the ten most important NTFPs in the Congo Basin countries and one of the top 

nineteen most used and valued NTFPs in Cameroon (Ingram et al. 2012a).  

                                                 
1
 Data for this chapter is derived from (Ingram 2010a; Ingram et al. 2011c; Ingram et al. 2012e). 
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The two Gnetum vines are very similar, both 

climbers growing to around 10 metres, but 

distinguishable by leaf shape and the male 

reproductive organs (Shiembo et al. 1996). Macro 

morphological variation has been observed in form, 

leaf margin, inflorescence type, fruit shape and 

colour. Although the leaf length, internode and spike 

varies between species, there is little significant 

difference (Agbagwa et al. 2005). Entire and 

lanceolate leaves appear peculiar to Gnetum 

buchholzianum while the bead-like inflorescence 

distinguishes Gnetum africanum. These 

morphological variations may be in response to 

different habitats. The leaves are well adapted to low light levels, resulting in strong 

pigmentation and leaf fibres. Weaker fibres and lighter pigmented leaves are more 

common in disturbed primary and secondary habitats (Feild et al. 2007). In Nigeria the 

species are differentiated by colour, taste, bitterness and fibrousness (Isong et al. 1999). 

In Cameroon, 16% of harvesters distinguished between species by leaf size (Gnetum 

africanum is larger), texture (Gnetum africanum is more fibrous, especially when older) 

and taste (Gnetum buchholzianum is more bitter), confirming reports by (Nkwatoh 

2005; Lingondo et al. 2006; Nguimalet et al. 2008). Gnetum buchholzianum was 

reported by harvesters to have a higher leaf yield per vine, and the rigid, broad, dark 

green large leaves were easier to pick and cut. Gnetum africanum has lighter green to 

yellow/reddish coloured, narrower, elongated leaves. Although Gnetum buchholzianum 

is most preferred by harvesters, traders and consumers, both species are gathered and 

sold under the product names of eru or okok. 

In Cameroon Gnetum leaves are used for food, cooked and occasionally fresh. 

Unlike Gnetum species in Asia, the seeds are not eaten. Consumers confirmed studies 

stating that it is eaten by almost all societal strata (Mialoudama 1993; Abia et al. 2007; 

Mensah et al. 2008). Contrary to Nkefor (2000) and anecdotal reports, no Gnetum-based 

distilled alcoholic drinks were found in Cameroon or Nigeria except a wine produced in 

Ebolowa sold in small quantities in Ebolowa and Yaoundé. On the western Cameroon-

Nigeria border and across southeastern and coastal Nigeria, the leaves are used raw in 

salads and cooked in soups (Burkill 1994). Okazi soup is popular among the Imo, Abia 

and Anambra ethnic groups, in parts of the Delta states and Afang soup in Cross Rivers 

and Akwa Ibom states. Gnetum is the major component in these soups (Iloh et al. 2009), 

which are sold fresh and canned. Substitutes for Gnetum include the similar tasting 

leaves of the shrub Lasianthera africana P.Beauv. The nutritional value reported by 

traders and consumers is confirmed by research. The leaves contain ashes and lipid 

(Mialoudama 1993; Mensah et al. 2008) and have a high mineral content, with Gnetum 

africanum having higher calcium and magnesium levels (Abia et al. 2007). They have a 

high calorific value (438.83 kcal/100 g) (Okafor 1995), are relatively high in 

carbohydrates and protein (Isong et al. 1999) and rich in fibre compared to other 

common leafy vegetables in Central Africa (Mensah et al. 2008).  

Gnetum dishes are traditional ceremonial delicacies across southwest Cameroon, 

eastern and southern Nigeria. Historically, the leaves were consumed as an 

accompaniment to staple starches by ethnic groups such as the Bayangi in Southwest 

Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria (Poubom Ngundam 1997; Tekwe et al. 2003) and the 

Photo 7.1 Gnetum africanum  

leaves, Takamanda, May 2011  
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Bassa and Ewondo in the Centre region. Gnetum is sold in towns and cities such as 

Lagos, Abuja, Ibadan and Makurdi in Nigeria and in 75% of the southern humid forest 

zone markets in Cameroon, constituting the largest volume NTFP traded. It is now eaten 

by ethnic groups with no tradition of consuming it and in areas where it was not 

previously consumed, such as the Northwest. Its popularity has grown in the last forty 

years, transforming from auto-consumption and a small, local trade into a staple and 

comfort food industry, such that it even has its own Facebook page
2
. Its use extends to 

the Central Africa diaspora in Europe and North America. This is demonstrated by the 

number of recipes on the internet, its inclusion in African cookbooks (Charles 2006 ; 

Gibbon 2008), and the sale of fresh, dried and canned Gnetum in African supermarkets 

in Europe and the USA and via internet (Ingram et al. 2012e). It is competitively priced 

compared to other leafy vegetable based dishes in Cameroon, costing around 500 FCFA 

(1.13 US$) a meal. 

The large, supple stem of the liana is sometimes used as rope and to tie bundles of 

leaves for transport. Gnetum spp. has been used in the Southwest to ease childbirth 

(Jiofack et al. 2008), to treat anaemia (Thomas et al. 1989), haemorrhoids, hangovers, 

boils and fungal infections on the fingers, as a disinfectant for wounds and an enema 

against constipation (Schippers 2004; Schippers et al. 2004). The Bulu ethnic group use 

the leaves to cure colds, increase blood production and treat spleen problems (CIFOR 

2008). In Nigeria, it is used to treat piles, high blood pressure, cholesterol, enlarged 

spleen, sore throats and as a purgative (Okafor 1983; Isong et al. 1999). Raw leaves are 

eaten as a mild laxative and to prevent constipation (Bako et al. 2002). Purgative and 

laxative effects vary with leaf age: with 6 to 12 month old leaves having a stronger 

laxative effect (Isong et al. 1999). Laboratory tests have shown positive effects on 

weight gain, haemoglobin and white blood cells (Iweala et al. 2009). Interviews did not 

corroborate the extensive use reported in the literature: 10% of harvesters reported 

medicinal use and nearly 6% indicated its use to stop wounds bleeding, 5% to promote 

blood production in pregnant women and as an enema to ease child birth. The main 

retailers and traders in the major markets did not mention medicinal use as a selling 

point. It may be that traditional medicine practitioners and healers are the main buyers 

for medicinal use and were not captured by the survey. The leaves are eaten by 

primates, including endangered species such as Western and Cross River Gorillas 

(Gorilla g. gorilla and Gorilla g. diehli) (Nishihara 1995; Remis et al. 2001; Rogers et 

al. 2004; Doran-Sheehy et al. 2009).  

 

Ecoregion sources and chain locations 

Of the forty Gnetum species worldwide, only two are found in Africa, both in the 

Guineo-Congolian lowland humid forests (Chapter 4). Gnetum africanum is widely 

distributed across Central Africa (Schippers et al. 2004). Gnetum buchholzianum is 

found principally in Cameroon and Nigeria, extending into Gabon and the Central 

African Republic (Maheshwari et al. 1961). Blench (1994) suggests that Gnetum 

buchholzianum has been spread from its present centre of diversity in Southeast Nigeria 

by the eastward expansion of Bantu tribes. The two species are Red List classified as 

near threatened (Fraser et al. 2008; Baloch 2009). 

                                                 
2
 URL: https://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=97447450602. 
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Both species can be found in the same location (Hutchinson et al. 1927; Chevalier 

1951), as they co-exist in the same ecological niche: the densely shaded understory of 

wet, primary lowland tropical and swamp gallery forests, often near slow-moving rivers 

(Clark et al. 2004). They also occur in more brightly lit and disturbed habitats such as 

understory patches of degraded primary and secondary forests, gallery forests, 

farmlands, fallows and plantations (Gockowski et al. 1999; Fondoun et al. 2000; Mathot 

2002; Clark et al. 2004;Biloso et al. 2009; Wirsiy et al. 2010; Awono et al. 2012). 

Gnetum buchholzianum has been found in savannah forest areas in CAR (Nguimalet et 

al. 2008). Outside lowland rainforest, the vines originate as re-sprouts from deep-

rooted, underground tubers, appearing to survive primary forest clearing (Clark et al. 

2004). In the study area, harvesters reported that Gnetum spp. prefer shady sites with 

acid to neutral, sandy and well-drained soils but will tolerate infertile and shallow soils 

and swampy areas. Gnetum buchholzianum was found mainly in primary forest, 

predominantly in Ndian and Korup divisions and Gnetum africanum more frequently in 

secondary forests, including fallows and oil palm plantations, mostly in Meme and 

Manyu divisions.  

Shown in Figure 7.1, major Gnetum production areas in Cameroon include the 

Centre Region in Lekié and Nyong et Kéllé districts around Sa’a, Esekea, Obala, 

Evodoula, Batchenga and Monatélé; Haut Nyong in the Littoral region; around Lomie 

in East region (Awono et al. 2002; Kanmegne et al. 2007; Clause 2010) and the 

Southwest region (Malleson 2001; Clark et al. 2004; Ingram et al. 2012e). Over a 

decade ago the majority sold was sourced from the Centre and Littoral regions (Clark et 

al. 1998). Interviews, traders and informants indicated that around Lekié and Nyong et 

Kéllé the production zones have extended considerably with a radius of around 160 km 

to Mbam en Kim, Mefou et Afamba, Nyong et Mfoumou and Haute Sanaga divisions in 

the last five years and that in the East the zone is expanding. 

From these production areas, Gnetum is sold in all market types (see Chapter 3): 

Type I (small local), Type II (medium-sized, domestic) and type III (urban) markets 

across the lowland forest zone and up to Ngoundéré in Adamaoua and Bertoua in the 

East. The largest markets are in the cities of Douala and Yaoundé, selling Gnetum for at 

least the last fifteen years (Ndoye et al. 1997/1998; Shiembo 1999). Two Type IV 

markets (export hubs) have operated since at least the mid-1990s: the largest is Idenau 

port in the Southwest from which Gnetum travels by boat to Nigeria. A smaller volume 

route from the Centre and East regions is by road via Ambamto in the South region to 

the border towns of Kye-Ossi and Abang-Minko’o to Gabon, Equatorial Guinea and 

Congo-Brazzaville (SNV et al. 2010). A third regional channel is by head-load along 

the porous border between the Southwest and Northwest regions to Nigeria, a route 

existing since at least the late 1980s (AEERD 1993; Fuashi 1997; Malleson 2001; Clark 

et al. 2004). A fourth channel is the small but increasing trade by vehicle along the 

improving road network in the Southwest from Kumba to Mamfe via Eyumojok to the 

border towns of Ekok and Ekang. A fifth export route is to European markets, mainly to 

speciality African supermarkets in France and Belgium since at least the 1980s (Tabuna 

1998) and to the USA.  
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Figure 7.1 Map of Gnetum spp. value chain study area in Cameroon and Nigeria 

The channels for Gnetum from Littoral and the Southwest are shown in Figure 7.2. 

The main circuit from the harvest areas of Bachuo-Akagbe, Kembong, Eyomojock, 

Etoko, Ekenge and Ekombe, and Souza in the Southwest and Mbanga in Littoral, flows 

via two routes to local, rural, small volume (Type I) markets in Wone, Nguti, 

Manyemen, Mundemba, Mbonge and Ekondo Titi. The main Type II markets are close 

to the two largest towns in the Southwest. Higher volumes flow to the medium-sized, 

urban markets of Fiango in Kumba, Mutengene, Soppo in Buea, Tiko and Limbe (Type 

III). Kumba is a distribution point for sellers from Mungo, Manyu, Kupe Muanengouba 

and Ndian and onto the Northwest, West and Littoral regions. Gnetum from the 

Southwest and Littoral does not supply the five markets in Douala and Yaoundé, which 
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rely on the Centre and East regions, confirming other studies (Ndoye et al. 1997/1998; 

Bell 2004; Makoumsong 2004; Kanmegne et al. 2007).The export circuit extends to 

three Type IV Nigerian markets: the beachside Oron market in Akwa Ibom state is the 

main wholesale depot for buyers from other states, trading in only Gnetum from the 

incoming boats every Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday night to the next morning. It is 

then retailed in at least ten other Nigerian (Type III and II) markets (in order of size): 

Port Harcourt, Aba, Oyo, Oweri, Iket, Ikot Epene, Calabar, Onitcha, Omuahi, Lagos, 

Ogoja, Abuja and Kaduna. Kaduna, in the far north, was reported as the limit of the 

trade. Calabar in Cross River state, Watt market and Calabar market (also known as 

Symmetry or Beach Market) are the two other type IV markets. Watt is a large daily 

market with a dedicated eru wholesale section and retail sales. Ikom is a daily market 

River State. 

The current value chain, channels and types of actors mapped out in Figure 7.2, has 

changed little since the 1990s (Ndoye et al. 1997/1998; Besong et al. 2001). However 

the volumes and consumers in urban areas have grown considerably. Increasing urban 

populations, improved access to market information through mobile phones and 

speedier, larger, more reliable boats has allowed greater volumes to be sent faster to 

cities, especially those in Nigeria. The trend appears uninterrupted by the introduction 

of permits from 2006 onwards. Internet sales and gradually improved transport links 

with Yaoundé and Douala have also improved access to Type III markets and aided 

exports to the USA and Europe.  

 

Figure 7.2 Gnetum value chain from the Southwest and Littoral regions 

Source: Research results  
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Gnetum chain actors  

This section introduces the main actors in the chain. Table 7.1 shows that an estimated 

2,951 people are active in the chain from the study area. Although the total number of 

actors involved in the chain is significant, this is approximately 0.2% of the total 

population in the Southwest and a much lower proportion in Littoral and the states in 

Nigeria.  

 

Table 7.1 Population statistics of Gnetum chain study area 
Country Region/State 

Division 

Capital Surface 

area km
2
 

Population
1
 Popln. 

density 

km² 

N
o
 value chain 

actors
3
 

% total 

popln. 

Harvester sOthers
4
 

Cameroon 

Southwest -Total Buea 24,571 1,316,079 34 670 1,644 0.20 

Fako Buea 2,093 466,412 222 - 1,094  

Meme Kumba 3,105 326,734 105 - 408 0.20 

Ndian Mundemba 6,626 122,579 19 35 1 0.14 

Kupe 

Muanengouba 

Bangem 3,404 105,579 31 39 14 0.00 

Manyu Mamfe 9,565 181 039 19 596 127 0.01 

Littoral – Total Douala 20,239 2,510,2631 109 344 - 0.07 

Mungo Nkongsamba 3,723 379,241 102 344 - 0.00 

Nigeria 
Cross River Calabar 20,156 2,892,988 188 - 186 0.00 

Akwa Ibom Uyo 7,081 3,920,051 876 - 107 0.01 

Total      1,014 1,937  
Sources: 1 Population totals for entire region. For Cameroon, population estimates for 2005 based on 1987 Census 

(National Institute of Statistics 2010); for Nigeria 2005 census (Federal Republic of Nigeria,2006). 3 Based on 

research results. 4 Traders, retailers, processors, exporter, importers and nursery staff. 

 

The direct actors in the chain are categorised as harvesters, processors, labourers, 

exporters, importers, traders, retailers, restaurants and consumers. Indirect actors 

include regulatory authorities, support actors such as development and conservation 

NGOs and research organisations. 

  

Source: research results 

 

In the 22 villages studied, at least 1,014 harvesters gather Gnetum leaves. On average 

3,466 kg were collected annually (Southwest 3,310 kg, SD 2.4; Littoral 3,662 kg, SD 

0.9). Incomes and profits are specified in the section on governance and livelihoods. A 

typical harvester is female (79% of harvesters), middle-aged (35 years), married (64%) 

with primary school education and a household of five. Most are not active further in 

Figure 7.3 Length of time harvesting Gnetum by region  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mamfe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douala
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nkongsamba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Calabar
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the chain, stating a lack of transport, high costs, long distances and unwillingness to 

leave farm and family. On average harvesters had been collecting for 10 years (SD 8), 

with nearly 40% starting collecting five years or less ago, and the longest 40 years ago. 

Figure 7.3 shows the regional variations, with longer experience in the Southwest. This 

confirms the history of use and trade indicated in literature. 

An estimated 221 traders, known as middlemen (although most of them are female), 

intermediaries or buy’am-sell’ams, buy, store and transport Gnetum to markets. They 

travel from 50 to 100 km over largely poor, unpaved roads to buy directly from 

individuals or village buy’am-sell’ams. Some Nigerian traders reportedly recruit 

Nigerian men to harvest. Of the traders, 40% supply directly to retailers, exporters, 

importers or other agents, a third favouring specific retailers or purchasing upon 

command and 60% supplying wholesalers. Payment mechanisms are buyer-seller i.e. 

credit or cash upon direct delivery using informal non-contractual arrangements, based 

on trust and often ethnic ties. Approximately 141 traders, mainly Cameroonian, are 

commissioned by Nigerian unions, buying and transporting to border markets or into 

Nigeria. Known as managers, they organise teams of young men to water or dry and 

pack the leaves. Around 55 traders and 28 exporters work in Idenau. The Union of Eru 

Workers has about 100 members, with sub-unions for activities such as tying and 

watering. In Nigeria, dealers were all members of market-based unions, the 

Associations of Afang Dealers (ASOFAD) in Oron, Ikom and Calabar, recognised by 

the Ministry of Agriculture. The associations control trade by permitting only members 

to trade, providing equal access to the market for all members by using a quota system 

to control presence on market days, and providing credit.  

At least 542 retailers in the Southwest markets (Soppo and Muea markets in Buea, 

main and Bota markets in Limbe, Ekondo Titi, Tiko, Mutengene; and Main, Railway 

and Fiango markets in Kumba), buy leaves in kilo bundles for on average 827 FCFA 

(1.87 US$) (SD 335 FCFA, 0.67 US$). There are an estimated 45 eru retailers in 

Manyem Nguti, Wone and Mamfe markets. Gnetum is sold on average at 1,357 

FCFA/kg (3.07 US$) to households and restaurants, generally at a significant profit, 

shown in Table 7.3. The majority (85%) of retailers process and sell sliced leaves and 

15% sell both fresh whole and sliced leaves. Despite 91% of traders storing Gnetum 

specially, on average 13% of stock perishes annually. Retailers were all women, largely 

local, married with children, in their mid-thirties, educated to secondary school level, 

with on average a household of six people. They tend to specialise in Gnetum although 

31% trade in other mainly agricultural products, on average 3.5 (SD 1.3). A substantial 

proportion (42%) of retailers in Tiko, Fiango and Mutengene markets have been 

members of unions for between 2 to 10 years, on average 4 years. Unions provide 

credit, social support and help in settling conflicts. The majority (77%) do not belong to 

other organisations, although 23% belong to other trading associations. No unions exist 

in Limbe and Muea. Over 70% of trader’s eru-based income is used for basic needs, 

with food, education, clothing and healthcare rated the most important. The 152 retailers 

interviewed in the three Nigerian markets have comparable social profiles. The female 

retailers also have their own union and president.  

Four small enterprises with about 20 staff were engaged in processing Gnetum leaves 

for immediate and long-term use. All started operating in the last five years. The Manyu 

Indigenous Spice Processing Ekemco Group (MISPEG) processes and sells packaged, 

dried, Gnetum in Cameroonian cities and exports to Europe and the USA. The retail 

price is 1,000 FCFA (2.27 US$) for a 250g bag, with a profit of 150 FCFA (0.34 US$) 
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per kg. Taless in Yaoundé has similar operations but buys from the Centre region. The 

Limbe Botanic Garden, the Centre for Nursery Development and Eru Propagation 

(CENDEP) – which grew from the Mount Cameroon Project (MCP), and MISPEG 

operate plant nurseries, employing approximately 12 part-time staff.  

An estimated 330 labourers work in the chains, the majority in Idenau (150 to 250 

young men) during the thrice weekly market days. Other actors include transporters 

(taxi, canoe, boat and truck drivers); knife and cutlass sharpeners; transporters (head-

load carriers, cart pushers, motorbike, truck and boat drivers); traditional authorities 

exercising customary control in villages; agents from the police, gendarmes, quarantine, 

customs, Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife and the Programme 

to Secure Forestry Revenues carrying out regulatory and control duties; and Councils 

collecting local market taxes. 

In the markets surveyed, 25 restaurants offered Gnetum-based dishes and employed 

an estimated 63 staff. The most common dish is eru, made with waterleaf (Talinum 

triangulare), shrimps, smoked dried fish, cow-hide, palm oil, seasoning and served with 

water-fufu (fermented cassava). A portion sells for 50 FCFA (0.11 US$), the total meal 

costing 150 FCFA (0.34 US$). All restaurants were run by women, typically married 

with two to three children, aged 30 with primary schooling and a 6 person household. 

With an average profit of 550 FCFA SD 44 FCFA (0.48 US$, SD 0.09 US$) per kg, 

their average income is 740,087 FCFA (1,676 US$) (SD 212 FCFA, 0.43 US $). This 

pays mainly for food (35%), clothing (30%), school fees (20%) and health care (15%).  

An estimated 136 exporters transport Gnetum to border towns and ports, using 

intermediaries or travelling themselves, using 20 ton trucks and canoes with outboard 

motors. All exporters incurred product losses, on average 26% of stock, despite 86% 

using different storage techniques to reduce degradation. Exporters are typically married 

with just over half women (58%), with secondary level education in their mid-thirties. 

Starting capital was obtained from Gnetum or other trade (66%) or borrowed (33%). 

Around 24 large-scale exporters sell from Idenau to Oron.  

In Nigeria, around 152 importers purchase on average 51 tons of Gnetum each 

annually from Cameroon, although Oron importers purchase on average 140 tons each. 

They sell to small-scale Nigerian wholesalers and retailers, who as in Cameroon, 

process and sell to consumers. The Nigerian trade is entirely conducted through unions, 

mirroring the federal state system, with officially recognised, registered associations of 

Gnetum dealers in each state.  

At least eight Cameroonian exporters offer fresh and dried Gnetum through internet 

trading sites such as Alibaba and Weiku. Exporters also sell dried and fresh Gnetum to 

retailers in European cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Brussels, London, Paris, Lyon, 

Marseille, Toulouse, Bordeaux and Montpellier), Canada and the USA. In Brussels and 

Rotterdam 11 importers annually import around 24 tons of mainly fresh Gnetum, valued 

at 170,172 US$ annually. These findings echo the quantities, locations and customers 

identified over a decade ago (Tabuna 1998). The majority of fresh Gnetum continues to 

originate from Cameroon, although importers could not specify the region of origin. 

The consumers are individuals and restaurants of Cameroonian and Congolese origin in 

Brussels and Cameroonian, Nigerian and Congolese in the Netherlands.  

 

Gnetum chain activities 

Harvesting Gnetum leaves is largely women’s activity, viewed in the cultural context 

where cooking, farming and marketing staple foods is a female task. Although available 
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year round, collection is mainly in the dry season – the low season for agricultural work 

– and festive periods. A harvester typically ranges on average 5 km for on average 2.2 

hours collecting, on average twice a week. Some take their children. School children 

and students also harvest during the holiday periods. Men and whole villages may be 

active if large orders are placed by middlemen. The equipment used in harvesting and 

processing are not specialised, being commonly available household machetes and 

knives, costing on average 1,000 FCFA annually and last one to two years. These low 

costs do not present a significant entry barrier for harvesting. 

Harvesters target easy-to-reach plants, particularly larger vines with larger or tender 

leaves. Of the five methods noted, the most common (reported by 44% of harvesters) 

was to fell the trees on which the eru vine climbs to harvest the entire vine. The second 

most popular method (43%) was to pluck the leaves and stems, leaving part of the vine 

to regenerate and using young stems to tie the leaves into bundles. Fewer than 13% 

climb the support trees to harvest parts of the vine, less than 1% uproots the entire vine 

and less than 1% plucks only the leaves, leaving the main stem and using small parts to 

tie bundles of leaves weighing approximately one kilo. These methods reflect common 

practices in the Southwest (E. Wirsiy pers. comm. 2011; Shiembo 1999) and other areas 

of Cameroon (Bell 2004; Lahjou 2008). On average 44 kg (SD 22 kg) was transported 

on each trip by women in traditional rattan rucksacks or men head-portering in sacks of 

80 to 100 kg, to their village or forest-edge point of sale. The leaves are either used 

directly by households or packed into trucks or taxis for transport to market.  

 

Table 7.2 Annual Gnetum harvest per village 2007 to 2009 
Region Village Estimated 

number of 

harvesters 

Village production (tons) Harvester annual 

average (kg) 

2007-2009 
  2007 

 

2008 

 

2009 Annual average 

2007-2009 

S
o

u
th

w
es

t 

 

Kembong    70    200  196   113    170  2,425 

Obonyi 1 68 5  -   - 2  24 

Assam 24  10  -   - 3  138 

Nyang 117  30  -   -  10  10,000 

Mukonyong 75  15  -   - 5  5,000 

Eyomojock    40    262  233   288    181  6,527 

Nchang    42    122    97  59   79  2,200 

Okoyong    25   34    29  12   22  1,003 

Bache    30   87    91  41   64  2,430 

Takpe    20   72    62   101   56  3,923 

Bachuo-akagbe    45    504  457   168    339  8,368 

Etoko    40    326  240  88    199  5,455 

Ekenge    25   56    44  30   37  1,737 

Mungo Ndor    14  1   1   -  - 33 

Ekombe Liongo    20   67    51  36   43  2,576 

Ekombe Mofako    15   22    14  14   14  1,120 

Total  670 1,813   1,516  952  1,224  52,958 

 L
it

to
ra

l 

Souza 200 672 568 514 499 2,924 

Mbonjo II    30   90  221  88   118  3,080 

Bonamateke    18   92    55  43   56  3,533 

Nkapa Camp    30    104    88  82   78  3,043 

Mbanga    50    200  180   105    156  3,703 

Mojuka    16    297  244  69    213  5,450 

Total   344   1,456  1,357    902  1,120  21,734 

Total 1,014  3,269  2,873  1,853  2,344  74,692 
Source: Research results 
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Annually an average of 2,344 tons was harvested in the 22 surveyed villages from 

2007 to 2009. The total quantity however decreased annually by 42% over the three 

year period studied. Regional differences are apparent, shown in Figure 7.4, with the 

rate of decrease slightly higher in the Southwest (14% and 46%) than in Littoral (7% 

and 38%). Variations in production between villages, shown in Table 7.2, are attributed 

to the number and density of harvesters, abundance of Gnetum and other NTFPs, 

alternative income-generating possibilities and distances to market. Average production 

per harvester varies by region, with Southwest harvesters collecting slightly less (3,310 

kg annually) than in the Littoral (3,662 kg) over the period. The majority (86%) of 

Gnetum harvested in the villages was sold: 80% to traders from outside the village and 

20% to neighbours. A small proportion was consumed (11% on average, with a higher 

rate of 16% in the Southwest and 5% in Littoral), 4% was given as gifts or exchanged 

and 5% perished.  

 

Figure 7.4 Average harvest production in kg per region from 2007 to 2009 

Source: Research results 

 

Gnetum is perishable, deteriorating within four to six days: if too moist, it rots and if 

too dry, it shrinks and desiccates, both conditions being unsellable. Young, tender 

leaves were reported by traders and transporters as being of lower quality, rotting and 

drying out more rapidly. To prevent losses on route to the market, the leaves are 

sprinkled with water or spread out to dry, depending on their state. Leaves are sold fresh 

and whole in sizes ranging from a bundle to 100 to 150 kg sack. The activities are 

performed mainly by young men with descriptive titles such as ‘tiers’, ‘loaders’, ‘off-

loaders’, ‘counters’ and ‘waterers’. The leaves are processed by retailers at the point of 

sale in markets by slicing finely with a knife. The sliced leaves are sold in units of small 

heaps or plastic bags of on average 250 g. Processing by small enterprises involves 

slicing, drying in ovens followed by packaging in sealed plastic bags.  

 

Gnetum markets and values 

Shown in Table 7.3 the volume of Gnetum sourced mainly from the Southwest and 

Littoral and traded in the five Southwest type II and III markets, averaged 528 (SD 138) 

tons a year. The largest market is the export market of Idenau. The annual average 

market value of Gnetum from the study areas is estimated at 1,678,015,333 FCFA 

(3,653,457 US$) in the period 2007 to 2009. The market has grown considerably since 

1996, when it was valued at 23,334,000 FCFA (46,668 US$) (Ruiz-Pérez et al. 1999). 

Around 81% of the total Gnetum traded in the Southwest and Littoral from 2007 to 

2009 was exported to Nigeria. The majority (83%) was sold through Oron market. The 
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proportion of Gnetum from the Southwest and Littoral regions traded in Idenau 

decreased in the last two decades. Reports corroborate the declining harvests and 

harvesting in increasingly remoter areas in late 1990s, due to increasing scarcity in the 

Southwest (Awono et al. 2002). An analysis of the CIFOR NTFP databases confirms 

the importance of Idenau for export to Nigeria. In the period 1997 to 2004, 90% of 

volume of trade in Gnetum in Cameroon’s humid forest zone was conducted in Idenau, 

followed by 4% in Ekondo Titi, 3% in New Bell market in Douala, and less than 1% 

each in Limbe, Mfoundi market in Yaoundé, Abong Mbang on the Gabon border and 

Sa’a in the main Centre production zone. On average 220, 76 and 294 tons were 

exported annually through the border town of Ekok to Ikom and small ports of Bota 

Wharf near Limbe to Calabar and Ekondo Titi to Ikang respectively from 2007 to 2009. 

Anecdotal reports that Gnetum exports have increased in the last three decades 

(Shiembo 1999; Clark et al. 2004) are supported by data shown in Table 7.4, indicating 

around a tenfold increase from 1991 to 2009.  

 

Table 7.3 Values and volumes of Gnetum in Southwest markets 2007-2009  
Annual 

average 

sales  

Market 

Muea Limbe Tiko Mutengene Fiango Idenau Total Average 

2007  
kg 120,000  93,000  - 53,800  321,600       588,400   147,100  

$ 415,512.97  271,585  - 157,672  321,998    1,166,768   291,692  

2008  
kg 191,500  80,900   30,800   68,700   253,400  4,290,000  4,915,300   819,217  

$ 709,273  252,705   126,446  215,362   271,384  4,594,469.46  6,169,640  1,028,273  

2009  
kg  114,600  39,500   35,400  48,700  132,700  2,639,000  3,009,900   501,650  

$   403,278  117,229   138,081  145,050   135,028      2,685,297  3,623,962  603,994  

Annual   

average 

kg    142,033    71,133  22,067  57,067  235,900     3,464,500  8,513,600  1,418,933  

$  509,355  213,840  88,176   172,695  242,803     3,639,883  3,653,457  811,125  

Source: Research results. Key: – signifies no data.  

 

Table 7.4 Gnetum exports 1992 to 2009 
Annual export (tons) Details Export date  Source  

324 Annual average exports (3 year period) 1992-1994 Nembot 1998 

429 from Idenau 1992 AEERD 1993 

600 From Idenau 1993 Bokwe et al. 1994 

50 To Europe 1998 Tabuna 1999 

3,276 From Idenau 1999 Besong 2001 

3,741 447 tons (6 week period) from Idenau  2002 Mbolo 2002 

1,553 4,599 tons (3 year period) from Idenau 2003-2005 Asseng ze 2006 

1,078 Annual average in Idenau  1997-2004 CIFOR NTFP database 

2,964 17 to 21 tons daily, thrice a week Idenau 2007 Lingondo et al. 2008 

3,464 Annual average (2 year period) Idenau 2008-2009 Research results  
 

Average prices are shown in the value chain map in Figure 7.5 and vary seasonally, 

increasing by 6% on average in the dry season. Variations are caused by demand and 

supply, with less harvested during the rainy season (including festive periods, the cocoa 

and bush mango harvest and when other vegetables are seasonally substitutable). 

Supply increases in the dry season when harvesting is easier and with school holidays. 

Prices vary between markets, being on average 76% higher in Muea and 42% less in 

Fiango, due to transport costs. However, the data from the CIFOR NTFP database 

indicates that national selling price in the humid forest zone from 1997 to 2004 has been 

relatively stable, despite increasing volumes and 3% inflation (Trading Economics 

2011). 
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Figure 7.5 Gnetum spp. prices and chains from Southwest and Littoral regions 

 

 

Figure 7.6 Gnetum price fluctuations across markets, 2008 
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Each market has its own pricing structure. There are annual price variations of up to 

500 FCFA (1.13 US$) per kg, shown in Figure 7.6, due to variations in supply and 

demand. There are also price variations by market type. The type II regional domestic 

markets are shown in Figure 7.7. In 2008, the same factors affecting the profits in 

individual traders in each market also create price differences between markets, such as 

the number of traders, clients, quantities and costs, access costs. This results in price 

differences between markets of up to a buying price of 800 FCFA (1.81 US$) and a 

selling price of 1,000 FCFA (2.27 US$). The average buying price for all markets was 

828 (SD 108) (0.24 US$, SD 1.88 US$) and the average selling price was 1,357 FCFA 

(SD 204 FCFA) 0.46 US$ (3.08 US$ SD). 

Exporters in Manyu selling via Ekok to Ikom and in Meme to Ikang make lower 

profit margins per kilogram, due to higher transport costs as they often accompany 

loads due to the poor roads, longer distances and high informal ‘taxes’ paid to police, 

forestry officials, customs, council, commerce and quarantine, as none have permits: 

“There is no permit holder for eru trade here in Manyu” (Divisional Delegate MINFOF, 

pers. comm. 2009), confirmed by the 2007 to 2009 lists of Special Forestry Products 

permits. The procedure to obtain a permit is difficult and favours the large-scale 

exporters and big companies, disadvantaging small-scale exporters. Exporters from 

Fako exporting to Calabar through Bota Wharf in Limbe incur lower transport costs as 

they do not accompany their product but use managers. Exporters at Bota Wharf 

legalise by purchasing way bills at higher than actual acquisition cost. Large-scale 

exporters and permit holders exporting via Idenau to Oron incur the lowest costs due to 

volumes of scale. No exports were made to neighbouring Equatorial Guinea or Gabon, 

either from the Southwest, Littoral or other regions (SNV et al. 2010). 

In the Nigerian markets, the average buying price per kg in 2008 was 198 FCFA and 

average selling price 418 FCFA. Due mainly to differences in transportation costs 

involved, there are large variations of up to double the price between markets, shown in 

Figure 7.6. Larger variations in prices, for example in Ikang, were attributed by traders 

to fluctuations in demand and supply, with high levels of supply lowering prices. 

Exporters to Ikom make the highest average profits, although this varies per exporter. 

Exporters’ average costs include transport (23%), council and quarantine taxes (32%) 

and bribes to police and forestry services (37%). Transport costs can be up to five times 

higher for the sea route from Idenau to Calabar and Oron, around 88 km and 66 km 

respectively, and Ikang, around 53 km. Motorised pirogues or speedboats carry smaller 

volumes (around 1.5 to 2.5 tons) than the trucks using the Mamfe to Ikom road route, 

although these often face delays due to poor roads and corruption.  

More than 90% of Gnetum marketed in Nigeria in the study period was of 

Cameroonian origin. The pockets of forest in which Gnetum is found in Nigeria (Akwa 

Ibom, Okobo, Ikot Ibassi and Ikom in Cross River state) were reportedly insufficient to 

meet consumer demand; hence there is no competition between domestic and 

Cameroonian supply. The dynamics of the Nigerian market have led to exporters having 

established networks of buyers at different depots and maintaining intensive 

communication to respond to fluctuations in supply and demand. This dynamism affects 

the variability of the price at any point in time, with transportation costs reflected in 

selling prices. 

While 89% of traders reported having access to information on other markets, 

particularly Mutengene, Tiko and Buea, no mention was made of Nigerian markets. 

Traders generally obtained information through colleagues and 32% had experience 
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from trading in different markets. The perceived advantages were increased sales, 

although a quarter indicated this entailed higher travel costs and paying market fees. 

Risk taking and access to market information were seen to influence profit and volume, 

in common with other agricultural and perishable product chains (Webber et al. 2009). 

Traders, NGOs (such as the Fondation Fritz Jakob (Fonjak), the Centre pour la 

Protection Durable de l'environnement (CEREP) and IUCN) and the media (Network of 

Community Radios of Cameroon and Radio Environment) stressed the need for more 

market information during the Market Information System (MIS) pilots. In the second 

phase of the MIS focussing on the Centre, South, East and Northwest regions, Gnetum 

was one of the products about which information was most sought after. 

In conclusion, this section presented in detail why Gnetum leaves sourced from the 

humid lowland forests and of the Southwest region are valued as the most important 

cash-generating NTFP, as part of a diversified livelihood strategy, for most harvesters. 

It is also the most important NTFP for consumers due to its high nutritional and cultural 

value and for a small proportion has an additional medicinal use. The chain is 

susceptible to corruption, seasonal price and supply variations, and high losses due to its 

perishability and difficult transport routes to markets. For all actors Gnetum-based 

incomes are critical to meeting basic, daily needs. For consumers, this product also has 

social value as an affordable, year-round food source providing food and nutritional 

security for numerous urban consumers in Cameroon, Nigeria and internationally, 

where it is a cultural comfort food. The Gnetum chains studied have a market value of 

over 3 million US$, and Gnetum is one of the largest volume and value NTFPs sold in 

Cameroon with fast growing regional and international exports. Although the study area 

is a production zone, it is no longer the most important harvest area, but has developed 

in the last forty of so years to be the main land and sea route to Nigerian markets. For a 

chain so important and a species near threatened as Gnetum the governance 

arrangements in place are weak, fragmented and poorly coordinated as will be seen in 

the next section. 

Governance of the Gnetum value chain  

To answer the third research question, this section presents and analyses the governance 

arrangements and trends in the Gnetum chain. This trade is regulated on paper, although 

practice is often far removed from the intention of the law. Although the NTFP sector 

and the small business context in which it is played out is notable for its regulatory and 

policy void, governance arrangements are present in the form of customary regulations 

which have some, albeit weak, influence on the chain and livelihoods, in contrast to the 

significant impact of market-based arrangements. 

 

Statutory regulations in theory and practice  

In 1995 Gnetum africanum was declared as an endangered species in Cameroon due to 

declining quantities and a ban was considered (but never implemented) in 1999 

(Fondoun et al. 2000). Since 2005 eru has been listed (literally) as a Special Forestry 

Product (SFP) for which annual quotas are set and permits for transportation are needed 

(see Chapter 6 and Table 7.5). The majority (85%) of permits over the period were for 

either all regions or did not specify a region, making monitoring difficult. Over the 

period, 57 organisations requested permits, 10% of which have requested in more than 

one year. No Gnetum spp. population surveys were reported to have ever taken place, as 
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required by the 1994 forestry law. Since 2005, 82% of the requested quantities of 

Gnetum were granted. Instead permits are allocated on a demand basis, rather than 

supply, primarily to larger enterprises who often re-sell the waybills. The allocation 

process was reported as arbitrary and dogged by corruption, a fact noted by other 

studies (Ndoye et al. 2010). Gnetum is one of the most popular SFPs, accounting for 

half of all SFP permits. Interviews also confirmed the widespread lack of permits. 

Comparing individual company permits with waybills reveals that two companies over-

exceeded their permits in 2007 and 2008 and by four in 2009. Traders indicated that 

even when possessing a permit, corruption is common, amounting on average 25% of 

trader and exporter’s costs. Corruption costs have increased since the early 1990s, when 

bribery accounted for between 5 to 15% of transport and cross-border costs (AEERD 

1993). Bribery leads to delays which can be ill afforded given Gnetum’s perishable 

nature. These reports contradict a 2007 independent newspaper report (Nkwain et al. 

2007), stating that the eru trade in Idenau is legal and regulated, with official 

interactions between Unions, customs, MINFOF and immigration authorities. Despite 

the open and well-known international trade, Gnetum is not listed in the government’s 

COMCAM database of exported forest products. Although data is patchy and 

inconsistent over time, Table 7.5 shows that the estimated total quantity traded from 

Cameroon regularly exceeded permitted quantities except in 2007, when, for reasons 

unknown, a record number of 27 enterprises were granted permits.  

  

Table 7.5 SFP quotas, production and trade in Gnetum spp. in tons 1992 to 2010  
Year 1992 to 

1994
1, 2

 

1998
3
 1997 to 

2004
1, 4

 

2005
5
 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 Average 

SFP permits
6
    2,035 6,800 7,195 1,700 3,925 2,300 3,993 

Southwest & 

Littoral production
7
  

     3,269 2,873 1,853  2,665 

Traded in 

Southwest markets 

  108   588 625 370  528 

Traded in East, 

Centre & Littoral 

markets 

  5        

Exports Idenau to 

Nigeria 

973  1,078 1,553  2,964 4,290 2,639  2,250 

Exports to Europe  50      24  37 

Total quantity 

produced & traded 

973 50 1,190 1,553  6,821 7,788 4,886  5,479 

2 Sources: Nembot 1998 3 Tabuna 1999 4 CIFOR NTFP database 5 Asseng Ze 2006 6 MINFOF annual Special 

Forestry Product quotas from 2005 to 2010 7 Research results production from villages in study area. Blank areas 

indicate no data available. Key: 1 Annual average 

 

Given that 79% of Gnetum harvested in the study area is sold and sourced from 

national domain forests (see Chapter 6 and following section on Sustainability), all 

production that is not permitted is illegal. This problem is not restricted to Gnetum, but 

is a major flaw of the regulatory system and its application (Assembe-Mvondo 2009; 

Alden Wily 2011).The permits are also granted to traders, rather than actual harvesters, 

who harvest in a grey area of the law: as customary user rights allow harvesting but not 

selling. Most harvesters reported being unaware of their user rights under the 1994 

Forest Law or that the forest belongs to the state. The majority reported believing that 

forests belong to them and can be freely exploited for commercial use. The regulatory 

system thus works contrary to its objectives, inadequately monitoring and controlling 
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trade, inefficiently collecting government revenues and allowing ample opportunities 

for corruption. The difficult, non-transparent and inefficient permit and waybill system 

does not protect a species deemed to be near threatened. Combined with the current lack 

of knowledge about the abundance and quantity of Gnetum across Cameroon and lack 

of control at major markets and border crossings, sustainable governance is difficult, if 

not impossible under current formal governance arrangements. Despite proposals for 

regulatory and institutional reform since 2008 (Ebamane 2008) and specifically for 

Gnetum including inventory and mapping of past and current production areas and a 

revision of the demand-based permit system (Ndoye et al. 2010), changes have not 

occurred. Given the current lack of enforcement and low government presence in the 

study area – situations typical of remote and upland tropical forests which prove 

difficult to centrally govern (Scott 2009; Colfer et al. 2011) – any revision to the law is 

foreseen to have little impact on current illegal and unsustainable practices. Better 

control of the quantity of Gnetum harvested in practice is possible only if significant 

political and administrative changes occur.  

 

Dollops of dash 

Corruption is prevalent in the chain, not all along but focussing on low-hanging fruits of 

statutory permitting procedures controlling access to the resource and access to markets 

during transport and especially to export markets, indicated by bribes comprising 37% 

of exporter’s costs. The lack of statutory regulation of this high value trade and the 

small number of channels through which it flows – particularly the large volume 

channelled through Idenau port, presents an easy to capture opportunity for corrupt 

officials and creates a perfect hotbed for corruption. This then further exacerbates 

regulatory failures. Corruption also aggravates the difficulties small-scale traders have 

in operating legally, promoting rather informality and illegality as the (slightly) easier 

business operating environment. State officials (MINFOF officers, police, customs 

agents and army) at decentralised level have no legitimacy to promote reforms and little 

incentive, given the personal revenues that can be gained from bribes that are an 

everyday part of the trade. Corruption thus becomes an insidious, predictable but 

incalculable governance arrangement. This is why alternative, but risky routes through 

the porous, land-based border through the forest to Nigeria have remained in use for 

decades. Corruption, whilst adding to costs and often creating delays, is viewed as a 

necessary cost to ensure that the fastest and lower risk sea route works. The Gnetum 

chain mirrors other high value, high volume forest products in Cameroon, such as 

illegal artisanally chainsawn logs, which have high levels of corruption and well-

established domestic and regional markets (Blackman et al. 2010). 

 

Customary regulations 

Customary land tenure varies across communities in the study area. In general 

traditional authorities are custodians of forested lands outside family forests and farm 

areas and are responsible for forest management. In the study area, only men have the 

right to inherit land property, with women given land when they marry. Women in most 

communities interviewed indicated they had free access to village and family forest, and 

family farmlands and are free to harvest from and cultivate NTFPs on their husband’s 

lands. But if the men (husbands of those married and in-laws of those who are widows) 

want to create cocoa farms and plantations on the land, women do not have a say.  
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Harvester’s access rights to Gnetum were generally open access (88%). This differs 

per region, as no harvesters in the Littoral region indicated there were areas to which 

access was restricted, whereas 25% in the Southwest indicated that there were areas to 

which access for harvesting is restricted. Tenure largely determines why access is 

restricted, as access was restricted or not permitted in community forests, in traditional 

village forests, in privately owned areas, protected areas and national parks. Rights to 

Gnetum were asserted by 13% of harvesters, by land owners, community forests and 

village councils. This is mainly in the form of payments for harvesting by outsiders and 

‘foreigners’. Most respondents (89% in the Southwest and 96% in Littoral) indicated 

that they do not have to pay for entering the forest or for harvesting. Payment, if 

required, is made to a village traditional council (in the Southwest) or the forest owner 

(in the Littoral). In some villages around Takamanda, women pay a token fee to the 

council before harvesting Gnetum spp. for sale. For most ‘outsiders’ (i.e. non-residents), 

the traditional authority authorises harvesting for a negotiated fee. In some villages, the 

cost was 2,000 FCFA (4.53 US$) per week paid to the traditional authority and with the 

buyer obliged to buy all the eru harvested by villagers that week. In other areas, buyers 

may operate freely in village forests for a specified time period upon paying a fee of 

2,000 to 3,000 FCFA (4.53 to 6.80 US$) per month up to 20,000 FCFA (45.31 US$) to 

traditional village councils for usually an unlimited quantity of Gnetum. These ‘elite’ 

decisions were sometimes criticised by community members who do not benefit from 

these revenues. This critique was also reported by Mhadaili et al. (2002). Traders and 

exporters in Manyu division must register with the village traditional council to obtain 

supplies. At Kesham in Akwaya, traders pay a yearly fee of 10,000 FCFA (22.65 US$) 

without any ‘commission’. In other villages, traders pay 2,000 to 5,000 FCFA (4.53 to 

11.33 US$) per week for ‘booking’ plus a ‘commission’ of 10 FCFA (0.02 US$) per 

bundle and foreigners (Nigerians) pay 10,000 to 20,000 FCFA (22.65 to 45.30 US$) to 

enter village forests and harvest eru for defined periods. This fee is paid to village 

traditional councils and is used for village development, although some villagers 

suggested that it was not always used for this purpose. 

All respondents in the Littoral region indicated that there had been changes in forest 

access. One third indicated that local communities had not previously been aware of the 

economic importance of eru and their forests, but now that they are aware, those who 

are not members the community no longer have free access. Payments were therefore 

demanded from the ‘forest owner’. The majority (70%) indicated that forested land is 

now being bought and owned by individuals, who prohibit free access. In the Southwest 

18% of respondents indicated that there had been access changes. One third of these 

changes related to the upgrading of protected areas and the fact that harvest from the 

National Parks in Takamanda (since 2008) and Mt Cameroon (since 2010) were 

prohibited (see section on Project governance arrangements in Chapter 6). However, in 

Takamanda harvesting continued to take place. Two thirds of respondents who noted 

access changes indicated that with the increase in the knowledge of the value of eru, 

communities now restricted harvest from their own forests. Access is also gendered. 

The women of the Abos ethnic group in Mungo division of the Littoral region do not go 

to the forest to harvest eru, despite the potential and its presence in this region. During 

the focus group interviews, female producers in Mungo division indicated that they had 

no ownership rights. All the harvesters in this region were ‘foreigners’: either Nigerians 

or from the Northwest region.  
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In the Southwest, privately owned and planted Gnetum was reported as vulnerable to 

theft, as it is still perceived as a wild, open access NTFP. This indicates how customary 

tenure and access rules have not adapted with the transition of Gnetum from a wild to a 

cultivated product. However, villages working with CENDEP in the Southwest reported 

that using customary rules and institutions, enhanced collective action and 

domestication offered a pragmatic solution to control harvesting. Combined with local 

quotas, sustainable harvest methods and ‘no-go’ or regeneration areas, these could form 

a multi-pronged approach to manage Gnetum more sustainably. These findings indicate 

that if land tenure is defined and producers ‘own’ or manage land, harvesting tends to be 

controlled. The general lack of control and ownership over lands may be a reason for 

the lack of domestication. Whilst limiting access, customary rules do not control harvest 

methods or techniques. Local traditional regulation however neither fills the voids in the 

formal system nor ensures sustainable extraction, but is an important factor influencing 

livelihoods, mainly the income derived from trade in Gnetum. 

 

Market-based governance 

Most of the eru marketed in Cameroon is traded informally, by unregistered, individual 

entrepreneurs. Although harvesters generally do not use collective action, traders do, 

with unions covering around 40% of the traders working in the markets of Tiko, Fiango 

in Kumba, Mutengene and Bota Wharf in Limbe. The unions do not bar entry to new 

traders but support traders and provide credit. In contrast, the Eru Workers Union in 

Idenau has a powerful control of the trade. It accounts for a high percentage of 

employment in the small town and is open to everyone of working age, in possession of 

a National Identity Card and who has resided in Idenau for at least six months. Both 

managers and traders are members, and the majority of support workers, who are paid 

according to their tasks (offloading lorries, filling bags, counting bundles and 

loading them into speedboats). The union controls the market and maintains income 

security by keeping prices and profits high. For instance, setting quotas for quantities 

traded within defined periods, restricting the number of traders operating at a given 

time, placing restrictions on who buys or sells, harmonising prices through the 

commissioned middlemen in Idenau and Nigerian markets, setting high registration fees 

to limit the number of traders and regulating purchases by credit (zero or part payment) 

systems. The result is that excess supplies are frequent occurrences at Ikom, although 

not in Ekok, where traders are not unionised and supplies are not regulated. The trader 

unions aim to counter Nigerian union strength and vagaries and the frequent surpluses 

and losses, confirmed by other studies (Lingondo et al. 2006). Communication 

technology has aided merchants in Nigeria and Cameroon: over the last five years they 

have increasingly been conducting transactions more easily by telephone and email. 

Over 40% of retailers in four of the Cameroon markets and all retailers in Nigeria were 

union members. Whilst the unions in Cameroon do not control trade, they provide a 

supportive enabling environment. In Nigeria, trader unions in the markets fulfil a 

similar empowering function for members and regulate trade, punish thieves, provide 

security guards, regulate who trades on which days, provide financial security by 

backing all transactions – even when losses are incurred – and resolve conflicts. Unions 

are voluntary in name but obligatory if traders wish to trade in the markets. The 

Nigerian unions affect the prices paid to Cameroonian importers. The retailer unions in 

Cameroonian markets exhibit similar, but far less extensive, power. 
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There are no dominant enterprises setting parameters and exercising power and 

control along the chain. However, the activities of various groups of actors, although 

not premeditated, coincide to affect prices and the level and distribution of profit among 

actors in the chain. Current configurations of the chains mean that the intermediaries, 

particularly buy’am-sell’ams and wholesalers, are some of the most powerful actors in 

the chains. Their power is derived from their knowledge of demand and supply, 

although this is incomplete, with information on long-term supply lacking. Supply is 

on-command, limited more by the number of harvesters and their physical capacity to 

harvest than by demand. In the short term prices (and thus incomes) are affected by 

seasonal agricultural activities which divert attention from harvesting Gnetum. At 

transporter and intermediary level, power is in the hands of corrupt officials and 

transport companies, costing time and losses. Harvesters experience occasional conflicts 

over access to resources, but these are minor. Conflict has a minor influence on 

relationships in the chain, compared to other high value products (Tsing 2005; 

Exenberger et al. 2010). As Gnetum remains an open access common pool resource, 

power is fairly evenly spread among harvesters. However, access has become restricted 

as customary resource owners exert control as its high economic value is associated 

with increasing demand and scarcity. This is illustrated in some villages near the 

Cameroon-Nigeria border. A knowledge-power relationship can be seen among 

harvesters, where those with better knowledge of the location of Gnetum can harvest 

greater quantities and thus benefit economically. 

 

International agreements 

Whilst Gnetum species are on the IUCN Red data list, there are no international 

agreements or conventions in force which have specific implications for the chain.  

 

Limited project influences on governance  

Projects have had limited influence on governance arrangements in the Southwest. They 

stimulated collective action by setting up plant nurseries and providing training in the 

domestication and cultivation of Gnetum, starting with the Forestry Research Project led 

by the government’s Institute of Agricultural Research for Development (IRAD) in 

Kumba, which initiated domestication in the early 1980s, followed by the MCP in the 

late 1990s around Limbe and Mt Cameroon (Tekwe et al. 2003) and most recently by 

CENDEP since 2000 in about sixteen villages around Korup and Limbe. A result of 

these activities has been to stimulate collective control of access to markets through 

increasing processing and sales, but these groups produce only a tiny percentage of total 

regional production which is not visible in the market. The main impact of these 

projects has been to send signals about the decreasing resource, livelihood value and 

possibilities of cultivation. These appear to be very gradually accumulating into 

sufficient political capital to influence behavioural and policy changes. For example, the 

work of the MCP resulted in the first regulations concerning Gnetum in the 1990s.  It 

also stimulated the creation of NGOs such as CENDEP and ADIE (Association for the 

Development of Environmental Initiatives) in Lekié, Centre region, on which 

development and research actors such as the FAO, ICRAF and CIFOR have built 
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further
3
. These activities have provided a basis for recent government interest, leading 

to the Programme for the Support of Okok Domestication (PAPCO). This Ministry of 

Agriculture and Development (MINADER) sponsored programme supported the 

establishment of 149 nurseries for 76,296 plants located in 35 villages in 2010-2011 in 

five production areas in the Centre region (PAPCO 2010). Around 500,000 US$ per 

year has since been allocated to develop Gnetum cultivation across the country. These 

projects indicate that the Gnetum chain is slowly creeping into and up the forestry and 

agriculture agendas. This is justified, as the majority is still wild sourced, but creates a 

possibility for future supply from cultivated sources. Projects have highlighted 

corruption in the chain (Ndoye et al. 2010; Tieguhong et al. 2010) and pushed for 

government support and recognition. Changes to regulatory arrangements have however 

been slow and efforts to counter corruption non-existent.  

 

An entwined bricolage 

The arrangements governing the trade of the leaves of this climbing liana are a mix of 

formal regulations, inconsistently applied and enforced, and topped with corruption; 

weak but changing customary arrangements controlling resource access – notably in the 

Southwest; collective action in the form of unions controlling access to markets, and 

some limited project arrangements attempting to introduce cultivation norms. Scored 

using the system introduced in the methodology in Chapter 3, and detailed in Appendix 

13 the arrangements are illustrated in Figure 7.7. The prevalence of unions of traders 

and retailers highlights how these actors have crafted institutions attempting to secure 

livelihoods and increase profits by controlling supply and demand in the face of 

government vagaries and corruption. Attempts, albeit very small-scale, at cultivation 

and groupings of harvesters and farmers also represent a form of bricolage seeking to 

control production and the production environment. Equally, the growing tendency of 

traditional authorities and landlords to demand payment for harvesting represents a 

claiming of new ownership rights in realisation of the growing economic value of this 

product.  

 

Figure 7.7 Governance arrangements in the Gnetum spp. chain in Cameroon 

                                                 
3
 See for example http://blog.cifor.org/11455/taming-okok-domesticating-forest-foods-in-cameroon and 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/am803e/am803e00.pdf. 

http://blog.cifor.org/11455/taming-okok-domesticating-forest-foods-in-cameroon
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Governance and livelihoods in the Gnetum chain 

This section addresses the fourth research question of how governance arrangements 

affect the livelihoods of actors along the chain, using the sustainable livelihoods 

approach. 

The ways in which the chains are organised and governed mean that Gnetum is an 

easy source of income for all involved in the chain. Unlike many NTFPs, it can be 

easily harvested and sold year round; is mainly gathered in open access forests with 

restrictions on access resulting costs due to forest tenure; it requires minimal processing 

prior to sale and is in high demand with well-developed and multiple market channels. 

This results in approximately 2,402 people benefitting directly from Gnetum-based 

incomes in the Southwest and Littoral regions of Cameroon and in Cross River and 

Akwa Ibon states in Nigeria. Taking into account the average household size of 5.9 

people, around 14,098 people in total benefit from Gnetum-based incomes, for on 

average a decade.  

Harvesters generally profit from Gnetum, earning on average 562,798 FCFA (1,148 

US$) annually, equivalent to 1,541 FCFA (3.14 US$) per day, with an average profit of 

133 FCFA (0.30 US$) per kg The variations in selling price, profit and costs between 

individual harvesters, with profit margins of up to 57% of the selling price and also 

post-harvest losses, are explained by harvesters not including all or some costs for 

equipment, transport and labour. The major cost for harvesters is transport. In both 

regions harvesters enter the forest on foot and 82% use a motorbike to bring the Gnetum 

to a sales point or village and 18% by car or bush taxi. Costs are lower in Manyu and 

Mungo divisions as traders generally tour villages. In Ndian and Kupe Muanengouba 

divisions, transport to Type I markets in Mbonge and Nguti is more expensive. 

Most harvesters have diverse income sources. Agriculture provides on average 44% 

and NTFPs, including hunting and fishing, contribute on average to 51% of annual 

household income. A third of harvester households also use these NTFPs for food. The 

large income variances between villages (Table 7.6) are related to preferences and 

availability of other revenue sources and distance to markets. For example, in Bachuo-

agagbe village, an NGO promoting cultivation and processing operates, and access to 

Mamfe is easy, whereas Mungo Ndor access is difficult due to its location 15 km from 

the main Mamfe-Kumba road and in remote Mukonyony post-harvest losses occurred in 

2007 due to high transport costs. The two main income sources were agriculture (93% 

of harvesters) and NTFPs (89% of harvesters). On average three (SD 2) NTFPs were 

harvested, with Gnetum rated the most important, comprising 62% of NTFP-based 

incomes. Thirteen NTFPs were also collected in the Southwest and nine in the Littoral, 

the most popular being bush mango (Irvingia spp.), njangsang (Ricinodendron 

heudelottii), bush pepper (Piper guineensis) and bush onion (Afrostyrax kamerunensis). 

Up to nineteen other minor income-generating activities were noted, such as petty trade, 

taxi driving, animal breeding, hunting and fishing. The majority (93%) of harvesters, 

whilst collecting companionably with others, sell individually. Some harvesters act as 

‘assemblers’ or agents, buying from harvesters on behalf of wholesalers and bulking up. 

Income generated from Gnetum is used for basic needs with food, education, clothing, 

healthcare and house rental constituting over 90% of expenditures. A growing number 

of ‘foreign’ (mainly Nigerian) harvesters were reported around in border areas.  
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Table 7.6 Gnetum harvesters’ annual average profit and profit per kg per village 
Region Division Village 

 

Access to 

market 

 

Harvester annual average 

profit (FCFA) 

(2007-2009) 

Average profit per 

kg (FCFA) 

(2007-2009) 

S
o

u
th

w
es

t 

Manyu Kembong E 495,453 181 

Eyomojock D 285,480 27 

Nchang D 360,311 164 

Okoyong E 167,110 185 

Bache E 605,748 305 

Tapkwe D 713,558 174 

Bachuo-

akagbe 

E 1,294,453 168 

Nyang D 472,200 10 

Obonyi 1 D 45,000 46 

Mukonyony E 100,000 202 

Assam D 150,000 77 

Kupe-

Muanengouba 

Ekenge E 411,897 242 

Mungo Ndor D 3,333 67 

Ndian Ekombe 

Liongo 

E 596,800 238 

Ekombe 

Mofako 

D 256,000 233 

Average 471,862 179 

L
it

to
ra

l 

Mungo Souza E 484,225 168 

Mbonjo II D 476,480 155 

Bonamateke D 609,707 180 

Nkapa Camp E 509,933 170 

Mbanga E 447,898 122 

Mojuka D 505,000 93 

Average 505,541 148 

        Overall average 428,123 133 
Source: Research results Key: D = difficult access E = easy access.  

 

Average profit margins earned by harvesters who are members of a group, compared 

to those working individually show no significant statistical difference, shown in Table 

7.8. Individual harvesters have higher average profits than those in groups, ascribed to 

increased costs of domesticating Gnetum and less time spent harvesting and existence of 

shared, group profits. 

 

Table 7.7 Relationship between profit and group membership 
 Membership of group N

o
 Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Profit from Gnetum 

in 2008 (FCFA)  

No 34   592,392 556,148 95,379 

Yes 5 321,024 158,529 70,896 

Profit in 2008 

FCFA 

Levene’s test 

for equality of 

variances 

Independent Sample Test  

t-test for equality of means 

F Sig. t df Sig.2-

tailed 

Mean 

difference 

Std. Error 

difference 

 

95% confidence 

interval of difference 

Lower Upper 

Equal variances 

Assumed 

1.48 0.23 1.0 37 0.29 271,367 252,803 -240,860 783,595 

Equal variances 

Not assumed 

  2.2 22 0.03 271,367 118,841 25,287 517,447 

Source: Research results 
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A typical intermediary trader earns an annual average of 720,000 FCFA (1,469 US$) 

(SD 351,780 FCFA, 703 US$). Managers (traders commissioned by Nigerian unions) 

earn on average 1.44 million FCFA (2,880 US$) annually, with Gnetum being their 

primary income source. There is a wide variation in trader’s profits between markets 

(SD 351,780 FCFA or 718 US$). These profits are higher than the average net profit of 

221,000 FCFA (inflation indexed equivalent in 2007) of Gnetum traders recorded in 18 

markets in Cameroon from 1995 to 1996, indicating the increasing value of the trade. 

Shown in Figure 7.8, traders in Tiko and Mutengene have the highest profits. This is 

attributed to the many Nigerian buyers, high volumes, lower costs due to their scale of 

transactions and unionisation. Prices and profits are lower in non-unionised markets in 

Limbe and Muea markets. In Fiango market the increased competition arising from high 

volumes, proximity to production zones and harvesters selling directly leads to lower 

prices and profits. In Fiango exporters using Ekondo Titi Beach generate higher average 

profits than those in Manyu. They mostly do not have permits but trading is controlled 

by the Union, which specifies the maximum quantity that members can export. This 

avoids flooding the market and maintains higher prices. The lower profit made by 

traders at Bota Wharf was attributed to the majority (63%) of Gnetum sold there 

originating from secondary forests and plantations, which are subject to continuous 

disturbance from agricultural activities. The younger leaves rot faster and dry out more 

rapidly, lowering the price to 400-550 FCFA (0.82-1.12 US$) per kilogram bundle. 

 

Figure 7.8 Average Gnetum trader profit margin per market  

Source: Research results 

 

Exporters make annual average profits of 3,060,393 FCFA (SD 2,160,000) (6,121 

US$, (SD 4,409 US$) (Table 7.9). Female exporters earn on average 19% lower profits 

than men with 15% higher standard deviation. Gnetum was their major income source, 

contributing to 58% of average household incomes, with 28% having on average three 

other sources, largely agricultural products. Gnetum mainly is used for basic needs: 

food (22%) and children’s education (26%). On average a Nigerian importer earned just 

over FCFA 3 million profit annually (6123 US$$). Large differences in profits were 

found between markets and during the period 2007 to 2009, shown in Figure 7.9, with 

2007 being a high volume, profitable year. Nigerian wholesalers make higher profit 

margins at 425 FCFA/kg (0.87US$/kg) than their Cameroonian counterparts at 32 

FCFA/ kg (0.47 US$/kg). This can be explained by the lower level of collective action 
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among Cameroonian exporters. Profit levels are also strongly affected by delays leading 

to product losses, corruption and taxes.  

Gnetum contributes on average up to 76% of annual household income of retailers. 

Although there is a wide variation between markets (Table 7.8) on average retailers earn 

729,327 FCFA (1,458 US$) (SD 351,780 FCFA, 703 US$) annually with average 

profits of 470 FCFA (1.06 US$) (SD 212 FCFA, 0.42 US$) per kg.  

 

Table 7.8 Gnetum retailer’s average profit per kg and profit per annum, Cameroon 
Year 

 

 

Profits per annum (FCFA) 

Muea 

(Buea) 

Limbe Tiko Mutengene Fiango 

(Kumba) 

Average 

profit per 

retailer 

Standard 

deviation 

Market type
1
 II II I, IV II II 

2007 
Total profit 473,791 536,222 - 1,920,000 1,072,000 1,000,503 669,221 

Profit per kg 395 403  1000 200 500 347 

2008 
Total profit 650,809 561,333 1,099,200 1,400,900 799,200 902,288 6345,510 

Profit per kg 340 486 1000 571 189 517 307 

2009 
Total profit 168,754 139,722 579,000 489,143 210,733 317,470 201,850 

Profit per kg 295 495 916 563 191 492 281 

Average profit per kg 343 462 639 711 193 470 212 

Average annual total 

profit  

431,118 412,426 839,100 1,270,014 693,978 729,327 351,780 

1 Using Ruíz Pérez et al.’s (2000) market typology, see Chapter 3. Source: Research results – signifies no data 

 

Table 7.9 Gnetum exporter’s total profits per annum 
Market 

 

Market 

type
1
 

Profit per annum (FCFA) 

2007 2008 2009 Annual average Std. deviation 

Ikom 
III 

- 3,100,000 1,106,846 2,103,423 1,409,373 

Average profit per kg 

 

149 346 247 139 

Ikang 
III 

33,360,000 10,800,000 930,000 9,358,400 16,623,655 

Average profit per kg 579 563 160 434 237 

Calabar 
III 

7,104,000 6,168,000 14,803,200 368 4,738,503 

Average profit per kg 370 367 367 247 2 

Oron 
IV, III 

- 57,148,750 n/a n/a 

 Average profit per kg 263 118 30 212 118 

Average annual profit  20,232,000 6,689,333 5,613,349 10,844,894 8,147,255 
1 Using Ruiz Pérez et al.’s (2000) market typology, see Chapter 2. Source: Research results 

 

Figure 7.9 Nigerian Gnetum importers’ average annual profit 2007 to 2009 

Source: Research results 
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The analysis of the Gnetum spp. chain shows that the product becomes a major 

economic asset to actors in the chain once traded. It provides one of, if not the, major 

source (67%) of cash for all actors in the chains. Whilst this finding is unsurprising 

given that the methodology focused on actors involved in these products, the 

contribution is higher than suggested by recent studies of forest products worldwide 

(Angelsen et al. 2010) and in the study area (Ambrose-Oji et al. 2002; Mdaihli et al. 

2002). It is notable that actors towards the consumer end of the chain have a higher 

dependence on the product, as it provides on average 76% of trader’s and 58% of 

exporter’s income, compared to on average 47% of harvester’s income. This finding 

provides a challenge to traditional views of the high level dependence of forest-adjacent 

people (Das et al. 2008; FAO 2008; IUCN 2008a; Rodriguez et al. 2009). Harvesters 

make the most use of forest products, as NTFPs contribute to nearly half of their 

household revenues. They typically rely on a greater number of income sources, but 

also have greater access (as farmers) to a wider range of subsistence products. However, 

wholesalers’, retailers’ and exporters’ livelihoods are more dependent on the one forest 

product, as they tend to have both a less diverse and smaller range of income-generating 

activities and thus a heavier reliance upon Gnetum. This has implications for 

policymakers and livelihood interventions, as harvesters are the greatest group 

numerically, comprising 38% of estimated actors, followed by retailers (24%). Gnetum 

benefits forest-dwelling ethnic groups with good forest knowledge of its location.  

For harvesters, Gnetum is generally profitable, providing the equivalent of just over a 

2 US$ a day. Although incomes vary widely due to distance to markets, seasons and 

bargaining power, profits of up to 57% are possible. Whilst Gnetum income does not 

raise harvesters much above basic poverty levels, it fulfils a coping function. Gnetum is 

thus a flexible natural asset easily converted into financial capital, with an additional 

social dimension. Gnetum revenues are used primarily to meet basic needs (food, 

education, clothing and healthcare), with all types of actors spending comparable 

proportions on these categories. Gnetum is also used for specific needs, with harvests 

timed to finance school fees, ceremonies and festive events. Harvesters gain lower 

profits and Gnetum-based incomes than other actors in the chain due to their lack of 

access to market information, reluctance or inability to travel to markets, lower 

negotiating power from selling individually, limited ability to increase production and 

high perishability of the product. Highest profits accrue to exporters, traders and 

retailers. In contrast to harvesters, for these estimated two thirds of actors in the chain, 

although little value is added through processing, Gnetum is often a highly profitable 

product, upon which they are highly dependent.  For traders and exporters, a proportion 

of income is invested in other activities, enabling diversification. These findings reflect 

the diverse strategies for which NTFPs are used in securing livelihoods in the Congo 

Basin (Nkem et al. 2010) and in general (Delacote 2009).  

Gnetum’s value is increased by the facts that, despite its perishability, if a buyer does 

not turn up, harvesters can consume or barter it. For a small proportion of harvesters and 

consumers, it also has medicinal value, unlike in other areas of the Congo Basin 

(Schippers 2004, Schippers and Besong 2004) and in Asia (Orwa et al. 2009), 

highlighting undeveloped potential. Its high nutritional content, cultural significance, 

medicinal benefits and economic worth combine to make this a valuable product. 

Gnetum thus provides multiple and important contributions to the livelihoods of actors 

involved in its chains, mirroring that of Gnetum spp. in Asia (Roshetko et al. 2000; 

Mertz 2007). Whilst only the leaves of the two Gnetum species are used in Cameroon 
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and Nigeria, unlike the multiple parts and uses in Asia, a shared characteristic is its 

usage for food. The ecology of Gnetum spp. produces a product with nutritional value 

on a par or above many other leafy vegetables. For consumers, it is valued as a food and 

also has traditional cultural significance. Commodification has enabled it to become a 

comfort food for increasing numbers of migrants, urbanised populations both in-country 

and internationally for diaspora estranged from their culinary heritage, creating a 

growing demand outside traditional harvest areas and driving the trade.  

The social importance of Gnetum differs for men and women. Traditional gender 

roles affect land tenure of forest and farm land and dictate that it is women’s role to 

gather vegetal NTFPs, exemplified by Gnetum, for subsistence use. Female survival-

based strategies commonly focus on supplementing income sources and diversification 

(Ruíz Pérez et al. 2003). A phenomenon in Central and West Africa is that once a 

product moves from subsistence to cash crop, men use a welfare maximisation strategy 

to appropriate the crop and capture economic power (Goheen 1996; Ruíz Pérez et al. 

2003; Nlend V 2007), often specialising. In the Gnetum chain, the majority (73%) of all 

actors continue to be female, but there is a trend of more, particularly younger, men 

becoming involved in harvesting as the product’s value increases. Women still 

dominate in harvesting and retailing, echoing studies showing the economic clout of 

female retailers in the late 1990s (Ruíz Pérez et al. 2003). Gender thus continues to be 

the main basis for understanding who conducts which activities in the chain (Ruíz Pérez 

et al. 2003).  

Whilst the Southwest and Littoral regions are not the major production areas in terms 

of total national production, they contain the major markets and constitute an important 

source of employment, incomes and benefits. However this financial capital is not 

translated into political capital. The chain in Cameroon, despite collective action has 

little political clout, visibility and almost no say in food, agriculture, health, forestry or 

trade policies. Collective action is limited to actors towards the consumer end of the 

chain (transporters, traders and exporters). There is no collective action by harvesters or 

arrangements to assure the quantity, quality or price of Gnetum. There is no 

organisation representing the interests of the chain as a whole. Although in Cameroon 

actors have created their own forms of collective action, in the form of tontines, to 

provide an enabling environment do business, these provide more of a safety net, rather 

than creating Gnetum-related political capital. This is in contrast to the highly organised 

unions in Nigeria which support member’s livelihoods by restricting access to the 

markets, controlling corruption and theft, and positively influencing prices and profits.  

The chain is highly segmented with no actors integrating harvesting, processing, 

sales and export. This means that retailers, exporters and consumers are largely not 

informed of or engaged in ensuring continued supply and largely unaware of the 

precariousness of their livelihoods based on dwindling supplies. Most of the actors and 

activities in the chains are not vertically integrated. Some wholesalers also retail, and 

most retailers perform very simple processing. But no examples of the integrated chain 

activities were found. This means that for the lower earning harvesters, the arrangement 

of the chain presents few opportunities to add value and gain higher incomes, other than 

increasing harvesting production. The risk of actors being largely only connected to the 

next stage in the chain, but not chain wide, is that governance and securing a 

(sustainable) continued supply is not ensured. This is a drawback when the majority of 

the product supply is wild sourced and thus unpredictable (Van der Kop et al. 2006; 

FairWild Foundation 2010). The lack of integration in value chains has been seen as a 
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major reason to the inability of actors, particularly harvesters and farmers, to add value 

(Vermeulen et al. 2008). Whilst the profits of intermediaries are the greatest, the 

activities of bulking and transporting these actors carry are essential to ensure this 

perishable product covers the long distances to diverse markets, dealing with corruption, 

difficult transport networks and poor infrastructure. The profit gained (and lost) by this 

numerically small group of actors is the economic reward for taking these high risk but 

essential activities. Hollier (1985) debunks the myth that these are bogey men 

profiteering at the expense of harvesters, but are essential actors in chains. 

Governance and sustainability in the Gnetum chain 

This section answers the fifth research question of how the governance arrangements 

impact on product sustainability. 

Currently the value chains are almost completely dependent upon wild sourced 

Gnetum. The majority (41%) of Gnetum is sourced from primary or secondary forest 

and from customarily village owned primary and secondary forest with free and open 

access for the community (21%). Smaller proportions are from private forests (17%), oil 

palm plantations (11%), protected areas (3%) and farmlands (6%). The species’ 

preferred habitat, primary Guinean Congolian humid forest, is still common in the study 

areas, as is secondary forest (see Chapter 4). However, landscape-scale threats arise 

from conversion to plantations, protected areas and urbanisation, although these are 

currently on a small-scale. Additionally, regular weed clearing in plantations in Littoral 

and Southwest regions means that young eru is harvested with often insufficient time 

for the plant to mature. This practice may contribute to long-term species population 

decline, and, as young leaves degrade more quickly than older, tougher leaves, the 

quality is lower and increases losses (E. Wirsiy, CENDEP, pers. comm. 2009). 

However, some harvesters reported that the lianas regrowth rates in secondary forests, 

fallows and plantation were good, especially if only lateral stems were harvested. 

Recent research in the Centre region (Tieguhong et al. 2013) suggests forest 

degradation has led to 97% of Gnetum spp. being sourced from human-modified 

landscapes (fallows, cocoa farms and farmlands), which provide favourable habitats and 

are characterised by restricted control over access. None of the organisations involved 

in the chain are involved in conservation. As Gnetum spp. can thrive in secondary and 

agroforestry environments, changes in the ecoregion pose less of a threat than 

harvesting. Concerns were first expressed about increasing demand, destructive and 

excessive harvesting in the 1990s (Mialoudama 1993; Bokwe et al. 1994). In the last 

decade similar observations have been made (Sunderland et al. 2003; Tekwe et al. 

2003; Nlend V 2007; Nchinda et al. 2008; Tanda 2009; Ndoye et al. 2010). Although 

leaf harvesting is rated as of low vulnerability (Cunningham 2001), the techniques used 

for harvesting are important given the large quantities harvested, the plant’s ecology and 

lack of any regulation or guideline for harvesting. Based on field observations and 

harvester responses, shown in Table 7.10, around 45% of the harvesting techniques used 

in the study area are judged as unsustainable, echoing Fondoun et al.’s (2000) findings. 

This suggests that harvesting techniques that take into account Gnetum’s initial slow 

growth and vulnerability are only understood by around half of harvesters. Whilst 

research is emerging on this aspect (Clause 2010; Mathot et al. 2011) it is not accessible 

to harvesters or support organisations. CENDEP’s dissemination of field experiences 
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has been restricted by the organisations’ dependence upon projects, and government 

projects have had no discernible impact on practices in the study area to date. 

 

Table 7.10 Gnetum harvest technique and sustainability 
Harvest technique % harvested Assessment 

Fell the trees on which the vine climbs to harvest the entire vine 44 Unsustainable 

Uproot entire vine >1 Unsustainable 

Pluck leaves only, leave part of the stem & use part to tie bundles >1 Sustainable 

Pluck stems and leaves, leave part of vine, stem used to tie bundles 43 Sustainable 

Climb trees to harvest part of vine 13 Sustainable 

Source: Research results 

 

In the Littoral region no harvesters reported planting Gnetum. Only 16% of all 

harvesters, all in the Southwest, indicated they had planted Gnetum. Except for one 

woman farming eru since 1999, respondents indicated that vines planted since 2002 

were not yet in production. Just over half (52%) of those cultivating Gnetum had been 

prompted by the opportunity to increase production and 47% because of a perception of 

increasing scarcity. The majority (73%) of harvesters interviewed indicated no 

knowledge of cultivation techniques. These rates correspond with data from Korup 

(Tanda 2009). A small proportion of harvesters (11%) have observed the practices from 

others but find it difficult and time consuming and 16% saw no need to plant since eru 

is (still) available in the forest. The proportion of cultivated Gnetum entering the value 

chains to date is negligible, compared to total production. CENDEP indicates that 

13,350 Gnetum seedlings were planted in the Southwest between 2004 and 2006, 4,500 

by 2008 and 1,000 were planned around Korup, with around a 60% survival rate 

(Lingondo et al. 2006; CENDEP 2008a; Nchinda et al. 2008) and a lead time of at least 

two years before harvest and income generation (CENDEP 2009). 

The current low level of cultivation is despite over a two decades of projects focused 

on the Southwest (Leakey 1998; Nkefor et al. 1998; Shiembo 1999; Nkefor et al. 2000; 

Nkefor et al. 2003). These started in response to the intensification of NTFP extraction 

after the economic crises of the 1980s and led to a Forestry Research Project in Kumba, 

which initiated domestication work in the early 1980s (Shiembo 1994) to take pressure 

off wild resources. Calls to increase domestication (Tekwe et al. 2003);(Nchinda et al. 

2008; Tanda 2009) led to the projects described in the previous section and the PAPCO 

Gnetum cultivation programme. 

However, only a low level of cultivation has occurred despite promising farmer 

uptake (CENDEP 2008b) and good production levels in trials (Shiembo 1994; Tekwe et 

al. 2003; CENDEP 2008b). Nkefor et al. (2000) report that one cultivated Gnetum plant 

can produce 1.9 kg leaf biomass every six months. CENDEP recommends a 2 m x 1 m 

spacing per plant to produce up to 9.5 tons a hectare and including Gnetum in mixed 

agroforestry systems. Projects have so far not resulted in major changes in harvester or 

farmer cultivation practices. Innovations such as drying and canning, which reduce 

losses and appear to be increasing in popularity, have also only started to filter through 

to farmers as a stimulus to domestication and to increase production (Awono et al. 

2009; Tabuna et al. 2009). The low level of domestication and cultivation is perplexing, 

particularly when viewed in contrast to practices in Indonesia. There, Gnetum species 

(particularly Gnetum gnemon) have been domesticated and the majority of Gnetum 

leaves and seeds have long originated from cultivated sources (Soemarwoto et al. 1985; 

Michon et al. 1994; Orwa et al. 2009). An explanation is that whilst Gnetum species are 
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still available in the forest in Cameroon and not considered as a cultivated crop, wild 

harvest continues. Interviews indicated that harvesters are only motivated to plant when 

a critical level of scarcity, forage distance and collection time makes its harvesting 

economically inefficient for opportunistic harvesters. A higher reliance on Gnetum for 

food and cash and/or knowledge of cultivation techniques appears to prompt planting, 

particularly as the majority of harvesters are also farmers and women. However, 

although women have dominated in the participation in training projects, most group 

leaders are men and only a few young women have been in the executive (Youndjie 

2006). The ability of women to continue independently producing, processing and 

marketing Gnetum – even though it is a vegetable rather than tree crop – given the 

prevailing male cultural dominance of cash crops, remains to be seen. The impact of 

wide-scale cultivation may alienate harvesters, particularly women, if they do not have 

access to sufficient land and for whom the open access, generally free nature of access 

to the resource forms a safety net and diversification.  

The combined impact of land-use changes, heavy and sustained extraction over the 

last two decades and unsustainable harvesting techniques is that Gnetum is becoming 

scarcer in the study areas. Most (97%) harvesters indicated that foraging distances have 

increased in the past decade and that forests have diminished. This is attributed to 

clearance for farms (68%) and oil palm plantations (25%), and in Mungo, by logging 

(7%). Nearly a quarter (23%) of harvesters indicated that longer search times and 

scarcity are their major problems. Whilst not differentiated by consumers, Gnetum 

buchholzianum is preferred by harvesters and retailers as easier to harvest and slice. But 

it is less abundant in the study area and most prone to habitat loss, due to its primary 

forest preference. Gnetum africanum was found in higher quantities, but its quality was 

reported to diminish when forest cover is removed. Half the traders and 67% of 

exporters indicated that better quality (stronger, darker, larger) leaves are obtained from 

primary forests, and poorer quality is associated with secondary forest, plantations or 

farmland origin. For both species, these threats together with rising population density, 

deforestation and degradation (de Wasseige et al. 2009) make both species highly 

vulnerable. 

In conclusion, the combination of a largely wild sourced product, tendency to harvest 

using unsustainable techniques, growing threats to the integrity of the humid lowland 

forest in the ecoregion, and signals of increasing scarcity suggest that in the long term 

the product and chain is unsustainable given current arrangements.  

Conclusions 

The analysis of the Gnetum spp. chain originating from the Southwest and Littoral 

regions of Cameroon indicates that multiple governance arrangements exert a major 

influence on how Gnetum spp. products are valued, used, sourced and traded. This 

section summarises the conclusions, responding to research questions two to five, on 

how the value chain is configured in terms of products, actors, activities and values; the 

governance arrangements in place; how these impact the livelihoods of actors and their 

sustainability; and how these impact chain and product sustainability. 

The main product of the two Gnetum spp. vines, known as eru or okok, has high 

economic and social value. The leaves provide multiple and important economic and 

socio-economic contributions to actor’s livelihoods, predominantly income and food. 

Although women predominate in the chain and benefit substantially from these values, 
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men are active in the stages of greatest value. In the last forty years Gnetum has 

changed from being a food source for specific ethnic groups, to an object of wealth 

creation. Commoditisation satisfies demand for a traditional food by consumers in 

urban areas and for a growing diaspora, and has created a demand amongst new, non-

traditional consumers. 

There are multiple, plural arrangements governing the chain. Weak statutory 

arrangements exist, lacking authority and legitimacy and arbitrarily enforced; a myriad 

of highly local customary regulations; market-based collective action in the form of 

local, market-based associations, unions and tontines – a bricolaged mechanism to 

mitigate risk, to control trade and prices, given inconsistent statutory regulations and to 

counter corruption; and some limited project-influenced rules. This may explain the 

paradox that such a high value chain is so politically invisible. Customary regulations 

tend to concentrate on access to the resource, the others generally on access to markets, 

illustrating the highly fragmented nature of how the Gnetum chains are governed, with 

many channels available to move this perishable product to consumers over long 

distances nationally and internationally. Fragmentation is caused by the multiple routes 

between the many sellers and buyers, no individual actors or enterprises dominating the 

chains (although a handful have a stranglehold on official permits), and very low level 

of processing prior to consumption and high losses.  

The governance arrangements impact livelihoods focusing most on financial capital. 

They result in generally profitable commerce, with slightly above average incomes for 

those involved. But they do not assure or promote long-term, sustainable livelihoods. 

The configuration of arrangements means that power relations in the chains are a mix of 

market-based and balanced networks, with no dominant or vertically integrated actors 

with sufficient influence to affect governance arrangements all along the chain. This 

arises from the largely irregular transactions at harvester level, the many customers and 

suppliers, limited information flows between actors along the chain, low level of 

technical assistance, and harvest areas governed by locally, geographically-specific 

customary arrangements. Obligatory for exporters and retailers in Nigeria, collective 

action is voluntary in Cameroon and does not extend to harvesters. In consequence, 

harvesters are the most vulnerable group of actors in the chain, dependent upon largely 

wild resources, receiving the lowest profits and incomes, with limited opportunities to 

add value. However, in contrast to actors specialising in Gnetum trade further along the 

chain, their diversified income-generating streams leaves them less dependent upon the 

vine. The regulatory framework undervalues the contribution of eru to livelihoods to all 

actors. It is counter-effective in generating state revenues or meeting conservation or 

resource control aims. Its inconsistent application aggravates illegality and corruption, 

adding significant costs and reducing profit margins without denting demand. Many 

actors reluctantly tolerate corruption, rather than challenge it or operate formally, as 

permits are difficult and costly to obtain and offer few advantages. Together these 

arrangements create a highly disenabling environment for sustainable extraction, 

exacerbating the difficult business operating environment and creating a persistent 

culture of disobedience. Customary traditions dominate forest access and land tenure, 

largely concerning access by third parties rather than rules to sustainably manage the 

resource.  

The impact of governance arrangements on product and chain sustainability 

illustrates trade-offs. Despite the majority of harvesters being indigenes of their 

harvesting area, customary resource stewardship is rare, focusing instead on financial 
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gains by traditional authorities rather than species and product sustainability. Long held 

beliefs that Gnetum is being unsustainably exploited and needs to be cultivated are 

based on extensive field experience and anecdotal evidence, but surprisingly, given the 

level of threat and protected status of the species, have never been supported by 

resource assessments. The actors framing these perspectives are indirect actors in the 

chains: researchers, support organisations and projects, whose positions and beliefs are 

only implicitly, partially shared by harvesters and regulators. Whilst harvesters 

acknowledge increasing scarcity, a direct relationship with harvesting techniques is 

generally not acknowledged. Perversely, increasing scarcity forms an economic 

incentive for more harvesters and actors to enter the chain as prices rise. Such 

plundering is largely permitted by local chiefs, reinforcing the product’s high value. The 

longevity of the trade belies its unsustainable nature. Whilst the methodology used 

allowed a retrospective view of harvesting practices, the purposive selection of high 

production areas means that exhausted harvest zones have not been captured and a full 

picture of the temporal dynamics of harvesting and trade on a national level over time 

has only partially been given. However, the value chain approach used meant that the 

trader’s knowledge of geographical and temporal changes in resource availability could 

be gathered. Together with trade data this supports the finding of steadily increasing 

volumes of trade and growing markets over the last two decades, quantifying concerns 

about over-harvesting. Indicators of harvest time and distance, abundance, harvestable 

volumes and harvesting techniques all point to increasing extraction, low levels of 

sustainability and increasing vulnerability of the species. Given the expansion of harvest 

zones, an ecoregion-based approach to verify species vulnerability merits further 

research, regulatory action and possibly a higher protection level, or at least 

geographically-based controls in the areas of high harvest pressure. The gradual, but 

still low level of cultivation highlights the long transition period needed to change from 

a wild, forest species to an agricultural product. Forest degradation and clearance, 

particularly in the high human population density areas may positively or negatively 

impact harvesters’ livelihoods – as the availability of not just Gnetum, but also other 

forest products is increased in human-modified and managed, actively resource-

enriched environments, or negatively as species density and suitable ecological habitats 

are reduced. The tipping point between abundance and scarcity is difficult to determine 

given the lack of data on species population and range. Responses to these pressures on 

product and chain sustainability have been lukewarm with only occasional, mostly 

local-level engagement and discourses between conservationists, pro-domestication 

researchers and NGOs, harvesters, retailers and the government about threats, 

domestication and cultivation. 

 

 


