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MY MISSION

To develop Africa’s economic botany 
sector and enable it to become a leading 

driver of biodiversity conservation, 
sustainable land management and 

economic empowerment



Impact Goals of the 
African Baobab Alliance



Impact Goals of the ABA
1 million rural African 
women benefit from 
the annual sale of 
baobab fruit;



Impact Goals of the ABA
10 million hectares of 
baobab woodland are 
effectively conserved and 
managed; 



Impact Goals of the ABA
300 million tonnes of 
carbon are sequestered 
every year in actively 
managed baobab 
woodland; and 



Impact Goals of the ABA
The baobab industry is 
worth over US$1 
billion/year to Africa. 



Plants and Wildlife
- Traditional definition of wildlife technically excludes plants
- However, as plants provide both the habitat and the food 

for wildlife, they are obviously integral to the wildlife 
economy

- On a broader level, plants provide a range of economic 
opportunities for smallholders in Africa



Plants in the rural economy
The role of wild-harvested plants in the rural 
economy is systematically undervalued 
because most plant uses are non-commercial



Fuel
Shelter

Food
Medicine

Shade
Ecosystem services



Plants in the rural economy
If you removed the plants and rural people had to 
pay for these goods and services, the costs to 
Africa would be in the billions of dollars/yr



Commercial use of wild-
harvested plants

Plant products have been traded by 
rural communities in Africa as long as 
anywhere in the world. But as much 
of it is in the informal economy, it 
doesn’t get the policy recognition it 
deserves



Commercial use of wild-
harvested plants

Trends in the global market are driving a 
wide range of new opportunities in the 
formal economy



Commercial use of wild-
harvested plants

This is creating new interest at a policy level 



Africa as the “New Frontier” 
for Natural Ingredient 

research









Why Africa?
• “Cradle of Civilisation” 
• Very small share of global market for NIs 

(natural ingredients)
• Not because we lack NIs in Africa
• As biodiverse as every other continent



Why Africa?
• Because of a lack of recognition and 

investment in the sector
• This is a major opportunity
• Investment in Africa’s NI sector will pay 

better rewards than any other continent



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Taps into a major 
global market trend



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Creates immediate 
competitive advantage 
for African producers



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Creates opportunities for 
small-scale producers 
(especially valuable in 
dryland areas)



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Promotes and 
supports sustainable 
use of biodiversity



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Alleviates Human 
Wildlife Conflict



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Particularly favourable
towards women’s 
empowerment



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• More climate-proof 
rural production 
system



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Regenerative 
rather than 
extractive



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• Strong links to 
tourism (major 
growth sector for 
Africa)



Benefits of developing the 
NI Sector

• More diversified 
diet leads to a 
healthier 
population



SO WHY AREN’T INDIGNEOUS PLANTS 
ALREADY A CENTRAL PART OF THE 
PRODUCTION SYSTEM?



SO WHY AREN’T INDIGENOUS PLANTS 
ALREADY A CENTRAL PART OF THE 
PRODUCTION SYSTEM?

1. Policy Blindness



Policy blindness
● 100+ years of agricultural policy aimed at 

developing industrial agriculture based around a 
limited range of cash crops

● Colonial era policies that systematically ignored 
(and often outlawed) the use of traditional crops 
and plant products



SO WHY AREN’T INDIGENOUS PLANTS 
ALREADY A CENTRAL PART OF THE 
PRODUCTION SYSTEM?

2. Lack of ready market



Lack of ready market



Lack of ready market



THE GOOD NEWS

Both of these factors 
can be changed



Baobab products on the 
market 10 years ago



Baobab products on 
the market today



Baobab products on 
the market today



Lessons from the 
Baobab Sector 



Why Baobab
- Other NIs in Africa that have a much bigger footprint 

(e.g. Gum Arabic, Shea Butter, Argan Oil, Rooibos)
- Most of these NI have grown “organically”
- Baobab was the first NI to be deliberately and  

systematically developed for the benefits to 
smallholders in Africa



History of Baobab 
Commercialisation

• Traditionally used in Africa for thousands of years
• First recorded consumption in Europe in 1500s
• First serious steps towards commercialisation in 

1990s (Kenya, Zimbabwe, Senegal)
• First imports to Europe (Italy) early 2000s



PhytoTrade Africa
• Formation of PhytoTrade Africa in 2001
• Baobab was chosen as one of four initial focal 

species because:
• Multiple products with different markets
• Well-known and “charismatic” African species
• Chances of relatively swift success



Local vs Export Markets
• Conventional approach is to develop local market 

first
• In Southern Africa, huge stigma over local 

products made this hard
• Decision to ignore local market and focus on 

export market opportunities
• Challenge with this was the need to overcome 

various regulatory hurdles



Early Growth
• Initial focus on cosmetic oil, because of the lower 

regulatory hurdles to export market
• Some early success with the oil, but volumes were 

small and financial viability marginal
• Recognised that selling powder as food ingredient 

would be critical
• Major regulatory hurdles to be overcome



EU Novel Foods Approval

• Decision to focus initially on the EU through the 
Novel Foods approval

• Began work on preparing application in 2004
• Submitted in 2006
• Approved in 2008
• Quickly followed with US FDA GRAS approval





Raising Market Awareness
• Regulatory approval not enough to sell baobab
• Still needed to raise market awareness
• This was done through regular attendance at trade 

shows
• Combined with systematic PR and marketing 

efforts to raise profile of baobab





Creating a Sector Support Organisation

• PhytoTrade Africa gave baobab a huge boost and 
paved the way for the subsequent growth 

• Not enough to get baobab “over the line”
• In 2016 players in the sector began discussing 

establishing their own sector support organisation
• In 2018 the African Baobab Alliance was formed





African Baobab Alliance Objectives
To promote the growth of the baobab industry for the 
benefit of baobab harvesters across Africa
• Growing the demand for baobab in local and 

international food and cosmetic markets
• Improving the competitiveness and sustainability of 

the baobab industry
• Promoting the adoption of common quality 

practices and standards across the baobab industry



Growing Demand
• Implementing generic marketing campaigns
• Supporting new product development
• Commissioning scientific research to validate 

health and efficacy claims 
• Educating manufacturers about baobab









Improving Sustainability and Competitiveness
• Establishing a strong network of 

baobab producers
• Providing direct supply chain support
• Setting sustainability standards 
• Developing and rolling out ecological 

sustainability monitoring





Creating Common Quality Standards
• Developing common quality standards for 

national and regional standards associations
• Developing a quality assurance label for use by 

members
• Establishing an appropriate technology for 

fingerprinting to prevent adulteration



Lessons 
1. A systematic approach is required, preferably 
through some form of sector support organisation 
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Lessons 
2. The critical role for sector support is identifying and 
eliminating the barriers to adoption by manufacturers 
– regulatory, lack of science, lack of awareness in the 
market, inconsistent quality, unreliable supply etc



Lessons 
3. To be competitive with other Natural Ingredients, 
we need to develop efficient and rational supply 
chain configurations



Lessons 
4. Local markets within Africa present a huge 
opportunity for the future



Lessons 
5. ABS regulations have the potential to be a key 
ally. We need to use them to our advantage. 



Conclusions
• Plants have a huge potential role in the developing 

wildlife economy in Africa
• It has taken nearly 20 years for baobab to become a 

globally recognized Natural Ingredient
• We learned many valuable lessons from the process



Conclusions
• We should be able to reduce the lead times and 

costs significantly going forward for other NIs
• The sooner we start, the quicker we’ll get there!



Thank You

www.africanplanthunter.com
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