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The Trade in and Household Use of Phoenix reclinata Palm Frond Hand Brushes on the
Wild Coast, South Africa. This paper reports on an investigation of the harvesting, trade, and
use of hand brushes made from fronds of the wild palm, Phoenix reclinata.We considered both
the abundance of the resource as well as the demand. Within the harvesting areas, there were
approximately 141 palm plants per hectare, of which almost two-thirds showed no signs of frond
harvesting. During harvesting, most fronds (82%) were left on the plant, 16% were removed to
make brushes, and 2%were cut and discarded. Although the number of harvesters had increased
during the last decade, most felt that the number of palm plants had remained stable or even
increased over the same period. There was strong consensus that cut fronds were replaced within
two months, after which a particular stem could be harvested again. Harvesting and trade were
practiced largely by middle-aged to elderly women, who had limited formal education, skills, and
employment prospects. Most had entered the trade because of cash income poverty. The main
markets for selling the palm brushes were in nearby urban areas. The income earned from the
trade was modest, but still rated highly by the traders, for most of whom it was the second most-
important source of cash income. For many users, the palm brushes was found to be the only
type of brush suitable for cleaning mud and cow-dung flooring and, most importantly for many,
their use forms part of a long household use history and culture.
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Introduction

Production of household items, cultural artifacts,
and handicrafts from plant fibers for domestic use
and sale is common throughout the world (Macia
et al. 2011), and is particularly rich in southern
Africa (Cunningham and Terry 2006). These in-
clude items such as baskets used for a range of
purposes, mats, strainers, brushes, and purely deco-
rative items made for tourist markets. In some
regions household use is perceived to be declining
as products made from natural fiber are replaced by
synthetic substitutes and the interest, knowledge,
and time required to make them is diminishing (de
Vletter 2001; Mutua et al. 2004). However, items

with strong cultural meaning or uses may still be
widely sought and appreciated (Cocks and Dold
2004; Cocks et al. 2011).
It is not uncommon for non-governmental orga-

nizations or development agencies to promote the
sale of what used to be utilitarian items on tourist
markets as a means of promoting income generation
among traditional or remote communities (e.g.
Pereira et al. 2006; Virapongse et al. 2014;
Welford and Le Breton 2008). Such initiatives pro-
vide income-generating activities for local house-
holds, especially those with limited opportunities
(due to distance from formal markets or limited
formal skills) to participate in the market economy
while simultaneously safeguarding local knowledge
and skills. This may also result in increased interest
in sustainable management of the plant populations
from which the raw materials are harvested
(Welford and le Breton 2008).
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In contrast, there has been neglect in anal-
ysis and promotion of local markets for many
natural products (Shackleton et al. 2007;
Shackleton et al. 2008; Wallace et al. 2001), which
are both widespread and increasing. Shackleton
et al. (2007) argue that local markets are increasing
due to growing globalization and modernization,
which has resulted in an increasing need for cash
by even remote rural households, which in turn
allows some households to buy items that they
would have formerly made for themselves—mass-
produced substitutes. For those handicrafts with
cultural significance, growing urban popula-
tions also represent a massive market opportu-
nity due to the large size of the urban markets
and the relative affluence of urban dwellers
compared to their rural counterparts (Cocks
and Dold 2004; Shackleton et al. 2007). Local
markets are typically dominated by people who
have limited abilities to compete in the formal
labor market, because of limited formal educa-
tion, low skills, age, or remoteness of their
village (Shackleton et al. 2008). Thus, even
though the economic returns may be low, local
markets provide a source of economic engagement
for more marginalized groups in many societies.
Unfortunately, local level trade in such products
remains undervalued by most government and de-
velopment agencies, and consequently institutional
support for these markets and entrepreneurs is fre-
quently lacking (Scherr et al. 2004; Shackleton et al.
2007).

Sustainability of the resource supply is one
of the several challenges in promoting local, as
well as broader, markets (Shackleton et al.
2007). It is necessary that supply be sustain-
able; otherwise the small-scale traders who
dominate loca l markets could become
impoverished through loss of an important
contribution to their livelihoods. While a con-
cern to conservationists, many case studies
have shown that the supply of plant fibers
for local use and markets is often within sus-
tainable limits, or that sustainability can be
achieved with relatively small interventions
(e.g. Gyan and Shackleton 2005; Martínez-
Ballesté et al. 2008; McKean 2003; Shackleton
et al. 2009; Schmidt and Ticktin 2012). Leaf pro-
duction of some palm species is even stimulated by
moderate or high harvesting (e.g. Chazdon 1991;
Martínez-Ballesté et al. 2008), although impacts at
the population level need to be considered.
However, local context and governance are key in

determining sustainability outcomes (McLain and
Lawry 2015).

Within this context we were interested in the
extent and sustainability of the local markets for
hand brushes made from fronds of the wild date
palm (Phoenix reclinata Jacq.–Arecaceae) in the
Willowvale area of the Wild Coast, South Africa
Previous work in the Eastern Cape province of
South Africa has revealed high demand for plant
fiber products among rural and urban populations,
especially reed mats made from several sedge species
(Kepe 2003;Makhado and Kepe 2006; Pereira et al.
2006) and brushes made from palm fronds (Gyan
and Shackleton 2005), grasses (Cymbopogon validus
[Stapf] Stapf ex Burtt Davy) (Cocks and Dold
2004), or cape reeds (Ischyrolepis eleocharis [Mast.]
H.P. Linder) (Shackleton et al. 2009; Ruwanza and
Shackleton 2015). The wild date palm is widely
distributed throughout southern Africa (and
much of tropical Africa [Stauffer et al.
2014]), typically on the fringes of lowland coastal
forests and along streams and rivers (Barrow 1998;
Cunningham and Terry 2006). It is usually multi-
stemmed, with adult stems reaching 3–6 m tall, and
a few exceeding 8m. The species has various uses
in different countries including for fruits, palm
wine, and medicines (Cunningham and
Wehmeyer 1988; Gruca et al. 2014; Kotze and
Traynor 2011), but in the Eastern Cape province it
is primarily for fiber.

The aim of this research was to assess the
role and incomes from domestic use and com-
merc ia l t rade of pa lm brushes in the
Willowvale area, South Africa. Key questions
included: (1) What is the extent of household
use and of commercial trade, (2) What is the
current supply and impacts of harvesting, and
(3) Is current use likely to be sustainable?

Study Area

Willowvale is situated on the coast in the
former Bbantustan^ of Transkei in the Eastern
Cape province of South Africa (32°15'46.33''
S; 28°28'50.15'' E) (Shackleton et al. 2013). It
was selected for this study as part of a larger research
project in the area on local livelihoods and change
and the consequent familiarity of the researchers
with the site. Having worked at several places
in the broader Transkei region over many
years, we do not know of anything that dif-
ferentiates Willowvale from the broader coastal
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zone of the southern Transkei. Phoenix reclinata
is distributed along the entire 250 km coastal zone
of the Transkei. The mean annual rainfall ranges
from 800–1,000 mm, mainly concentrated in
October to April (Shackleton et al. 2013).
Temperatures range from a mean maximum
of 27°C in summer to a minimum of 3°C in
winter (Shackleton et al. 2013). The area is
dominated by rolling hills and valleys, with an
altitude ranging from sea level to around 450 m
(Mucina and Rutherford 2006). The soils are pre-
dominately sandy and clay loams (Mucina and
Rutherford 2006). The vegetation is a mosaic
of forest, thorn savanna, dune thicket, and
grassland patches (Mucina and Rutherford
2006). It falls within the Maputaland-Pondoland-
Albany biodiversity hotspot, and therefore has high
levels of endemism and threatened species (CEPF
2010). Forests in the area are naturally fragmented
and are found in lower lying areas and valleys and
are the most species-rich non-tropical forests in the
world (CEPF 2010). The high livestock stocking
rates and use of natural resources are regarded
by some as putting pressure on the local en-
vironment (CEPF 2010). Land in Willowvale is
common property, with each household allocated
residential land and an agricultural plot by traditional
authorities. The remaining land is open access for the
grazing of livestock and collection of natural re-
sources. Nominally, both chiefs and local municipal-
ities are responsible for the management of land and
resource use. However, both these authorities lack
relevant expertise or financial resources for natural
resource management activities.
Willowvale is characterized by dispersed ru-

ral homesteads (Shackleton et al. 2013). The
area is largely rural and is one of the poorest and
most underdeveloped districts in South Africa (Stats
SA 2011). The majority (64%) of those 20
years and older have functional literacy, yet
27% of the adult population has no school
education (Stats SA 2011). The unemployment
rate is at 42% (Stats SA 2011). Only 3.5% have
piped water to their houses and electricity has only
recently been installed in the area. According to
Stats SA (2011), 58% of households are female-
headed. Many households depend heavily on direct
use and, for some, the sale of natural resource
products to improve or meet several important live-
lihood outcomes (Palmer et al. 2002). There is
also large dependence on social welfare grants,
migrant labor, and remittances (Timmermans
2004).

Methods

PALM ABUNDANCE

The abundance of P. reclinata plants was assessed
bymeans of 31 belt transects distributed among five
harvesting sites identified by the harvesters,
usually within 1–3 km of their homes. At
approximately 300 m intervals along both sides
of the selected stream or river, a 100 m x 10
m belt transect was sampled parallel to the
stream. In each transect, every P. reclinata plant
was counted, as were the number of stems per plant,
plant height, and a visual estimate of the extent of
harvesting (none, light, medium, high). The num-
ber of leaves of the first adult palm in the transect
was recorded.

USERS

Questionnaires were administrated in the local
language (isiXhosa) to 34 randomly selected house-
holds in the vicinity of traders’ homesteads to glean
information on the household use of palm brushes.
The questionnaires captured information on social
profile, the number of years that the respondents
had been using palm brushes, level of household use
of palm brushes over the last 10 years, and reasons
for using.

PALM BRUSH TRADE

A snowball sampling approach was used to
identify sellers, who were approached at their
homesteads or place of trading. Thirty-one
palm brush traders from Willowvale were
interviewed regarding their socioeconomic pro-
file, benefits from trade relative to other in-
come sources, raw material harvesting and pro-
cessing, perceptions on brush demand, palm
abundance, and number of people operating
in the trade over the last 10 years, as well as
the challenges they face as traders. The sample
was close to 100% of the palm traders in
Willowvale.

Gross monthly income was calculated based
on traders’ recall of sales in Bgood months^
and Bbad months^ as well as number of Bgood
months^ and Bbad months^ per year and the
selling price per unit. At the time of field
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work, the exchange rate was approximately
USD 1 = ZAR 11.30 (South African Rand).
The number of raw material collecting trips
per month was recorded. Information on total
cash income for the household was established
through semistructured questionnaires that
captured the range of income sources per re-
spondent. Respondents were asked whether
they receive state old-age pensions, child grants
or other state grants, as well as information on
how many adults in the household had part-
t ime or full-t ime employment and the
contribution.

One to two harvesting trips were conducted
with four of the traders. At each site we
weighed a sample of palm leaf bundles
(headloads) and counted the number of leaves
per bundle. Additionally, for each palm stem
from which leaves were harvested, we recorded
the total number of leaves and the number cut
and either discarded or taken away. Detailed
conversations were conducted with each har-
vester about the harvesting process (selection
of sites, trees, and leaves), any local beliefs or
observations, as well as issues of sustainability
such as trends in the abundance of palm trees
and how much time is required before they
can return to harvest from a previously har-
vested stem. Approximate quantities of raw
material harvested annually were calculated
from the number of collecting trips per
month and number of headloads collected
each time.

Means and standard deviations were used to
summarize continuous data. Graphical summa-
ries (e.g., histograms) were used to show the
distribution of data (e.g., gross monthly in-
come from the sale of brushes, reasons for
using palm brushes). A linear regression was
used to determine the relationship between
plant height and number of leaves.

Results

PALM ABUNDANCE

There was a mean of 14 .1 ± 7.37
P. reclinata plants per 100 m transect, equating to
approximately 141 ha-1. The height of the adult
stems varied from 5 m to 8 m, and overall,
the population had a unimodal distribution
with the bulk of the plants being in the

medium height class (3–6 m), followed by
large (>6 m) and small (<3 m). The number
of fronds per plant was highly variable,
ranging from 16 to 172, with a mean of 83
± 40. The number of fronds was weakly but
significantly related to stem height, expressed
as no. of leaves = 9.84*height +35 (r2 = 0.15; p
<0.05).

Of the harvesters who had been involved in the
trade for ten years or longer, 44% felt that the
abundance of P. reclinata plants had decreased,
39% felt it had remained the same, and 17% felt
it had increased (Table 1). Of those stating that it
had decreased, the primary reasons offered were (i)
too many harvesters, (ii) wild fires, and (iii) a lack of
rainfall. The remaining 56% argued that there had
been no change or perhaps even an increase because
(i) only a few fronds are harvested per stem and (ii)
palms rapidly make new leaves after they have been
cut and are able to produce harvestable fronds with-
in two months.

While observing the harvesting process, the
mean number of fronds per stem that were
harvested was 3.9 ± 1.89, cut and discarded
was 0.5 ± 1.21, and left on the plant was 20.3
± 12.2. Thus, 82% of fronds were left on the
plant, 16% removed to make brushes, and 2%
cut and discarded on site. Fronds were cut
with either a sickle or a machete. All har-
vesters interviewed mentioned that they never
cut immature fronds or those from a stem
with very few fronds and that the dry and
old leaves from mature stems are never har-
vested because they are too hard for a needle
to go through the rachis. All respondents stat-
ed that they can reharvest the same plant after
two months. The harvesters mentioned that
P. reclinata is widely distributed in Willowvale and

Table 1. PERCEIVED TRENDS OVER THE LAST TEN YEARS
IN ABUNDANCE, NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN THE TRADE AND

DEMAND FOR PALM BRUSHES.

Percentage of producers (n = 18)

Variable Increased Decreased Same

Abundance of Phoenix
reclinata

17 44 39

Number of people in the
trade

89 11 0

Demand for palm brushes 33 44 22

221MJOLI & SHACKLETON: PHOENIX SUPPLY, USE, AND TRADE2015]



that they never experience difficulties in gaining
access to palm leaves, except for minor restrictions
associated with the taboo of harvesting palm trees
found along streams that are considered to be
inhabited by ancestral spirits. The visual estimates
of harvesting intensity in the sample transects
indicated that most palms (64%) had no signs
of harvesting at all, and of those that did, the
extent was light for most (Fig. 1).

RAW MATERIAL HARVESTING

Most the interviewees harvested their own
raw material within their local area (1–3 km
from their homes) and carried the bundles of
fronds back to their homes; a round trip typ-
ically took 3–4 hours. A few travelled further
and hired small pickup vans (bakkies) to do
so. Harvesting was generally in groups of 2–5
women, for mutual support and to save costs
(if hiring transport). On average, producers
collected 66.2 ± 51.8 headloads of palm fronds
per harvester per year (for most it was one per
trip, but a few individuals collected 6–8
headloads per trip when they had access to
vehicles for transport). This could make an
average of 179 brushes per year.
Once the raw material was back at the

harvester’s dwelling the fronds were laid out
in the sun or a dry place for 2–3 days to dry,

after which after they were cut to uniform
length (40–50 cm) and the leaflets shredded
with a sharp point. Several fronds were then
bound tightly together with a needle and
twine pushed through the top of the rachis
and around the top as the handle for the
brush (see Fig. 5). The shredding and binding
generally took 30–40 minutes per brush (35 + 18
minutes), but could be up to two hours for deco-
rated ones or if the manufacturer had stiff hands.

PROFILE OF BRUSH USERS AND REASONS

FOR USING PALM BRUSHES

All the randomly selected households used
palm brushes to a greater or lesser extent. The
users’ mean age was 55 ± 2 years and were all
female (Table 2). Seventy percent had no or only
primary school education. The majority of users
(74%) stated that the level of household use of palm
brushes had remained the same over the last 10
years.
Almost half of them (44%) had been using

palm brushes for more than 20 years (Table 2).
The most stated reason for using palm brushes,
given by 26% of the respondents, was that they
sweep floors made from cow dung better than other
brushes available on the market, and that plastic
brushes tend to fracture the cow dung floor
(Table 2). Many houses in Willowvale are clay/
mud houses, with cow dung floors, or have some
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Fig. 1. Visual estimates of harvesting intensity per plant.
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structures made of such, a common feature in many
rural areas of the Eastern Cape. The second-most
common reason (21%) was that palm brushes form
part of their household use and culture; they said
that they grew up with palm brushes being used by
their parents at home.

TRADE AND TRADERS

There are four market routes for palm brush
trading in Willowvale (Fig. 2). Traders could either
sell directly to customers or through street vendors.
The price of the brushes ranged from ZAR 10–12
each. Most of the respondents stated that they sell
their brushes for ZAR 10 around the village and for
ZAR 12 in towns. The most important market
route was the selling of palm brushes in the nearby
town of iDutywa (65%). Respondents stated that
iDutywa (30 km from Willowvale) was bigger than

Willowvale and that there is a larger market for
palm brushes than in Willowvale. Respondents
choosing to sell brushes in iDutywa used local
transport and would take a large load (30–60
brushes) and meet with other traders in iDutywa.
They would stay there for a few days and sell their
brushes for ZAR 12 each. The traders would go to
iDutywa during the end of the month when poten-
tial customers had been paid their monthly salary or
received their state grants. Occasionally the traders
would sell to individual street vendors at a special
negotiated price of approximately ZAR 60 for 10
brushes. Selling in Willowvale town was identified
as the second-most important market route (19%).
Some preferred to remain in their villages and sell
brushes in village pension-day markets instead
(10%), but with small numbers of brushes com-
pared to those who sell in iDutywa, while some
(6%) chose to go as far as Butterworth

Table 2. SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF TRADERS AND USERS.

Characteristic Category (% per category)
Producers and

Traders Users

Mean age (yr + SD) 58 ± 10 55 ± 7
Education level No schooling 19 35

Primary school 55 35
High school 26 24
School-leaving certificate 0 3
Tertiary 0 3

Sources of household cash income other than from trade No permanent employment 94 -
At least one pension 65 -
At least one child grant 32 -
At least one job 3 -

Number of years in the trade/using palm brushes 14 ± 2 21 ± 3
Reasons for entering the trade Needed cash income 52 -

Poverty/hunger 32 -
Loss of husband’s income 13 -
Interested in the activity 3 -

Most important source of household cash income State pension 42 -
Brush trade 26 -
Vending business 10 -
State child grant 10 -
State disability grant 6 -
Other self-employment 6 -

Reasons for using palm brushes Sweeps dung floor better - 26
Part of household use & culture - 21
Affordable - 18
Lasts longer - 15
Excellent in cleaning dust - 12
Preference - 6
Easy to make - 3
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(approximately 45–60 km away, depending on
route used) (Fig. 2).
The trade was dominated by middle-aged to

elderly women (most in their late 50s and
early 60s; mean age was 58 ± 2 years)

(Table 2). Over three-quarters of respondents
(74%) had no or only primary school education;
none had completed high school. Ninety-four per-
cent of them had no permanent employment; only
one trader had temporary employment (worked at a

Fig. 2. Key markets and market routes for palm traders in Willowvale (bold arrows represent the most important
market route identified by the traders).
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local road construction site). The majority (65%)
lived in households that received at least one
state old-age pension as a source of cash in-
come other than that from trading palm
brushes, and 32% of the participants received
at least one state child grant (Table 2). Old age
pensions were rated as the most important source of
cash income by 42% of the traders, followed by the
income from trade in palm brushes as the second-
most important source (26%).

Over two-thirds of the respondents (68%)
had been trading palm brushes for more than
ten years, with one-quarter (26%) practicing it
for more than 20 years. Nonetheless, there
were several new entrants with 13% having
been trading for less than one year and 32%
for less than five years. The main reason for
entering the trade, given by 52% of harvesters,
was the need for cash income (Table 2). The
second-most common reason, at 32%, was de-
scribed as due to poverty or hunger. The average
gross monthly income was modest at ZAR 134.7 ±
110.8 (Fig. 3), with a minimum of ZAR 6 to a
maximum of ZAR 475. Most of the traders (29%)
earned incomes between ZAR 101 and 150 per
month. Only 16% of the traders earned more than
ZAR 200 per month on average (Fig. 3).

CONSTRAINTS TO PALM BRUSH TRADE

The most common problem mentioned by the
respondents in the trading of palm brushes was that
customers, particularly those in the home village,
quibble for lower prices and threaten not to buy if a
discount is not offered. Therefore, many chose to
sell their brushes in the nearby towns of

Butterworth and iDutywa and occasionally sell at
lower prices in their villages. The second-most com-
monly cited problem was that harvesting sites were
far away. Out of the thirty-one traders interviewed,
five traders from Ndlambe village stated that every
month they hired a bakkie for ZAR 200 to transport
them to Ncentane, a harvesting area approximately
15 km away. The sellers said that they traveled to
this area because the abundance of P. reclinata was
low around their home village compared to the
site at Ncentane. This group stated that they
individually harvested up to 6–8 headloads per
trip, a lot more than the 1–2 bundles per trip
most harvested from their local areas. The in-
creased number of people selling palm brushes
over the last 5–10 years was another factor,
which they felt increased competition and
hence limited their income from the trade.
Most of the traders interviewed preferred to sell
a majority of their brushes at the end of each
month when social grants and salaries are paid.

It is evident that trade in palm brushes plays a
significant role in contributing to the livelihoods of
the traders in Willowvale. Many traders (33%)
mentioned that if the supply of palms diminished
they would turn to selling alternative natural prod-
ucts such as thatch (mainly used for roofing houses)
(33%) or reed mats (28%) (Fig. 4).

Discussion

This study has shown that there is widespread use
of palm brushes among the rural households of the
Willowvale area (Fig. 5). Moreover, the extensive
use is driven to some extent by preference for palm
brushes over modern synthetic substitutes because
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Fig. 4. Substitute livelihood activities that would be undertaken if palms were unavailable (% of responses).
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they are better suited for the cow dung or clay floors
found in many of the homesteads. This mirrors the
extensive use of plant fiber brushes by both urban
and rural populations elsewhere in the Eastern Cape
province (Cocks and Dold 2004; Gyan and
Shackleton 2005; Makhado and Kepe 2006;
Shackleton et al. 2009). Cocks and Dold (2004)
argue that such brushes have a high cultural signif-
icance and are common gifts during weddings and
ceremonies, and that use is high even among urban-
ized communities. Consequently, they felt that
there will be continued high demand for hand
brushes well into the future even though the socio-
economic context is rapidly changing, as may be the

specific uses for such brushes (for example, very few
urban households have floors made of dung).
The widespread household use supports several

small local markets for the palm brushes. The
traders preferred selling in urban markets, despite
the cost of transport to get there, because of in-
creased opportunities for sales and the fact that
customers were less likely to quibble over the price.
Just over half of the traders felt that the demand had
persisted or increased over the last 10 years, a time
marked by significant changes in household in-
comes, urban development, and access to amenities
in the region. Nearly all (89%) of the traders felt
that there had been an increase in the number of
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participants in the trade over the same period, sug-
gesting both a growing market, but also perhaps
increasing competition within the markets. Other
researchers in southern Africa have also commented
on the growing participation in NTFP markets,
driven by both economic hardship and well as
participants’ observation of an opportunity
(Campbell et al. 2002; Shackleton et al. 2008).
The majority of the traders were middle-aged to

elderly women (>50 years old), most of whom had
begun trading in response to hardship and the need
for cash income. Most of them had low formal
education and had limited options regarding
means to earn cash incomes. This echoes the
findings of Shackleton et al. (2008) who examined
the profiles of traders of four different NTFP prod-
ucts in northeastern South Africa, as well as other
studies in the Eastern Cape province (Makhado and
Kepe 2006; Pereira et al. 2006; Gyan and
Shackleton 2005; Shackleton et al. 2009) and other
African countries (Adam and Pretzsch 2010; Ndoye
et al. 1998; Schreckenberg 2004). Natural resource
products were a free resource, and many of them
had learned the skills of harvesting and manufacture
during their teenage years. Thus, it was not surpris-
ing that most felt they would turn to alternative
NTFPs, such as thatch grass, reeds, or firewood, if
the supply of or trade in palms was constrained or
impossible. The cash income earned from the trade
was modest for all but one of the traders, as is often
the case for local markets for NTFPs (Shackleton
et al. 2008). However, despite these low incomes,
the income from palm brush trading was regarded
as the second-most important source of cash after
government social security grants, a clear indication
of its importance.

The resource survey revealed that there were
relatively few indications that current use is
unsustainable. First, there was an abundance
of adult palms in the area. Second, there were
clear signs of recruitment, although the size-
class profile indicated some constraints in that
the density of small stems was lower than
either medium or large ones. Third, two-
thirds of the adult palms displayed no signs
of harvesting, and 25% were harvested only
lightly. Fourth, more than half the traders felt
that the abundance of adult palms had
remained static or increased over the last ten
years. Fifth, when the harvesting process was
observed, only 18% of fronds per stem were
cut. And last, there was unanimity that cutting
several leaves did not harm the palms and that

the cut leaves were replaced within two
months. The constrained recruitment evident
from the size class profile requires further in-
vestigation, including a comparison between
harvested and unharvested populations. It
may be a consequence of lower fruit abun-
dance on harvested adult stems, but it could
also be a consequence of fires and heavy
browsing of young plants by livestock. The
potential suppression by invasive plants, as
observed for Phoenix loureiroi in southwest India
(Mandle et al. 2013), would also need consideration
as they are of increasing concern in the region
(Shackleton et al. 2013). While these indicators
suggest that the current harvest levels are sustain-
able, the establishment of a local participatory mon-
itoring program of palm density and recruitment, as
well as potential drivers of change, would be useful
to alert harvesters to any population changes before
they are too advanced.

Acknowledgments
A huge thank-you to the brush traders of

Willowvale for their patience and willingness
to interact with us, to Wayne Westcott for
field assistance, and to Sheona Shackleton
and Angelina Martins for their comments on
an earlier draft of this work. The field work
and stipend for NM were provided by the
South African Research Chairs Initiative of
the Department of Science and Technology
and the National Research Foundation of
South Africa. Any opinion, finding, conclu-
sion, or recommendation expressed in this ma-
terial is that of the authors and the NRF does
not accept any liability in this regard.

Literature Cited
Adam, Y. O. and J. Pretzsch. 2010. Contribution of

local trade in Ziziphus spina-christi L. fruits to
rural households’ economy in Rashad Locality,
Sudan. Forestry Ideas 16(39):19–27.

Barrow, S. C. 1998. A monograph of Phoenix L.
(Palmae: Coryphoideae). Kew Bulletin 53:513–
575.

Campbell, B. M., S. Jeffery, W. Kozanayi, M.
Luckert, M. Mutamba, and C. Zindi. 2002.
Household livelihoods in semi-arid regions:
Options and constraints. CIFOR, Bogord.

CEPF (Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund).
2010. Ecosystem profile: Maputaland.

227MJOLI & SHACKLETON: PHOENIX SUPPLY, USE, AND TRADE2015]



Pondoland-Albany biodiversity hotspot.
Conservation International. Southern African
Hotspots Programme and South African
National Biodiversity Institute, South Africa.

Chazdon, R. L. 1991. Effects of leaf and ramet
removal on growth and reproduction of
Geonoma congesta, a clonal understory palm.
Journal of Ecology 79:1137–1146.

Cocks, M. L. and A. P. Dold. 2004. A new brush
sweeps clean: The economic and cultural values
of grass brushes in the Eastern Cape Province,
South Africa. Forests Trees and Livelihoods
13:33–42.

———, C. López, and T. Dold. 2011. Cultural
importance of non-timber forest products:
Opportunities they pose for bio-cultural diversi-
ty in dynamic societies. In: Non-timber forest
products in the global context, eds. S. E.
Shackleton, C. M. Shackleton, and P. Stanley,
107–128. Heidelberg: Springer.

Cunningham, A. B. and A. S. Wehmeyer. 1988.
Nutritional value of palm wine from Hyphaene
coriacea and Phoenix reclinata (Arecaceae).
Economic Botany 42:301–306.

——— and M. E. Terry. 2006. African basketry:
Grassroots art from southern Africa. Fernwood
Press, Cape Town.

De Vletter, F. 2001. Coping with extreme poverty
through traditional skills: The case of the
xirundzu basket makers of Mozambique (No.
18). International Labour Office, Southern
Africa Multidisciplinary Advisory Team, Harare.

Gruca, M., T. R. van Andel, and H. Balslev. 2014.
Ritual uses of palms in traditional medicine in
sub-Saharan Africa: A review. Journal of
Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine 10:60
(online).

Gyan, C. and C. M. Shackleton. 2005. Abundance
and commercialization of Phoenix reclinata in
the King Williamstown Area, South Africa.
Journal of Tropical Forest Science 17:325–336.

Kepe, T. 2003. Use, control and value of craft
material–Cyperus textilis: Perspectives from a
Mpondo village, South Africa. South African
Geographical Journal 85(2):152–157.

Kotze, C. D. and C. H. Traynor. 2011. Wetland
plant species used for craft production in
Kwazulu–Natal, South Africa: Ethnobotanical
knowledge and environmental sustainability.
Economic Botany 65:271–282.

Macía, M. J., P. J. Armesilla, R. Cámara-Leret, N.
Paniagua-Zambrana, S. Villalba, H. Balslev, and
M. Pardo-de-Santayana. 2011. Palm uses in

northwestern South America: A quantitative re-
view. Botanical Review 77:462–570.

Makhado, Z. and T. Kepe. 2006. Crafting a liveli-
hood: Local-level trade in mats and baskets in
Pondoland, South Africa. Development
Southern Africa 23:497–509.

Mandle, L., T. Ticktin, S. Nath, S. Setty, and A.
Varghese. 2013. A framework for considering
ecological interactions for common non-
timber forest product species: A case study of
mountain date palm (Phoenix loureiroi Kunth)
leaf harvest in South India. Ecological Processes
2:1–9.

Martínez-Ballesté, A., C. Martorelol, and J.
Caballero. 2008. The effect of Maya traditional
harvesting on the leaf production, and demo-
graphic parameters of Sabal palm in the
Yucatán Peninsula, Mexico. Forest Ecology and
Management 256:1320–1324.

McKean, S. G. 2003. Towards the sustainable use
of palm leaves by a rural community in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Economic
Botany 57:65–72.

McLain, R. J. and S. Lawry. 2015. Good gover-
nance: A key element of sustainable non-timber
forest product harvesting systems. Pages 235–
259 in C. M. Shackleton, A. Pandey, and T.
Ticktin, eds., Ecological sustainability for non-
timber forest products: Dynamics and case-
studies of harvesting. Earthscan, London.

Mucina, L. and M. C. Rutherford. 2006. The
vegetation map of South Africa, Lesotho and
Swaziland: Strelitzia 19. South African
National Biodiversity Institute, Pretoria.

Mutua, K., S. K.Massimo, and P. T.Mburu. 2004.
An empirical study of the Botswana handicraft
market. Journal of African Business 5:93–112.

Ndoye, O., M. Ruiz Perez, and A. Eyebe. 1998.
The markets for non-timber forest products in
the humid forest zone of Cameroon. ODI Rural
Development Forestry Network Paper No. 22c.
Overseas Development Institute, London.

Palmer, R., H. G. Timmermans, and D. Fay, eds.
2002. From conflict to negotiation. Nature-
based development on the South African Wild
Coast. Pretoria: Human Sciences Research
Council, p. 334.

Pereira, T., C.M. Shackleton, and S. E. Shackleton.
2006. Trade in reed-based craft products in rural
villages in the Eastern Cape, South Africa.
Development Southern Africa 23:477–495.

Ruwanza, S. and C. M. Shackleton. 2015. Density
and regrowth of a forest restio (Ischyrolepis

228 ECONOMIC BOTANY [VOL 69



eleocharis) under harvest and non-harvest treat-
ments in dune forests of Eastern Cape Province,
South Africa. Economic Botany 69:136–149.

Scherr, S. J., A. White, and D. Kaimowitz. 2004. A
new agenda for forest conservation and poverty
reduction. Makingmarkets work for low income
producers. Forest Trends and CIFOR,
Washington, D.C.

Schmidt, I. B. and T. Ticktin. 2012. When predic-
tions from matrix population models and local
ecological knowledge coincide: Effects of flower
stalk harvest on populations of an economically
important non-timber forest product (NTFP) in
the Brazilian savanna. Biological Conservation
152:187–195.

Schreckenberg, K. 2004. The contribution of shea
butter (Vitellaria paradoxa C. F. Gaertner) to
local livelihoods in Benin. Pages 91–114 in T.
C. Sunderland and O. Ndoye, eds., Forest prod-
ucts, livelihoods and conservation: Case-studies
of non-timber forest product systems. CIFOR,
Bogor.

Shackleton, C. M., F. Parkin, M. I. Chauke, L.
Downsborough, A. Oslen, G. Brill, and C.
W e i d e m a n . 2 0 0 9 . C o n s e r v a t i o n ,
commercialisation and confusion: Harvesting
of Ischyrolepis in a coastal forest, South Africa.
Environment, Development and Sustainability
11:229–240.

Shackleton, R., C.M. Shackleton, S. E. Shackleton,
and J. Gambiza. 2013. Deagrarianisation and
forest revegetation in a biodiversity hotspot on
the Wild Coast, South Africa. PloS one 8(10),
e76939.

Shackleton, S., B. Campbell, H. Lotz-Sisitka,
and C. Shackleton. 2008. Links between
the local trade in natural products,

livelihoods and poverty alleviation in a
semi-arid region of South Africa. World
Development 36:505–526.

———, P. Shanley, and O. Ndoye. 2007. Invisible
but viable: Recognizing local markets in non-
timber forest products. International Forestry
Review 9:697–712.

Statistics South Africa (STATS SA). 2011. Mbashe.
Stauffer, F.W., D. Ouattara, and A. L. Stork. 2014.

Palmae. Pages 326–354 in J.-P. Lebrun and A. L.
Stork, eds., Tropical African flowering plants:
Monocotyledons 2, Vol. 8. Conservatoire et Jardin
botaniques de la Ville de Genève, Switzerland.

Timmermans, H. G. 2004. Rural livelihoods at
Dwesa/Cwebe: Poverty, development and natu-
ral resource use on theWild Coast, South Africa.
M.Sc. thesis, Rhodes University, Grahamstown.
188 pp.

Virapongse, A., M. Schmink, and S. Larkin.
2014. Value chain dynamics of an emerging
palm fiber handicraft market in Maranhão,
Brazil. Forests, Trees and Livelihoods
23:36–53.

Wallace, R. C., D. C. Daly, and M. Silveira.
2001.Developing regional markets for forest
products in southwestern Amazonia. New York
Botanical Gardens. http://nybg.org/bsci/acre/
wwwl/markets.html.

Welford, L. and G. Le Breton. 2008. Bridging the
gap: Phytotrade Africa’s experience of the certi-
fication of natural products. Forests, Trees and
Livelihoods 18:69–79.

229MJOLI & SHACKLETON: PHOENIX SUPPLY, USE, AND TRADE2015]

http://nybg.org/bsci/acre/wwwl/markets.html
http://nybg.org/bsci/acre/wwwl/markets.html

	The Trade in and Household Use of Phoenix reclinata Palm Frond Hand Brushes on the Wild Coast, South Africa
	The Trade in and Household Use of Phoenix reclinata Palm Frond Hand Brushes on the Wild Coast, South Africa
	Introduction
	Study Area
	Methods
	Palm Abundance
	Users
	Palm Brush Trade

	Results
	Palm Abundance
	Raw Material Harvesting
	Profile of Brush Users and Reasons for Using Palm Brushes
	Trade and Traders
	Constraints to Palm Brush Trade

	Discussion
	Literature Cited



