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Abstract

Forests offer us a wide variety of renewable products, ranging from wood to food
like bush meat, mushrooms, fruits, nuts, etc., and other products like fodder, fibers,
chemicals, perfumes, medicines, clean water, etc. Out of the long list of these products,
the majority fall into the group called “non-wood forest products (NWFPs)”. However,
under the ‘development’ process, artificially composed products such as plastic-based
products, have swept aside the value of natural products brought out of the tropical
forests by rural people. Thus, traditional knowledge on NWFPs is diminishing rapidly.

Stressing the importance of NWEFPs, the results of two FAO NWFP projects were
reviewed and they confirmed the high potentials of NWFPs to meet the people’s
economic demand and provide additional employment opportunities in rural areas, as
well as contributing to a better and more comfortable life for urban citizens. However,
some constraints were identified that must be overcome in order to expand the potential
uses of NWEPs. Forestry statistics currently do not satisfactorily cover the information
of NWFPs regarding production, processing, trade and consumption, and they must be
improved. It is also essential to identify what kinds of NWFPs exist, their uses and
value, and how to develop them. Much work remains to improve the NWFP trade and
marketing, including an effort to develop products to match the market demands. In this
area, collaborative work between the public and private sector should be seriously
encouraged and enhanced.
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Introduction

Forests offer us a wide variety of
renewable products, such as wood for
construction, pulp and paper; fuelwood for
energy; food like bush meat, mushrooms, fruits,
nuts, animal fodder; fibers for furniture, ropes;
chemicals for dyeing, leather processing,
coloring, perfumes, medicines for curing
disorders; health care products; clean water;
etc. Among the long list of these products,
which could easily reach to an order of
hundreds, the majority consists of the products
called “non-wood forest produces (NWFP).

* Presented at the Personal Care Ingredients Asia 2000
Trade Fair and Conference, Queen Sirikit National
Convention Center, Bangkok, Thailand, 8-10 Mar 2000.
** [reelance consultant on NWFPs, Kent, United Kingdom.
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Forests also provide intangible services to
humankind, including erosion  control,
enrichment of soils, water supply, preservation
of flora and fauna, CO: sequestration,
recreation and tourism, physical and mental
health care, etc. Forests often play an important
role to purify the human spirit and generate
philosophy and literature.

The rural communities dwelling in or
around the tropical forests have accumulated
much knowledge and innovative techniques on
how to utilize these non-wood forest products,
in most cases in a sustainable and
environmentally sound way. Such knowledge
and techniques have been woven into their life
styles and cultures.

During the course of modernization in
many tropical countries in the last few decades,
however, both national government authorities



however, both national government authorities
and international development aid agencies
tended to utilize the tropical forest resources
only as a source of timber for quick economic
gains. Very little attention has been paid to the
utilization and development of non-wood forest
products and their important roles in both rural
communities and among urban citizens. Under
the name of “development”, artificially
composed products such as plastic-based
products, have been sweeping out the value of
natural products brought out of the tropical
forests by rural people. Thus, traditional
knowledge on NWFP is diminishing rapidly.

About ten years ago, FAO recognized the
necessity to review and assess the real value
and potential of NWFP, aiming to promote
wide awareness of tropical forest conservation
and appropriate  utilization for  rural
development. In line with this policy, FAO
reformed the structure and functions of the
Forest Industry Division, and renamed it the
Forest Products Division. The FAO Regional
Office for Asia and the Pacific in Bangkok
organized Regional Expert Consultations on
NWFP twice, in November 1991 and in
November-December 1994. The International
Expert Consultation on Non-Wood Forest
Products held in Indonesia in January 1995
marked a great moment in NWFP development
programs. Also, FAO has been implementing
field projects on the better use of NWFP. This
paper intends to describe our experiences
gained from such activities.

Definition of NWFP

There was no determined and widely
accepted definition of NWFP up to the
beginning of the 1990s. However, the above-
mentioned Consultation in 1991 worked out a
general definition of NWFP as: “All renewable
and tangible products, other than timber,
fuelwood and charcoal, derived from forests or
any land under similar use as well as woody
plants. Thus, the products like sand, stones,
water, eco-tourism will be excluded” (FAO
1991).

This definition was further elaborated
through the International Expert Consultation
on Non-Wood Forest Products in January 1995
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as: “Goods of biological origin other than
wood, as well as services, derived from forests
and allied land use” (FAO 1995).

Classification of NWFP and
Its Products

NWFP may be classified into six
categories: (i) food products, both plant and
animal, (ii) fiber products, (iii) medicinal and
cosmetic products, (iv) extractive products, (V)
animals and animal products other than food,
and (vi) miscellaneous products.

When NWEFP are identified according to
these classifications, we are always surprised
by the wide varieties of products that have been
developed and utilized in many tropical
countries in this region. One notable
characteristic of these products is that they are
deeply related with the economics of local
communities and people who dwell in or
around the forests.

Present Situation of NWFP

To understand the present situation of
the resources, production, processing and
marketing of NWFP, two cases of NWFP
projects operated by FAO are reviewed below:

Case Study One: Acacia catechu in Thailand

Acacia catechu (Family: Mimosoideae) is
a valuable tree in Indian forests. The heartwood
of this tree is the raw material for
manufacturing commercially important ‘katha’
and ‘cutch’. ‘Katha’ is an important ingredient
of pan and pan ‘masala’ that are used for
chewing betel nuts (Areca catechu) rapped with
the leaf of betel pepper (Piper betel). ‘Cutch’ is
used as a tanning agent for leather; as a cheap
dye for canvas, fishing nets, mail bags etc.; and
in oil well drilling as a viscosity modifier of
drilling mud. Therefore, this wood is regarded
as an important industrial material and its price
is as high as Baht 6,000/m3 in India.

Nature and Utilization of the Tree in
Thailand: Thailand also has 4. catechu
resources in the natural forests and plantations.
The tree, commonly called ‘cutch tree’ or
‘catechu tree’, is a moderate sized, deciduous
or semi-deciduous tree. It attains a cylindrical



stem up to 50-150cm in girth with a 6-m bole
and 10-15m total height.

The utilization of the tree, however, falls
far short of the potential of this resource. The
wood can be used to make furniture and is an
excellent source of fuel and charcoal. The price
of this wood is, however, extremely low in
comparison with what it sells for in India. The
wood is mostly consumed as fuelwood and
material for charcoal making in the local
market. Its selling prices were between 150-300
Baht/m’ when FAO started the project
“Chemical processing and utilization of Acacia
catechu (TCP/THA/6769)” in 1987.

Compared to the amount used for wood
fuel, only a small portion of this resource was
utilized for the extraction of ‘crude cutch’ in
small cottage industries run by the rural people
in northern Thailand. Their indigenous
technique and method of extraction was still
very primitive and inefficient. The extract was
not purified, and consequently it was sold at the
low price of Baht 20/kg ($ 0.80/kg) in the
market."/

Another utilization of A. catechu in
Thailand is to extract ‘cutch’ from crude
‘cutch’ for tanning, preparation of toilet
products, dyeing fabrics in black or brown
colors, and staining wood. ‘Cutch’ is also used
medicinally as an astringent for diarrhea and
sore throat because it contains gum catechin,
catechu tannin acid, catechu red and quercetin;
however, the major use of ‘cutch’ in Thailand
is in dyeing canvas, fish nets, mail bags, etc.

The bark of A. catechu is sold for
medicinal purposes at a price of about Baht
8/kg. It is used as an antidysentary, anti-
diarrheal and also to heal wounds. The seeds of
are used as an antibacterial. The woody portion
the tree is sold as fuelwood and as material
wood for charcoal making in the local market.
The price varies from Baht 150 to 300/m’.

Y On the other hand, the Indian cottage industries
produce both katha and cutch by using specially
designed tools and equipment, and controlling the
processing by scientific measures. The prices of
machine-katha and desi-katha were about Rs. 200-
250/kg (about § 6.7-8.3/kg) and Rs. 100-125/kg (about $
3.3-4.2/kg), respectively. The cutch was sold at the price
of about Rs. 10/kg for tanning.
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Taking into account this situation, the
Non-Wood Forest Products Research Section
of the Forest Products Research Division in the
Royal Forest Department (RFD), felt it
necessary to obtain appropriate and advanced
technology to improve and widen the use of the
A. catechu resources in Thailand. RFD aimed
to improve the domestic production system
practiced in the cottage industry in northern
Thailand for higher quality crude ‘cutch’, and
also to encourage the country to establish a
large-scale extraction factory for ‘katha’,
‘cutch’ and other promising products. Thus, the
project started.

Under the project, they conducted some
basic investigations and exploratory
experiments on a laboratory scale before
initiating pilot plant studies. A nation-wide 4.
catechu resource inventory was carried out,
including ecological and silvicultural studies.
The cottage scale industries practiced in
Lampang province to extract crude ‘cutch’
were investigated. Dr. K. S. Ayyar, an Indian
chemistry scientist, visited Thailand for a few
months to teach technical skills to the Thai
counterpart researchers.

Crude Cutch Production in Cottage Scale
(Domestic System): In the northern part of
Thailand, the catechu tree is sold as a raw
material for extractinjg crude ‘cutch’ at a price
of 300-350 Baht/m”. The crude ‘cutch’ is
produced in a small-scale cottage industry as
described below:

The extraction of crude ‘cutch’ from the
chips is carried out in a shallow vessel of 60-L
capacity made of an iron alloy. The vessel is
placed on direct fire and heated, and then
coated with lac in a thickness of about 0.5
mm. The bamboo cylinder is placed in the
center of the vessel. About 45 kg of chips are
packed around the bamboo cylinder up to 2-3
cm from the edge. The chips are heaped from
the periphery of the vessel to the top of the
bamboo-cylinder in a conical shape. The next
step is to put 30 L of water in the vessel and
cover the top of the chips with planks of rain
tree.

The extraction process begins by heating
the vessel with direct fire until the volume of
the water is reduced to 10 L. For heating, any
type of fuel may be used, including the






Recommendations (5) and (6) were also partly
covered by researchers. Unfortunately,
however, none of the rest was implemented by
the government department, RFD. First of all,
RFD did not have the budget to set up the
necessary equipment and tools for a pilot plant.
Efforts to find collaborating partners either in
the government or the private sector failed in
the absence of strong political commitment and
support from the top management of RFD to
pursue the Acacia catechu development work.

This case offers several important
lessons. First, the forestry sector alone cannot
do all these things; therefore, appropriate
coordination is really needed. Involvement of
the private sector is a must because of the
required investment. This type of work is lack-
ing in the government forestry administration.

Case Study Two:

Styrax tonkinensis in Lao PDR*

Benzoin is a balsamic resin obtained from
the trees of Styrax tonkinensis. Production of
benzoin in Lao PDR has a long history dating
back over several centuries. This non-wood
forest product provides an important source of
cash income to the mountainous communities in
the northern provinces who collect it. Benzoin is
an export commodity and makes a contribution
to the national economy.

The  project “Improved  Benzoin
Production (TCP/LAO/6611)” was jointly
implemented by FAO, Department of Forestry
and Luang Prabang Agriculture and Forestry
Office. It aimed at improving the production,
processing and marketing of Lao benzoin. The
project lasted two years and was completed in
June 1998.

The benzoin production, integrated in the
shifting cultivation cycle, forms an agro-forestry
system combined with upland rice production.
The villagers at the project site apply a rotation
of 11 years, producing upland rice in the first
year and benzoin during the following 10-year
fallow period. This type of land use can reserve
the forest ecosystems and offers an excellent
rehabilitation method for degraded forests
damaged by shifting cultivation (Kashio 1998).

* This part largely depends on the Coppen’s report in 1997.
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The project conducted studies on
silvicultural ~ treatments, tapping methods,
genetic improvement, selection of high yield
elite trees, healthy and resistant characteristics
against pests and diseases, seedling propagation
in nurseries, and the market issues of benzoin.
The last subject -- market issues -- were the most
crucial factors in deciding the future of Lao
benzoin and how much it can contribute to
improving the economic situation of the
villagers.

Markets and End-uses of Benzoin:
Traditionally, the use of Lao benzoin in Lao
PDR itself is very small, such as for incense
purposes in Buddhist temples. The quantity used
is negligible. Therefore, further processing
within Lao PDR will not take place in the
current domestic market situation.

In addition, there is serious overlapping
and competition between Lao benzoin and
Sumatra benzoin from Indonesia, which
produces benzoin on a larger scale from
different species. The most important species
tapped in Sumatra are Styrax benzoin and .
paralleloneurum (Watanabe 1994). They serve
different end uses basically. For example,
Sumatra benzoin dominates the tobacco flavor
and incense markets, while generally it can be
said that Lao benzoin covers the upper price
segments on the world benzoin market. Lao
benzoin is more or less entirely for export and
used for the following purposes:

¢ Pharmaceuticals

* Pharmacopoeia preparation (as inhalant,
treatment of cold sores or warts)

* Other medicinal preparation (e.g. used in
cough and cold remedies)

¢ Fragrances

* Formulated fragrance (perfumes, soaps,
shampoos, body lotions)

¢ Flavors
* Flavor for food (e.g. flavoring for baked
goods)
* Flavor for tobacco (mainly with Sumatra
benzoin)

Benzoin Production in Lao PDR: Lao
benzoin is produced in the northern provinces
of Lao PDR (mainly Luang Prabang, Houa
Phan, Phong Saly, Oudomxay and Luang



Namtha). The table below shows the official
production figures of benzoin for Luang
Prabang and Houa Phan provinces for the
period 1986-96. The available data are limited
and incomplete. According to estimates, the
production of Lao benzoin is around 50 t/yr.
However, the actual production figures
fluctuate as shown in Table 1 (even though
these statistics do mnot cover all the
production figures), depending on the prices
that the tappers received the previous year.
The largest part of the annual production
(from Luang Namtha, Luang Prabang,
Oudomxay and Phongsaly) is channelled
through Luang Prabang to Vientiane. With
the exception of the cross-border trade to
neighboring countries, the export gate for
Lao benzoin is Vientiane.

Marketing Channels in Lao PDR: Due
to the poor physical infrastructure in Lao
PDR, the marketing chain is necessarily
long. The tappers/producers sell their
collected benzoin to middlemen. Then, the
middlemen resell it to the trader groups in
large cities like Luang Prabang or to
exporters’ agents.

Most exporters’ agents are not tied
exclusively to the exporters, and they may
choose to sell their purchases through other
channels. This includes cross-border sales
to China, Thailand and Vietnam. The
advantage the agents have in the case of sale
to China is that they can take the
opportunity, if they wish, to buy cheap
Chinese-made goods such as cement, barbed
wires and nails for subsequent resale.

International Trade: Considering the
quantity of Lao benzoin that is traded inter-
nationally (50 t/yr), Sumatra benzoin is
much more important (annual production is
around 3,000 t). However, owing to its
special quality, Lao benzoin has its specific
end uses and usually attracts higher prices
than Sumatra benzoin.

Most of the international trade of Lao
benzoin goes directly to Europe, mainly to
France, but also to Germany and the UK,
totaling about 25-40 t. The cross border
trade to Thailand (about 5 t), Vietnam

100

(about 5 t) and China (5-10 t) amounts to
15-20 t. Since this cross border trade is
often without permission, no official figures
are available. From these secondary
countries, the benzoin is either traded
through Singapore to other destinations, or
directly to the end-users. In the final
destination countries, the benzoin is either
used directly by the importer or further sold
to other companies.

Grades and Quality: The sorting and
grading of Lao benzoin is according to the
size of the benzoin collected. The grades are
given a simple letter or number designation
e.g. A-D or 1-4 indicating largest to
smallest pieces. The proportion of the
smaller grades increases at each stage of its
handling and eventually accounts for the
larger part of the annual crop. After
cleaning and grading at the exporter’s
godown, there is typically around 15 % of
each of the two larger grades (A and B), 50-
60% of C Grade and around 10-15 % of
Grade D.

Quality is a key factor in determining
the price. Thus, it is necessary first to
understand the factors that influence
quality. The quality issues of Lao benzoin
can be discussed in two ways:

» [Intrinsic quality, showing the

chemical characteristics of benzoin.
The intrinsic quality of benzoin can
vary from province to province in
Lao PDR. It is not known which
province (and what chemical
characteristics) is preferred by a
certain end-user. If the requirements
of the market could be clearly
known, it would be possible to meet
them by setting up a tree
improvement program. However, the
time prospective of such a program
would be medium to long term.

Quality determined by the production
methods subsequent to exudation
from the tree, treatment and handling
of the product, and processing. In
this sector, quality improvements
could be achieved in a shorter period
of time.



Table 1. Benzoin production in Lao PDR, by province, 1986-96 (t)

Province 1986 | 1987 | 1988 | 1989 | 1990 | 1991 | 1992 | 1993 | 1994 | 1995 | 1996
Luang Prabang | 287 | 216 | 247 | 196 | - e fogey L0210 150 13.0
Houa Phan 20.0 | 20.0 | 18.0 | 16.0 | 18.0 | 19.0 | 15.0 | 15.0 | 15.0 | 15.0 | 12.0
Total 48.7 | 41.6 | 42.7 | 356 | 18.0 | 19.0 | 159 | 15.0 | 36.0 | 30.0 | 25.0

Source: Department of Commerce Luang Prabang and Forestry Division, Houa Phan Province

Adulteration and Impurity: There are
two  contradictory = opinions  regarding
adulteration of Lao benzoin. Coppen (1997)
reported that Lao exporters had never received
complaints from customers regarding
adulteration. On the other hand, Mounlamay
(1998) stated the opposite view. The authors
believe that there is no merit to adulterating
Lao benzoin, which already enjoys a higher price
than that of Sumatra benzoin, at the risk of
degrading its quality and losing its price
advantage in the international market. There are
also no similar resin materials in bulk in Lao
PDR, such as damar in Indonesia, to be mixed
with.

The complaints from customers should
concern the impurity of the products that
contain dust from the bark, sand, or other
inferior materials. This is obviously the result
of handling and cleaning of the products. It is,
however, not known to what extent and on
which trading level it takes place.

Sumatra benzoin is also sometimes
adulterated with synthetic vanilla to pass it off
as Lao benzoin. To establish and keep good
trading relations with customers, the
establishment of a kind of certification could be
helpful to solve the adulteration and impurity
problems.

Benzoin Prices: As mentioned above, the
producers or collectors mostly sell to the
middlemen. If the price paid to the collectors is
not attractive enough, then they may prefer to
undertake other more profitable activities and
not to tap benzoin. The middlemen or exporters
try to maximize their returns by buying at as
low a price as possible and selling at the
highest price they can get. This kind of
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marketing strategy has already led to problems
in the past in the supply of benzoin and also
forced buyers to seek other supply sources. It is
not certain if these markets can be retrieved if
the former customers were forced to purchase
the raw material somewhere else.

The low producer prices are regulated by
the monopoly status of benzoin traders in the
benzoin producing provinces. As there is hardly
any competition at the farm trade level, the
traders are in a position to dictate the prices.
Prices paid to village trader by one middleman
in Luang Prabang province are as follows:

1994 Kip 2,800/kg
1995 = Kip 2,200/kg
1996 = Kip 1,800/kg
1997 = Kip3,000 - 5,000/kg

In the years 1994 to 96, benzoin prices
reached a low point. As a consequence, the
benzoin collectors tapped less, and many of
them stopped. This, in combination with the
weather conditions during the benzoin flow,
caused a shortage, especially in 1997, and
resulted in higher prices. Mounlamay (1998)
reported that the buying price in Nam Bak of
Luang Prabang in May 1998 was claimed to be
as high as Kip 7,500/kg. However, it is not
known if this increasing price trend will
continue or stabilize.

Table 2 shows export prices from Lao
PDR to Europe (1996, CIF Marseilles, France)
and export prices for Sumatra benzoin (FOB
Medan, Indonesia). The prices are not fully
comparable, as the prices for Sumatra benzoin
have to add the costs for insurance and freight
(estimated additional costs about $2-3/kg). In
spite of this fact, it is obvious that Lao benzoin
receives much higher prices than Sumatra benzoin.



1996, the average trade margin for Lao benzoin
ranges from $6-14/kg. This trade margin is, as
already explained, not gained by just the
trader/exporter. It is going to be shared between
several middlemen in the marketing chain.

Table 2. Export prices for Lao and Sumatra

benzoin*
e | i ey e
A $16/kg $8/kg
B $13-14/kg $6/kg
C $10-12/kg $4/kg
D $8-9/kg $2/kg

Constraints in further expansion of the
market: Mounlamay (1998) summarized the
constraints in further expansion of the Lao
benzoin market based on the report of Coppen
(1997) as follows:
¢ Future supply with Lao benzoin: Several

conditions may hamper the production of
benzoin in Lao PDR.

» As has already happened, too low
producer prices result in lower benzoin
production, so that the foreign demand is
difficult to meet.
» The reduction of the fallow period
also results in decreased benzoin
production. The producers could be
encouraged to tap more benzoin if the
farm level prices could be announced
before the tapping season starts.

¢ Market transparency: The lack of
knowledge about the export markets for
Lao benzoin (China, Europe) is still too
great. Without that knowledge of the
present markets, it is impossible to think
about opening future markets by creating
additional end uses.

¢ Post harvest treatment: The method of
benzoin handling during different stages of
the marketing chain (cleaning, transport,
storage and packaging) leads to degradation
of the product. However, these techniques
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can be considered as reasonably adapted to
the local conditions (infrastructure) and
possibilities.

Value added processing: Neither the
production of block benzoin (lower price
than Lao benzoin presently) nor the
production of benzoin extract can presently
be made because the capacities of extraction
plants would not be met.

¢ Institutional weaknesses: There are still
considerable institutional weaknesses in the
benzoin marketing in Lao PDR.

The trade statistics are not reliable.
Thus, it is difficult to achieve an
overview about the market.

Presently, there is no free market
access in the benzoin trade. Quotas
are fixed by the local authorities and
the territory of benzoin buying is
more or less divided among a few
traders.

The administrative procedures to
export benzoin are very complicated.
It involves several government
offices to export one shipment and
can take an effort of up to two
weeks.

These constraints were discussed in the
National Workshop on benzoin organized by
the FAQ’s benzoin project in Luang Prabang in
May 1998, and many recommendations were
made for the Lao government to improve the
situation. Their details are recorded in the
proceedings of the workshop (Anon. 1998).

General Issues related to the
Promotion of NWFPs

Kashio (1996) reported general issues:
related to NWFP promotion as follows:

e There is a prevailing difficulty in the
marketing of the final product of NWFPs,
particularly in the dependency on foreign
market (no or few demands in the
domestic market); and over-production
and consequent price crush.



There is no or little information about
pricing and market control from the
producers’ side.

There are some scientific and research
supports on NWFPs, but usually at a very
poor level.

The people often take the retail prices of
NWFPs as their values, but prices paid to
the producers are, in many cases,
neglected. Proper attention should be
given to how to share the benefits with
producers.

Promotion and development costs on
NWEFPs are not low. Who will pay and

how to cover such costs remains
problematic.
Conclusions

There is a growing recognition of the
importance of NWFPs tapped from the various
forest resources in many countries of this
region. NWFPs meet the people’s economic
demand and provide additional employment
opportunities in rural areas. NWFPs also serve
a better and more comfortable life for urban
citizens through the expansion of potential uses
of NWFPs. It is, therefore, essential to identify
what kind of NWFPs exist, and how much
value they have for what and for whom. Then, the
next step is how to develop the selected NWFPs.

As seen in the case study in Laos, forestry
statistics in most countries do not satisfactorily
cover the information of NWFPs in terms of
production, processing, trade and consumption.
Many NWFPs are produced and consumed at
the local household level and traded within the
domestic markets. Therefore, the real figures of
production, consumption and trade cannot be
easily monitored and recorded. Even for the
export commodities, the customs office cannot
record the cross-border trade that does not pass
through custom points. Some NWFPs are
recorded in a certain category class only, and
this makes it almost impossible to trace the
exact figures of a specific NWFP. This
weakness is also seen in the present FAO
forestry statistics. Therefore, an attempt should
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be made to enhance NWFP inventory methods
with the standardization of data collection on a
common classification of NWFPs.

Through the review of two cases, it has
been recognized that existing collection and
processing methods should be reviewed for the
improvement of natural products to match the
market demands. In this area, collaborative
work between the public and private sector
should be seriously encouraged and enhanced.
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