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Abstract: The various customary and political paths through which natural resources are accessed have become topical. These issues attract 
more attention if they relate to access by women to support livelihoods. This paper uses qualitative approaches to describe the nature of 
access to shea nuts in Ghana. Sourcing information from 300 shea collectors in 15 communities in the Northern Region of Ghana indicated 
that majority of shea collectors relied on family fields as their main source of nuts instead of communal fields. On the political front it was 
revealed that shea resources are customarily managed and predominantly controlled by males. Shea trees on communal lands are under the 
control of traditional leaders while those on cultivated lands are controlled by family heads. The main challenge that collectors faced regarding 
access to shea nuts was ageing/diminishing shea population which has caused irregular and reduced fruiting.
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Shea is one of the main cash crops indigenous to the 

Northern part of Ghana. It has many uses but its most 

important asset is its nut which is used globally in the 

cosmetic, pharmaceutics and chocolate formulations (Bup et 

al 2014). Shea has been part of the top 10 prominent non-

traditional export products from Ghana for several decades. 

Within the agriculture sub-sector for example, shea nut was 

the second highest export earner with US$34 million behind 

cashew nuts in 2015 (GEPA 2016). The export earnings from 

shea butter products in 2015 was US$64 million, up from 

US$52 million in 2014, a 23 % growth. In Africa, 

approximately 16 million rural women contribute to 

livelihoods and support their family and education of their 

children by collecting, processing, and selling shea kernels 

and butter (Pouliot 2012). About 900,000 of these women are 

believed to come from Ghana.

Specific policy interventions to ensure that shea remains 

an important livelihood option for local women and their 

households are inadequate. There is the indiscriminate 

burning of trees by honey tappers and cutting down of trees 

for local building materials and artisanship (Boffa 2015). 

There are also concerns of tree productivity and long 

gestation period which question the sustainability of shea 

nuts. These are likely to affect livelihood outcomes of shea 

collectors. The tree productivity concerns have been linked to 

factors such as erratic weather and destructive human 

activities (like deforestation and improper farming methods) 

gradually constraining nut access and making nut supply 

uncertain (Kent and Bakaweri 2010). Since shea collection in 

Ghana is the preserve of women, uncertainty in nut 

production affects their ability to access enough nuts thereby 

reducing their capacity to support their livelihoods (Jakpa et 

al 2018). In the view of Buyinza and Okullo (2015) access to 

shea in the wild is constrained and daunting as collectors 

sometimes set off as early as 3am to search for nuts thereby 

becoming exposed to several risks including snake bites and 

human attacks. Factors like land commercialisation and 

urbanisation have caused collectors to walk long distances 

before accessing shea nuts. Ayanda and Salawu (2017) 

argue that nearly 48% of shea nut  remain uncollected in the s

wild as a result of the distance phenomenon. There are other 

structural and institutional relations which are shaped by 

demographic and socio-political factors. These relations 

enhance or hinder access to enough shea nuts based on 

collectors' household and individual characteristics. These 

are the main drivers that govern and control shea access 

(Lyatuu and Urassa 2014). 

In view of this background, this paper determines the 

nature of shea nut access and describes other important 

considerations affecting shea nut access in Ghana. The 


