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1. BACKGROUND 
 
In November 2004, IRDNC started the investigation into the perfume plants used by the 
Himba people in Namibia’s Kunene Region’s remote north-west. During 2005 and 2006, 
PRA activities, vegetation mapping, vegetation transects, a questionnaire survey and trial 
harvests, indicated that omumbiri (Commiphora wildii) was the most important resin 
producing plant used by the Himba women for perfume. This work also indicated that the 
resin was harvested sustainably since only resin that is naturally exuded from the tree is 
harvested. Further work in the 2006/2007 harvest season, estimated that about 50 tons of 
resin is produced every year in the five conservancies involved in this investigation – 
Puros, Orupembe, Marienfluss, Sanitatas and Okondjombo. 
 
The first commercial harvest of resin was started in October 2007. A total of 5 tons, 
worth US$50 000, was harvested by 319 conservancy members, of whom 206 were 
women and girls, between October 2007 and early February 2008. The harvesters earned 
just over N$250 000.  Between April and June 2008, harvesters and conservancy staff 
and committees were interviewed to review the first commercial harvest season and 
identify issues that needed attention before the start of the next harvest season.  
 
Issues that were identified during the first harvest season included: 
 

�  Difficulties regarding cash flow 
�  Support to harvesters (transport, food and water) 
�  Harvesters and conservancy management committees reliant on IRDNC 
�  Harvesters from other areas wanting to be part of the harvesting process 
 

These issues were discussed during the planning meetings held in each of the 
conservancies at the start of the second harvest season. Most of these issues were 
successfully addressed during the 2008/2009 harvest season and discussions with 
conservancy staff and committee members indicate that these matters were successfully 
resolved.  
 
During 2008, resin was sold to Behave. Behave facilitated the product registration for 
omumbiri in the EU and this was successfully completed in December 2008. Stephane 
Piquart of Behave, along with representatives from Estee Lauder and Aveda visited 
Orupembe conservancy to observe the harvesting and buying processes. They were 
impressed by the institutional arrangements within the conservancies as well as the 
support given to the supply chain by IRDNC. 
 
The second commercial harvest of omumbiri started in October 2008. Additional funding 
was obtained from WWF in Namibia and ICEMA to increase the Revolving Plant Fund 
and this allowed for the pre-purchase of the 2008/2009 harvest. Orupembe, Sanitatas and 
Okondjombo conservancies experienced unseasonally early rains and as a result, 
harvesting stopped in these areas towards the end of January. Harvesting continued until 
March in Marienfluss conservancy and until the end of April in Puros conservancy. 
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2. REGISTRATION OF HARVESTERS 
 
The harvest period for the omumbiri resin is from October to the onset of the rains, 
usually in February. The trees produce the resin in response to the high temperatures 
experienced during the hot, dry season. During September 2008 before any harvesting 
was initiated, meetings were held with all the five conservancies to discuss and plan the 
harvesting processes. In each conservancy two meetings were held. 
 
Meeting with the conservancy management committee (CMC) to: 

�  Discuss the difficulties or problems encountered during the last harvest season 
�  Plan the registration of the harvesters 
�  Identify the conservancy staff member/s who will be responsible for the 

purchasing of the resin and keeping records 
�  Discuss how the CMC will support and monitor the omumbiri harvest 
�  Train the identified staff members 
�  Discuss how the CMC will use the omumbiri management fee  

 
Meeting with the harvesters and CMC to: 

�  Discuss the difficulties or problems encountered during the last harvest season 
�  Inform the harvesters of the management fee received by the CMC from previous 

season and discuss how it will be used. 
�  Review and formulate the harvesting rules for this season 
�  Register the harvesters for the 2008/2009 season 
 

 
Meeting with CMC and harvesters at Ondiee in Sanitatas Conservancy 
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The harvesting rules for each conservancy were reviewed and discussed at these planning 
meetings. Harvesters agreed that by registering with the conservancy as an omumbiri 
harvester, they were bound to adhere to the harvesting rules. As an example, the 
harvesting rules of Orupembe conservancy are given below. 
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In all five conservancies, CMCs checked that individuals wanting to harvest were 
registered with the conservancy as members. The harvesters were then entered into the 
harvesters register and given a card with a number and a bag. 

 

 
Conservancy staff member registering Sanitatas harvesters 
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Registered harvesters in Puros conservancy 

 
The profile of registered harvesters from each conservancy is shown in the Table 1 
below. The table shows the number of harvesters registered as well as the number of 
registered harvesters that actually participated in the harvest and sold their resin at the 
conservancy offices. Although Okondjombo conservancy did not participate in the first 
omumbiri harvest, they did participate during the 2008/2009 season. Okondjombo 
conservancy only has omumbiri trees in the southern part of the conservancy which 
means harvesters need to travel away from their villages and camp out in the southern 
parts of the conservancy in order to harvest.  
 
Table 1. Number of registered and participating harvesters 2008/2009  

 REGISTERED PARTICIPATED 

Conservancy Men Women 
 

Total Men Women Total 
Marienfluss 34 27 61 20 17 37 
Okondjombo 42 28 70 21 14 35 
Orupembe 61 53 114 35 29 64 
Puros 37 52 89 35 45 80 
Sanitatas  36 36 72 29 30 59 
Total 210 196 406 140 135 275 

 
 In Orupembe and Okondjombo conservancies, almost half of the harvesters that 
registered did not actually harvest any omumbiri. This is probably due to the fact that the 
early rains put an end to harvesting in these conservancies much earlier than anticipated. 
Also, in both of these conservancies, most harvesters need to travel 20 kms or more from 
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their villages in order to harvest. These conservancies do not have vehicles and older 
harvesters were reluctant to walk these distances, carrying food, water and resin. 
 
The total number of harvesters for 2008/2009 may seem low when compared to the total 
number of harvesters who sold resin in 2007/2008 (319). During the 2007/2008 season, 
children were included in the total number of harvesters while during the 2008/2009 
season only adults (need to be over 18 to register as a conservancy member) were 
registered as harvesters. Children helping with the harvesting included their resin with 
that of their parents. A comparison of the number of adult harvesters between the two 
seasons shows that the number of participating adults increased by 17% (Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Comparison of number of adults harvesting during the first and second harvest 
season 

 2007/2008 2008/2009 
Conservancy Men Women Total Men Women Total 
Marienfluss 28 76 104 20 17 37 
Okondjombo 0 0 0 21 14 35 
Orupembe 25 37 62 35 29 64 
Puros 18 23 41 35 45 80 
Sanitatas  5 23 28 29 30 59 
Total 76 159 235 140 135 275 
 
The reasons for registering the harvesters included: 
�  To simplify recording keeping during the selling processes 
�  To ensure that only registered conservancy members are harvesting and selling resin 

in that conservancy 
�  To ensure that harvesters have committed to adhering to the harvesting rules 
 
An unexpected result of the harvester registration process was the conservancy members 
and the CMC were motivated to update membership registers. During this process it was 
noted that the conservancy membership registers were out of date. Whilst registering 
harvesters these registers were all updated in line with MET compliance for 
conservancies. 
 
3. PAYMENTS TO HARVESTERS AND CMC 
 
The amounts paid out to harvesters in each conservancy are given in Table 3. 
 
Table 3. Total amounts paid to harvesters in each of the conservancies during 2008/2009 

CONSERVANCY PAYOUT (N$) 
Marienfluss N$ 77 000 
Okondjombo N$ 26 480 
Orupembe N$ 69 270 
Puros N$ 95 520 
Sanitatas N$ 36 000 
TOTAL N$ 304 270 
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The cash flow problems and the difficulties experienced with payouts during the 
2007/2008 season were addressed by: 

�  Setting a time frame for the delivery of cash to the conservancies. It was agreed 
that by the 15th of each month, IRDNC would deliver cash to the conservancy 
office. The records for the sale of the past month were checked and then the new 
cash amount entered into the book. 

�  The offices at Orupembe. Puros and Marienfluss have safes and the cash was 
stored in these. Smaller amounts were delivered to Sanitatas and Okondjombo 
conservancies since they do not have facilities for the safekeeping of large sums 
of money. 

�  A rule was made that if the cashbox is empty, the conservancy staff should not 
weigh resin. Resin should only be weighed and put in the drum when there is 
enough money to make the payment to the harvester immediately. 

�  Books were checked and balanced on a monthly basis. 
 
Marienfluss conservancy continued harvesting until the end of March and Puros until the 
end of April and this could have continued. The harvesting was stopped at 6 tons. This 
was decided since all of the previous seasons harvest is not yet sold. The drums have 
been transported to the storeroom at Wereldsend. 
 
Table 4. Number of kilograms of resin harvested in each conservancy during 2008/2009 

CONSERVANCY HARVEST (kg) 
Marienfluss 1 540,0 
Okondjombo 529,6 
Orupembe 1 385,4 
Puros 1 919,4 
Sanitatas 720,0 
TOTAL 6 094,4 

 
Each CMC identified the persons responsible for the weighing, the payouts and recording 
of data for their conservancies. The table below lists the persons responsible for each 
conservancy. Harvesters were paid immediately upon delivery of the resin to the buying 
point. Scales were marked in increments of N$10 which meant that even non-literate 
people could be certain that they received the correct amount of money. A register was 
kept of every amount paid out. 
 
Table 5. Conservancy staff responsible for omumbiri activities 

CONSERVANCY 
STAFF 

MEMBERS 
 

DESIGNATION 
 

PLACE 
Marienfluss Sara Ngumbe Campsite manager Otjinungua 
Okondjombo Uatekera Tjiposa Bookkeeper Okondjombo 

Orupembe 
Henry Tjambiru 
Gerros Tjintunda 

Research assistant 
Campsite manager 

Onjuva 

Puros 
Isabella Kasupi 

Beartha Tjipombo 
Community 
activators 

Puros 

Sanitatas Kaku Musaso Bookkeeper Ondiee 
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 The pricing for 2008/2009 was structured in the following way: 
 Price of resin  U$ 10/kg 
This means that about N$75 was received for each kg sold. This was divided up in the 
following way:  

�  N$50 back to the Revolving Plant Fund (to replace the N$50/kg paid in advance 
to the harvesters); 

�   N$5 to the CMC as a management fee and  
�  N$20 covered expenses such as drums, bags, scales, cash boxes and transport. 

 
 
4. LIVELIHOOD IMPACTS   
 
The months in which the resin is harvested coincide with the months when people are 
most affected by the arid conditions. During the hot, dry season, livestock are thin and 
producing limited amounts of milk and supplementary sources of food are minimal. 
During this time, all the veld water and many fountains have dried up and people are 
forced to use the few remaining water points. The months from October to January are 
probably when these communities are most in need of additional resources. 
 
No results were obtained for Okondjombo since at the start of the harvest season when 
the training was done, this conservancy had not yet identified the person who would be 
responsible for the weighing and buying of the resin. The results from the returns 
obtained during the 2008/2009 harvest season are given in Table 6 below. 
 
Table 6. Use of cash earned from omumbiri during the harvest season 
 Orupembe Sanitatas Puros Marienfluss 

Food 29% 49% 32% 21% 

Saving 46% 36% 29% 23% 

Clothing and household  12% 15% 30% 8% 

School 7% 0% 7% 14% 

Pay Debt 0% 0% 0% 13% 

Buy Livestock 2% 0% 2% 21% 

Healthcare 4% 0% 0% 0% 
 
The results above are similar to those obtained for the 2007/2008 season. Most of the 
money was spent on food to meet the immediate needs of the family. “Saving” means 
that people have kept cash (not in the bank) to be able to pay for an emergency such as 
accessing healthcare in Opuwa.  
 
The number of dependants of each of the female harvesters is indicated in Table 7. This 
information gives an indication of the number of people benefiting from the omumbiri 
harvesting income. 
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Table 7. Number of people benefiting from income from omumbiri harvesting 

Conservancy 
No. of 

harvesters 
No. of 

children Total 
Marienfluss 37 146 183 
Okondjombo 35 93 128 
Orupembe 64 205 269 
Puros 80 109 189 
Sanitatas  59 178 237 
Total 275 731 1006 

 
Quotations from harvesters: 
 
Govan Tjipombo (Puros Conservancy, October 2009). Govan was working on the 
conservancy building project for the new Bush Lodge. 
‘When are we going to finish with this building work? I want to go and harvest omumbiri. 
When I am working here on the building site I don’t know what is happening to my cattle 
or where they are. When I am harvesting omumbiri, I can watch my cattle at the same 
time.” 
 
Hepute Kapukire (aged 90, Marienfluss conservancy) 
“Since the omumbiri has started, we don’t need to borrow food from our neighbours. If 
we are hungry today, we can go and harvest and get money and tonight we can buy 
food.” 
 
Table 8. Highest individual earners in each conservancy 

Conservancy Male/female Total for season 
Puros Female N$ 4 670 
Orupembe Male N$ 6 870 
Sanitatas Female N$ 3 080 
Okondjombo Female N$ 2 670 
Marienfluss Male N$ 13 460 

 
 
5. SUSTAINABILITY OF RESOURCE UTILIZATION 
 
During 2006, four permanent monitoring plots were established and a baseline 
determined. These were in Orupembe and Puros conservancies. As soon as the harvest 
was completed in 2008 and 2009, these permanently marked plots were re-monitored. In 
addition to this, a 1 km transect was done at each of the sites where groups of harvesters 
were based. The purpose of this was to determine whether any omumbiri plants had been 
damaged by the harvesters. The number of transects varied depending on the number of 
sites used by the harvesting groups. When a damaged tree was noted, the possible cause 
of damage was also recorded. Damage by humans is usually by cutting the tree with a 
panga. Most of the damage was caused by elephant which is not easily confused with that 
caused by people. 
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Table 9. Monitoring results for Orupembe Conservancy 

Transect or 
Plot no. Location 

Date 
Monitored 

No. of  
damaged 

plants 

No. of 
undamaged 

plants 
Trans 1 Okaruikondera (East) Jun-09 0 33 
Trans 2 Okaruikondera (West) Jun-09 1 48 
Trans 3 Oundu Jul-09 0 143 
Trans 4 Ouhandjo Blue Drum Jul-09 0 122 
Trans 5 Otjirindi (Katitij) Jul-09 0 165 
Trans 6 Omuatjinguma Jul-09 3 147 

Nov-06 0 77 
Feb-08 0 78 

Plot 1 Orupembe (West) Jul-09 0 80 
Nov-06 0 129 
Feb-08 0 133 

Plot 2 Omataurirua Jun-09 2 126 
TOTAL 6 864 

Plant in transects 2 and 6 were damaged by someone cutting them with  pangas. 
The loss of trees in plot 2 is due to big, old trees dying of old age. 
The plants damaged in plot 2 were browsed by kudu. 
 
Table 10. Monitoring results for Puros Conservancy 

The damaged plants in transect 3 and 4 were damaged by elephant. 
The damaged plants in transect 5 were damaged by porcupine. 

Transect 
or Plot no. Location 

Date 
monitored 

No. of 
damaged 

plants 

No. of 
undamaged 

plants 
Trans 1 South of Puros - Okongwe May-09 0 132 
Trans 2 East of Puros May-09 0 33 
Trans 3 Opposite traditional. village May-09 12 24 

Trans 4 
Opposite traditional. Village 

- top of Valley May-09 3 18 
Trans 5 Wash/ridge behind lodge Jun-09 3 54 

Trans 6 
Before Khumib Camp 

turnoff Jun-09 0 154 
Nov-06 0 88 
Feb-08 0 88 

Plot 1 SE of Puros village May-09 0 69 
Nov-06 0 56 
Feb-08 0 60 

Plot 2 
Across River from 
Traditional Village 

Not yet 
monitored   

TOTAL 18 484 
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In plot 1, 19 trees had died. These were all large old trees that seem to have died of old 
age and showed no sign of damage. 
 
Table 11. Monitoring results from Sanitatas Conservancy 

Transect 
no. Location 

Date 
Monitored 

No. of 
Damaged 

Plants 
No. of undamaged 

plants 
Trans 1 Sanitatas mountains Jun-09 0 46 
Trans 2 Sanitatas mountains Jun-09 0 45 
Trans 3 Otjiyeze Jun-09 0 52 
Trans 4 Otjiyeze Jun-09 0 48 
Trans 5 Omaruru Jun-09 0 57 

TOTAL 0 248 
  
Table 12. Monitoring results from Marienfluss Conservancy 

Transect 
number Location 

Date 
Monitored 

No. of 
damaged 

plants 
No. of undamaged 

plants 
Trans 1 Ondao Jun-09 0 74 
Trans 2 Otjozi Jun-09 5 57 
Trans 3 Ombivango Jun-09 0 48 
Trans 4 Ombivango Jun-09 0 48 
Trans 5 Okapembei Jun-09 0 55 

TOTAL 5 282 
The damaged trees in transect 2 had been cut with a panga. 
 
Table 13. Monitoring results from Okondjombo Conservancy 

Transect no. Location 
Date 

Monitored 

No. of 
damaged 

plants 
No. of undamaged 

plants 

Trans 1 

Okehokondjou 
(South of 

Okondjombo) Apr-09 0 63 

Trans 2 

Okehokondjou 
(South of 

Okondjombo) Apr-09 0 53 
Trans 3 Omaruru May-09 1 41 
Trans 4 Omaruru May-09 0 48 
Trans 5 Epoue May-09 0 62 

 1 267 
The tree in transect 3 had been cut with a panga. 
 
A total of 2175 omumbiri trees were assessed. Only 1,4% of the trees assessed showed 
any signs of damage and only 0,5% of the trees showed signs of damage by people. 
Damage to the ten trees in Okondjombo, Marienfluss and Orupembe conservancies was 
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by a panga cutting off one or more of the branches. The purpose of removing the 
branches was not to enhance resin production but to suck or chew the material to reduce 
thirst – a traditional use of these trees. Since cutting the trees does not stimulate resin 
production immediately (as is the case with some other Commiphora spp.) this local 
explanation is likely to be correct. 
 
Porcupine damage trees by gnawing at the bark but do not kill the trees. Elephant 
damaged was noted in the areas near to the Huaresib riverbed where elephants had pulled 
out and chewed entire trees. This behaviour has been noted in September of the past two 
years in both the Huanib and Huaresib river areas when elephants leave the river bed to 
feed on the omumbiri trees. From the monitoring data presented above, it can be said 
with confidence that the harvesting of omumbiri resin is done in a sustainable way and 
has no effect on the tree population. 
 

 
Branches are sliced off the tree to be sucked for moisture – this does not necessarily 

kill the tree. 
 
6. INFORMATION SHARING 
 
Apart from the technical reports supplied to donors, the following information sharing 
has been done during 2008/2009: 

�  Footage filmed for the CBNRM documentary “By the people, for the people – 
communities and conservation in Namibia” that was produced in 2008. 

�  A programme on the omumbiri harvest was produced for the magazine 
programme Carte Blanche on M-Net. This was shown on TV on 17 May 2009. 

�  Footage filmed for the documentary currently being made about community 
forests and plant resources in Namibia. 



 14 

�  Two research papers have been prepared and submitted to international journals 
for publication. 

�  A presentation on the omumbiri was given at the Indigenous Plant Use Forum in 
SA in 2008. 

�  11 groups of visitors have been hosted and shown the processes involved in the 
development of this community enterprise. 

�  Regular feedback given at the Indigenous Plant Task Team meetings. 
�  Information and data supplied to Phytotrade Africa. 
�  Annual reports submitted to Ministry of Environment and Tourism to maintain 

the research permit for this work. 
 
7. MARKETING 
 
Buyers with current MTAs include: 

·  Behave, France 
·  House of Mirr, South Africa 
·  Mt Romance, Australia 

There are three additional companies who have indicated interest and are currently 
reviewing the MTAs. During the past year Behave has purchased 2000kgs, Mt Romance 
250 kgs and House of Mirr 50 kgs.  
 
The next harvest will be delayed until at least half of the current resin supplies have been 
sold and the income from these sales returned to the Revolving Plant Fund.  
 
8. PLANNING FOR 2009/2010 HARVEST 
 
Planning meetings will be scheduled for October 2009. During these meetings the 
conservancy staff members who will be involved in the omumbiri activities will be 
identified and receive training. Special attention will be given to the card system to 
monitor the use of the earnings by harvesters. Returns on this system were low during the 
past harvest season and this needs more support and attention. Harvesters will again be 
registered and harvesting rules reviewed. 
 
During these meetings, the CMC and the conservancy members will be informed about 
the requirements for registering their areas as community forests and the benefits of these 
will be discussed.  
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