


Persistent Inequalities and Ecological Pressure: A Longitudinal Analysis of the Gnetum africanum (Eru) Value Chain in Cameroon


ABSTRACT
Gnetum africanum (locally known as Eru in Cameroon) is a key non-timber forest product (NTFP) in Central Africa, playing an important role in rural livelihoods, household nutrition, and regional trade. This study conducts a comparative reassessment of the Eru value chain in the Mungo Division of Cameroon, building on a 2009 baseline to analyze changes in environmental, social, and economic dimensions over a 16-year period. Using a mixed-methods design, cross-sectional data were collected from 278 actors across the subdivisions of Bonalea, Dibombari, and Mbanga through structured questionnaires, focus group discussions, and key informant interviews. The results point to persistent and marked economic inequalities along the chain. Harvesters remain the most disadvantaged group, earning an estimated US$864 – US$1,296 annually, with average profit margins of about US$1.60 per kilogramme. In contrast, traders capture a larger share of the value, with annual incomes ranging from US$1,923.5 to US$2,350.9 and margins of approximately US$2.67 per kilogramme. From an environmental perspective, production continues to rely overwhelmingly on wild harvesting. Although domestication has increased slightly, from 5% in 2009 to 12% in 2025, destructive practices such as vine uprooting are still widespread, posing a serious threat to resource regeneration. Social analysis reveals a strongly gendered value chain. Women dominate both harvesting (72%) and trading (over 90%), yet they remain constrained by limited bargaining power, weak collective organization, and generally low levels of formal education. Overall, when compared with the 2009 baseline, the Eru value chain shows signs of intensified commercialization alongside growing socio-ecological stress. The study concludes that without targeted and coordinated interventions, particularly to promote domestication, strengthen trade formalization, and empower producer groups led by women, the long-term sustainability of this important NTFP remains uncertain.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Forests remain one of the world’s most important natural assets, covering approximately 4.06 billion hectares, or about 31% of the global land surface (FAO, 2020). Despite their significance, deforestation continues at an alarming pace, with an estimated 10 million hectares lost annually between 2015 and 2020, particularly in tropical regions (FAO, 2020). Africa holds the second-largest forest area globally after Latin America, accounting for about 624 million hectares, while Central Africa, dominated by the Congo Basin, the world’s second-largest tropical rainforest, contains roughly 268 million hectares (FAO, 2020). Beyond their role in carbon sequestration and biodiversity conservation, these forests are central to the livelihoods of more than 60 million people who depend on them for food, income, and cultural identity (de Wasseige et al., 2015).
Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) lie at the heart of this human–forest relationship. Defined as forest biological products other than timber (Shackleton et al., 2011), NTFPs contribute significantly to household subsistence and rural economies across Central Africa. More than 80% of the region’s population relies on NTFPs for food, medicine and income, while in Cameroon they account for an estimated 40 - 60% of household earnings among forest-dependent communities (Sunderland et al., 2014; Awono et al., 2010). Among these products, Gnetum africanum Welw., commonly known as Eru or Okok, stands out as one of the most economically, nutritionally, and culturally important leafy vegetables in Central and West Africa (Ndumbe et al., 2022; FAO, 2020).
In Cameroon, the Eru sector extends well beyond subsistence use to form a vibrant commercial value chain that supports local, national, and cross-border trade, particularly with Nigeria and Gabon (Ndumbe, 2013). Eru plays a vital role in household nutrition, providing high levels of protein, dietary fiber, vitamin A, and antioxidants, while also offering opportunities for value-added products such as salads, smoothies, and health-oriented foods (Okerulu & Onyema (2015); Matoumouene et al., 2023). However, these emerging opportunities are accompanied by increasing pressure on forest resources.
The sustainability of Gnetum africanum is now a growing concern. Harvesting remains heavily dependent on wild populations, with destructive practices, particularly vine uprooting, widely reported across the Congo Basin (Shackleton et al., 2015; Ndumbe et al., 2022). Evidence of declining availability, rising prices, and reduced harvest volumes points to mounting resource scarcity and livelihood risks (Ndumbe et al., 2022). Governance challenges, including weak enforcement, informal market structures, unclear permit systems, and multiple checkpoints, further exacerbate these pressures and distort value distribution along the chain (Ndoye & Awono, 2007; Ingram, 2014).
Gender is a central organizing factor within the Eru value chain, shaping participation patterns, division of labour, market access, and the distribution of livelihood outcomes. Hence, Ndumbe et al., (2022) observed that women dominate harvesting, processing, and trade, often accounting for over 80% of harvesters and more than 90% of traders, yet they tend to receive a disproportionately small share of the final value. Trotta et al., (2025) noted that persistent barriers such as limited access to finance, weak producer organizations, low formal education levels, poor infrastructure, and restricted bargaining power continue to constrain their economic empowerment, despite their central role in sustaining the sector.
The Mungo Division of Cameroon’s Littoral Region is a key hub within the Gnetum africanum value chain, serving as an important zone for harvesting, aggregation, processing, and trade. While the Eru trade provides critical income opportunities for rural households in the area, it is increasingly constrained by forest degradation, resource depletion, weak governance, and inequitable benefit sharing, with harvesters, predominantly women, remaining the most economically vulnerable actors (Belcher et al, 2005; Ingram et al., 2021).
A comprehensive baseline study conducted by Ndumbe et al. (2009) and Ingram et al., (2012) in the Southwest and Littoral regions, including the Mungo Division, provided valuable insights into trade routes, income distribution, and the dominance of forest-based sourcing at the time. More than sixteen years later, however, market expansion, demographic change, land-use dynamics, and evolving policy contexts have reshaped the sector. Yet, systematic comparative reassessments remain limited, leaving a critical evidence gap for informed decision-making.
This study addresses that gap by conducting a comparative reassessment of the Gnetum africanum value chain in the Mungo Division. Specifically, it examines changes in resource availability, domestication efforts, and forest conditions; evaluates livelihood dependencies, gender roles, social organization, and awareness of sustainable harvesting practices; and analyzes profit margins, market dynamics, and the contribution of Eru to household incomes. By integrating environmental, social, and economic dimensions within the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework and value chain theory, the study aims to generate evidence to support sustainable resource management, equitable value-chain development, and responsive forestry policies.
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1 Study Area
The study was conducted in the Mungo Division of Cameroon, located in the Littoral Region. The area experiences a Guinean equatorial climate characterized by two distinct seasons (Molua & Lambi, 2006): a prolonged rainy season lasting about seven months from April to October, and a shorter dry season spanning roughly five months from November to March. Temperatures generally range between 21 °C and 23.8 °C, while mean annual rainfall is approximately 2,484 mm, creating favorable conditions for the growth of shade-tolerant lianas such as Gnetum africanum.
The landscape is heterogeneous, comprising lowland plains, undulating hills, and upland zones within the Mungo River Basin. Vegetation is dominated by degraded semi-deciduous rainforest, secondary regrowth, and complex agroforestry systems, where Eru occurs both in the wild and, increasingly, under cultivation alongside crops such as cocoa (Theobroma cacao) and plantain (Musa spp.). Owing to its fertile forest ecosystems and proximity to major urban markets, particularly Douala, the Mungo Division plays a strategic role in the harvesting, processing, and trade of Gnetum africanum (Ingram et al., 2012; Ndoye & Awono, 2010).
Three administrative subdivisions were selected to reflect key nodes along the Eru value chain. Dibombari represents a forest-edge zone where wild harvesting predominates and community-led domestication initiatives are most evident, notably in villages such as Bonamateke. Bonaléa functions primarily as a processing hub, with women-led activities including slicing, drying, bundling, and local marketing concentrated in areas such as Souza. Mbanga serves as a major aggregation and trade corridor.
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Source: Souza Council 2025	
2.2 Research Design
A mixed-methods research design was adopted to capture the environmental, social, and economic dimensions of the Gnetum africanum value chain. Quantitative methods were used to assess harvesting practices, domestication levels, income, costs, and market performance, while qualitative methods were employed to explore perceptions, gender relations, governance issues, and livelihood dynamics. This integrative approach is widely recommended for NTFP value chain and sustainability research, as it allows for triangulation and contextual interpretation of findings (Kothari, 2004; Bryman, 2016). Fieldwork was conducted over a six-month period from December 2024 to May 2025.

2.3 Site Selection and Sampling
A multi-stage purposive sampling strategy was used. First, the three sub-divisions, Dibombari, Bonaléa, and Mbanga, were selected based on their recognized importance within the Eru value chain. Within each sub-division, villages and markets were purposively chosen according to the presence of wild or cultivated Gnetum africanum, intensity of harvesting and processing activities, accessibility, and trade volume. Snowball sampling was applied where actor networks were informal and not easily identifiable. Across the three sub-divisions, an estimated population of 365 value chain actors was identified. Using the Krejcie and Morgan sampling table, a total sample size of 278 respondents was determined. The sample included approximately 60 harvesters, 27 traders (retailers, wholesalers, and bulk buyers), cooperative leaders, and participants in six focus group discussions (FGDs), with one FGD conducted in each major study village.

2.4 Data Collection
Primary data were collected using structured questionnaires, focus group discussions, key informant interviews, and direct field observations. Secondary data were obtained from published literature, policy documents, and previous studies on NTFPs and Gnetum africanum. Structured questionnaires constituted the principal data collection instrument. They were adapted from established NTFP value chain assessment frameworks (Ingram & Bongers, 2009), pre-tested, and administered by trained enumerators in local languages where necessary. The questionnaires covered three thematic dimensions: (i) environmental variables, including harvesting frequency, harvesting techniques, domestication practices, and distance to forest sources; (ii) social variables, including gender roles, cooperative membership, awareness of sustainable harvesting practices, and access to training; and (iii) economic variables, including prices, transport costs, volumes traded, income, and profit margins. Focus group discussions were conducted in Bonamateke, Souza, and Mbanga, with each group comprising 8 -10 participants. Discussions were guided by semi-structured protocols and explored perceived changes in Eru availability, harvesting norms, domestication efforts, gender dynamics, benefits and challenges of collective action, and livelihood outcomes. Sessions were recorded, transcribed, and translated where necessary.
Key informant interviews were held with cooperative leaders, traditional authorities, market leaders, and officials from the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife (MINFOF) to obtain institutional, historical, and policy-related perspectives on the Eru sector. In addition, direct field observations were carried out in forests, farms, villages, and markets to document harvesting methods, processing techniques, product quality, pricing behaviour, and interactions among value chain actors. Market observations were conducted during both major and minor market days.
2.5 Data Analysis
Quantitative data were coded, cleaned, and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, medians, and standard deviations, were used to summarize socio-demographic characteristics and key environmental and economic variables. Inferential analyses were conducted to examine relationships and differences across sub-divisions. These included Chi-square tests for associations between categorical variables, independent samples t-tests, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), with statistical significance set at p < 0.05.
Qualitative data from FGDs, key informant interviews, and field observations were analyzed thematically following the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Transcripts were systematically coded to identify recurring patterns and themes related to sustainability challenges, governance constraints, gendered roles, and livelihood implications. Integrating qualitative insights with quantitative results enabled a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the structure, performance, and sustainability of the Gnetum africanum value chain in the Mungo Division.
[bookmark: _Hlk218602870]3. RESULTS
3.1 Availability, Harvesting Patterns, and Domestication of Gnetum africanum
3.1.1 Availability and Harvesting Patterns
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The availability and harvesting intensity of Gnetum africanum varied noticeably across the Mungo Division. Mbanga emerged as the principal harvesting zone, accounting for approximately 24.5% of harvesters, reflecting its strategic position as both a forest-edge and trade corridor. Bonamateke, Mbonjo, and Souza each accounted for about 16% of harvesting activity, while villages such as Nkappa, Likoko, Santa babara Nkappa and Mbaffam recorded comparatively lower participation. These spatial differences appear to be shaped by forest accessibility, proximity to markets, and local ecological conditions.
Perceptions of future Eru availability were mixed. A significant proportion of harvesters (38.3%) anticipated a decline in availability, citing overharvesting, agricultural expansion, deforestation, and increasing climatic stress. Conversely, 29.8% expressed optimism, attributing potential improvements to emerging domestication efforts, increased youth involvement, and sustained market demand. The remaining 31.9% perceived little change, often drawing on long-term personal experience and a belief in the resilience of wild forest stocks.
Table 1: Household size: indicating household participation in harvesting tasks.
	
	Mean
	Median
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Range

	Number of Male
	2.24
	2.00
	1
	5
	5

	Number of Female
	3.76
	4.00
	1
	9
	9

	Household size
	5.87
	6.00
	1
	13
	12


Harvesting was predominantly carried out on a weekly basis (68.6%), with fewer respondents harvesting daily (23.5%) or monthly (7.8%). This pattern suggests a balance between livelihood needs, labor availability, and physical constraints associated with forest access. Harvesting households were moderately sized, with an average of 5.87 members, and female members (mean = 3.76) outnumbering males (mean = 2.24), underscoring the gendered nature of labor within Eru harvesting systems.
Most harvesters (65.4%) combined subsistence use with commercial sales, integrating Eru into broader livelihood strategies. Land tenure was dominated by tenancy arrangements, with 63.6% of respondents cultivating rented land, while only 25% owned land. Among landowners, farm sizes were generally small, with more than 70% cultivating between 1 and 5 hectares.
3.1.2 Domestication Practices and Environmental Implications
Despite growing concern over resource depletion, domestication of Gnetum africanum remains limited. Only 44% of harvesters reported engaging in domestication, while the majority (56%) relied exclusively on wild harvesting. The dominant propagation method was seed planting (56.5%), followed by nursery-based seedling production (30.4%), while vine transplantation was least practiced (13.0%), reflecting its technical difficulty.
Although domestication rates have increased compared to the 2009 baseline (from approximately 5% to 12% in 2025), progress remains modest. Focus group discussions identified several constraints, including insecure land tenure, particularly for women, limited access to quality planting material, and a lack of technical knowledge and extension support. Domestication was typically integrated into agroforestry systems, using cocoa, plantain, or bush mango as support structures.
Of particular concern is the continued prevalence of destructive harvesting practices. In high-demand areas such as Mbanga and Souza, harvesters frequently reported uprooting entire vines or cutting stems at the base to maximize short-term yields. These practices severely undermine coppicing and natural regeneration, placing wild populations under sustained pressure. The perception among many harvesters that future supply may decline aligns with these observed practices, highlighting a growing disconnect between short-term livelihood needs and long-term ecological sustainability.
3.2 Livelihood Dependence, Gender Roles, and Social Organization
The Gnetum africanum value chain is strongly feminized. Women constituted 72% of harvesters and over 90% of traders, confirming their central role across multiple nodes of the chain. Educational attainment among harvesters was generally modest, with most having primary (42.6%) or secondary education (44.7%), while only a small proportion had tertiary education. The majority of harvesters were married (59.6%), reflecting the integration of Eru harvesting into household livelihood strategies.
For many women, Eru income was not supplementary but essential, accounting for an estimated 60-80% of household cash income. Earnings were commonly used to meet basic needs such as school fees, healthcare, and food expenses. Traders exhibited similar educational profiles, and most households involved in trading were moderately sized, with 93% comprising fewer than eleven members.
Awareness of sustainable harvesting practices was moderate, with 57% of respondents reporting some level of knowledge. However, this awareness was often superficial and largely limited to avoiding vine uprooting, with little understanding of more nuanced practices such as selective leaf harvesting or rotational cutting.
Formal organization among harvesters was weak. Only 19.2% belonged to associations or cooperatives, while over 80% operated individually. Members of groups such as the Nkapa Farmers Union and the Bonamateke Eru Collectors reported tangible benefits, including bulk selling, shared transport costs, access to training, and improved price negotiation. In contrast, non-members cited lack of trust, weak leadership, limited awareness, and perceived low benefits as barriers to collective action. Support from government agencies or NGOs was limited, with fewer than 35% of respondents reporting any form of assistance.
3.3 Economic Performance, Market Trends, and Profit Distribution
Profit margins and trade structure
[bookmark: _Toc212020923][bookmark: _Toc212628964]Table 2: Income made by harvesters from non-eru activities
	Duration
	Mean
	Median
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Range

	Monthly Income from Non-eru activities (FCFA)
	US$389.87
	 US$222.63
	 US$85.49
	 US$4,452.62
	 US$4,367.13

	Annual Income from Non-eru activities (FCFA)
	 US$3,988.32
	 US$2,137.26
	 US$53.43
	 US$53.43
	 US$44,472.74


The economic analysis reveals pronounced inequalities in value capture along the Eru value chain. Harvesters relied on multiple income sources, with average monthly income from non-Eru activities estimated at US$389.87, though with substantial variation, reflecting income diversification and inequality. Similarly, 64.3% of traders engaged in additional activities such as farming or petty trade to stabilize household income (Table 3).
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	Frequency
	Percent

	Involve in other income generating activity

	9
	64.3%

	Not involve in other income generating activity

	5
	35.7%

	Total
	14
	100.0


Annual Eru harvest volumes varied widely, averaging approximately 6,206 bundles (about 5,705 kg) per harvester, depending on forest access, labor availability, and scale of operation (Table 3). 
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	Price
	Mean
	Median
	Std. Deviation
	Minimum
	Maximum

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Best-selling Price of Eru per kg
	 US$0.50
	 US$0.43
	 US$0.23
	 US$0.14
	 US$1.0

	Worst Selling Price of Eru per kg
	[bookmark: _Hlk219892279] US$0.20
	 US$0.18
	 US$0.06
	 US$0.11
	 US$0.36


Prices were highly volatile. Best-selling prices averaged US$0.50/kg, while worst-selling prices averaged US$0.20/kg, with observed ranges from US$0.14 to US$1.0FCFA/kg as indicated on Table 4. This volatility was attributed to seasonal fluctuations, inconsistent demand from cross-border buyers, and the informal nature of transactions.
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	Inputs
	Mean (US$)
	Median (US$)
	Minimum (US$)
	Maximum (US$)

	
	
	
	
	

	Transportation (Monthly)
	4.10
	2.67
	0.53
	14.25

	Feeding (Monthly)
	2.27
	0.89
	0.36
	14.25

	Bags, ropes (Monthly)
	
	0.53
	0.36
	12.47

	Annual total (Transportation, feeding, ropes, bags)
	107.33
	58.77
	
	1,122.06


Input costs for harvesters were generally modest but highly variable. Average annual expenditures on transport, feeding, and harvesting materials amounted to about US$107.33, though some harvesters incurred costs exceeding US$1,000 due to distance from forests or larger operational scale as shown on Table 5.
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	 subdivision
	Average quantity harvested(kg/year)
	Average selling price (US$)
	Average annual income (US$)
	Average annual profit
(US$)
	Profit percentage

	Dibombari
	850
	 1.78
	 1513.89
	 569.94
	37.6%

	Mbanga
	1,050
	 2.14
	 2,244.12
	 748.04
	33.3%

	Bonalea
	1200
	 2.67
	 3,205.88
	 979.58
	30.6%

	Average
	1033
	 2.20
	 2,320.70
	 765.85
	33.0%


Income and profit differed significantly across subdivisions. Bonaléa harvesters recorded the highest average annual income (US$3,205.88) and profit (US$979.58), followed by Mbanga and Dibombari as seen on Table 7. 
[bookmark: _Toc212020931][bookmark: _Toc212628972]Table 7: Annual income and profit of Eru traders by subdivision
	 Subdivision
	Average quantity traded (kg/year)
	Average selling price (US$/kg)
	Average annual income (US$)
	Average annual profit (US$)
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Profit percentage

	Dibombari
	1200
	2.67
	3,205.5
	1,068.63
	33.3%

	Mbanga
	1400
	3.21
	4,488.24
	1,335.79
	29.8%

	Bonalea
	1600
	3.56
	5,699.35
	1,691.99
	29.7%

	Average
	1400
	3.15
	4,465.08
	1,366.06
	30.6%


A similar pattern was observed among traders (Table 8), with Bonaléa traders benefiting from better market access and higher selling prices. Across the chain, traders consistently captured the highest value, followed by processors, while harvesters remained the most economically vulnerable group (Table 9).
[bookmark: _Toc212628973]Table 8: Profit margin and yearly income by Actor
	Actor category
	Average monthly income (US$)
	Average yearly income (US$)
	Average profit margin (per kg)
	Main source of variation

	Harvesters
	 71.24 – 106.86
	854.90 – 1,282.35
	~US$1.60/kg
	Forest access, distance to market

	Processors
	60,000-80,000 106.86 – 142.48
	1,282.35 – 1,709.81
	~US$2.14/kg
	Value addition, labor cost

	Traders (retailers and wholesalers)
	 160.29 – 195.92
	 1,923.53 – 2,350.98
	~ 2.67/kg
	Market size, transport and demand


Average annual incomes ranged from US$854.90 – 1,282.35 for harvesters, US$1,282.35 – 1,709.81for processors, and US$1,923.53 – 2,350.98 for traders, with profit margins increasing incrementally along the chain. Statistical analysis confirmed significant differences in income across subdivisions, reinforcing the role of market integration and location in shaping economic outcomes. Overall, the results depict a value chain characterized by growing commercialization, persistent gendered labor patterns, market volatility, and entrenched inequalities in benefit distribution, with harvesters bearing the greatest ecological and economic risks.
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4.1 Environmental sustainability: a stalled transition
The findings indicate a clear deterioration in the ecological condition of Gnetum africanum resources in the Mungo Division since the 2009 baseline assessment. Although awareness of sustainability issues has increased, the sector remains overwhelmingly dependent on wild forest stocks. Domestication rates have risen only marginally, from approximately 5% in 2009 to about 12% in 2025, leaving more than 85% of market supply sourced from natural forests. This limited progress confirms earlier observations that domestication remains a critical bottleneck for sustainability in the Eru sector (Ndumbe et al., 2009; Tieguhong et al., 2011).
Destructive harvesting practices, particularly vine uprooting and cutting at the stem base, remain widespread, especially in high-demand areas such as Mbanga and Souza. These practices severely undermine natural regeneration and threaten long-term species viability, consistent with findings across the world (ICFRE, 2020). While awareness campaigns have promoted sustainable harvesting techniques, adoption remains limited, indicating that information alone is insufficient without enabling conditions such as secure tenure, access to planting material, technical support, and appropriate incentives.
4.2 Social dimensions and gender dynamics
The Gnetum africanum value chain in the Mungo Division is strongly feminized, with women accounting for the majority of harvesters and traders. This confirms the central role of Eru in women’s livelihoods, household food security, and income generation (Ndumbe et al., 2009; Ingram et al., 2012, Ndumbe, 2013). However, women’s dominance in the sector is accompanied by persistent structural disadvantages, including limited land ownership, weak bargaining power, poor access to high-value markets, and exclusion from decision-making processes (Maereka et al., 2023).
Formal organization among harvesters remains weak, with fewer than 20% belonging to cooperatives or associations. Where such groups exist, members benefit from collective marketing, shared transport, access to training, and improved price negotiation. In contrast, unorganized harvesters remain vulnerable to price exploitation by intermediaries, reinforcing gendered inequalities and livelihood insecurity. Low levels of formal education further constrain actors’ ability to engage with markets, comply with regulations, or access financial services, limiting opportunities for value-chain upgrading.
4.3 Economic performance and value distribution
Economic outcomes along the Eru value chain are characterized by pronounced inequalities. Harvesters earn the lowest incomes, while traders capture the highest share of value, reflecting long-standing structural imbalances observed in NTFP value chains across Central Africa (Ndumbe et al., 2009; Ingram, 2014). Limited market access, high transport costs, price-setting power of intermediaries, and the informal nature of trade contribute to this unequal distribution.
Despite modest profit margins, Eru provides between 60% and 80% of household income for many actors, underscoring its importance as a livelihood safety net. However, price volatility, limited storage infrastructure, weak value addition, and poor market integration undermine economic sustainability. Although some improvements in processing practices have occurred since 2009, diversification into higher-value products remains minimal, representing a missed opportunity for value-chain upgrading.
4.4 Governance and policy challenges
The governance framework surrounding the Gnetum africanum value chain remains a critical impediment to its ecological sustainability and economic equity. As observed in this study and consistent with longitudinal research in the region, formal regulatory enforcement is weak. Most harvesting and trading activities operate informally, without the required permits from the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife (MINFOF). This lack of formalization hinders effective monitoring, resource tracking, and the implementation of sustainable harvesting quotas (Ndoye & Awono, 2007; Ingram, 2014). The insufficient presence of forestry authorities on the ground, as reported by key informants, creates a governance vacuum where destructive harvesting practices can proliferate unchecked.
This regulatory gap is exacerbated by poor coordination and often conflicting mandates among different governance bodies. Forestry authorities, local councils, and traditional community institutions frequently operate in silos, leading to inconsistent policy implementation and enforcement (Ingram, 2014). This disjointed governance landscape generates uncertainty for value chain actors, particularly harvesters and small-scale farmers. When combined with insecure and often customary land tenure arrangements, where long-term use rights are not legally guaranteed, this uncertainty actively discourages investment in the domestication of Gnetum africanum (Ndumbe et al., 2009; Ingra,, 2014). Why invest labour and scarce resources in cultivating a perennial vine if access to the land or the harvested product is politically or socially tenuous?
Furthermore, the informal and diffuse nature of the Eru trade complicates efforts to establish traceability, ensure quality standards, and collect revenues that could be reinvested in sustainable management or community development. Intermediaries often capitalize on this informality and the weak bargaining position of harvesters, particularly women, to capture disproportionate value, reinforcing the economic inequalities documented in this and earlier studies (Awono et al., 2010; Ndumbe, 2013).
These findings affirm and extend the conclusions of prior research, which has long highlighted that the sustainability of high-value NTFPs like Eru is inseparable from the governance systems that regulate them (Belcher et al., 2005; Ingram, 2014; Shackleton et al., 2015). The persistent challenges observed over a sixteen-year period underscore that technical solutions alone, such as promoting sustainable harvesting techniques, are insufficient without parallel improvements in the policy and institutional environment. There is a compelling need for more inclusive, coordinated, and livelihood-sensitive governance frameworks. Such frameworks should aim to harmonize formal and customary systems, simplify and decentralize permitting processes, strengthen collaborative monitoring involving communities, and create clear incentives for long-term stewardship and investment in domestication (Ingram, 2014; Ndumbe et al., 2022). Effective governance must move beyond mere regulation to actively enable and support the transition towards a more sustainable and equitable value chain.
5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This study provides a comparative reassessment of the Gnetum africanum value chain in the Mungo Division, sixteen years after the 2009 baseline study. By revisiting the chain’s environmental, social, and economic dimensions, the findings directly address the core objectives of the research. First, regarding resource availability and environmental conditions, the assessment confirms a clear deterioration, with wild stocks under significant pressure from persistent destructive harvesting and only a marginal increase in domestication. Second, in terms of livelihood dependence and gender roles, Eru remains an indispensable source of income, particularly for women, yet this dependence is increasingly precarious due to resource scarcity and structural inequities. Third, the analysis of market dynamics and profit margins reveals entrenched economic inequalities, where harvesters, despite their essential role, capture the smallest share of value amid price volatility and high transaction costs. These interconnected issues are exacerbated by weak and uncoordinated governance, which has failed to evolve sufficiently to support sustainability or equity over the past sixteen years.
To secure a sustainable future for this vital sector, a coordinated set of interventions is urgently needed. The pathway forward must directly address each of these challenges: promoting ecological regeneration through expanded and secure domestication; strengthening social and economic resilience by empowering women-led collectives with training, finance, and improved market access; and rebalancing value distribution by supporting processing, collective marketing, and fair pricing mechanisms. Crucially, these efforts must be underpinned by decisive governance reforms, including simplified permitting, collaborative resource monitoring, and incentive-based policies that align short-term livelihood needs with long-term resource stewardship. Only through such an integrated approach, one that links improved resource management with equitable economic opportunities and effective governance, can the Eru value chain in the Mungo Division become truly sustainable and resilient for the communities who depend on it.
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