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Introduction 
 
Making ends meet for many rural households across the developing world is a daily struggle. 
Rural communities particularly in sub-Saharan Africa are typified by their pursuit of a diverse 
portfolio of livelihood activities as a response to a range of constraints. Foremost among these 
constraints are the often poor agro-ecological conditions for most forms of agriculture, low levels 
of asset endowment, and unfavorable external factors (Mortimore 1998; Frost and Mandondo 
1999). Understanding how these households manage to cope with this suit of constraints and 
sustain a living is even more daunting. Because of this complexity, successful development 
initiatives to transform rural lives have remained few and far between. Often, aspects of people’s 
lives that have been targeted as being the most limiting and needing support have tended to yield 
little or no improvements. As this paper will demonstrate, simplistic and wholesale labels like 
“farmers” have perpetuated a limited understanding of rural livelihood strategies and the neglect 
of vital non-farm facets of the system like foraging for forest products. The lack of recognition 
that most rural households often depend heavily on activities other than farming has often 
undermined development efforts.  
 
Using quarterly income data collected over a period of one year this study reveals that income 
from collecting forest products by households in Mufulira and Kabompo districts of Zambia was 
far more important in meeting households’ needs than the individual contributions of all the other 
sectors. Rather than just being complementary to other more important activities, the study 
reveals that forest income is central to household livelihoods and provides real prospects for 
poverty reduction. Previous studies (Cavendish 1997; Munishi et al 1997; Shackleton and 
Shackleton 2000; Campbell et al, 2002; Vedeld et al 2004) have reported modest contributions 
from forest products of about a third. Arnold and Townson (1999), Kaimowitz (2003) and 
Shackleton (2006), emphasized the way income from forests complements other income sources, 
helping fill gaps in annual flows although they hardly present viable options for poverty 
reduction.   
 
The study sites 
 
The study was conducted in villages from the districts of Mufulira and Kabompo in Zambia’s 
Copperbelt and Northwestern provinces, respectively. The selected villages in Mufulira district 
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(Sosala and Village No. 14) are situated within easy access (10-70 km) of a network of mining 
towns of Kitwe, Mufulira and Chingola, and Zambia’s second largest city of Ndola. Both villages 
are located not more than 5 km from a tarred road connecting them with major urban centers. The 
border post into the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is less than 5km from Sosala village, 
allowing vibrant cross-border trading in various commodities. In sharp contrast to Mufulira, 
Kabompo district is located towards the Angolan border and remains largely remote from urban 
centres, only connected by a gravel road to the provincial centre Solwezi, some 370 km away. 
The selected villages in Kabompo - Nkhulwashi and Maveve - are located 23 km and 69 km, 
respectively, from the district centre along the gravel road to Zambezi district centre to the South-
west. 
 
The people of Mufulira and Kabompo share their origins in the Congo where they are said to 
have migrated from during the early part of the 19th century. While other groups came directly 
and settled in the northern part of the country, some groups settled briefly in Angola before civil 
strive forced them to proceed further south to settle in northwestern Zambia. Despite the common 
history these communities now exhibit significant differences in there livelihood systems, largely 
shaped by broader development trends in the country. The lure of copper mining in the 
Copperbelt province led to rapid economic growth, improved infrastructure, higher population 
pressure, higher rates of urbanization and generally more diverse livelihood opportunities. In 
contrast much of Northwestern province remains geographically remote from urban centers, with 
poor access roads and other infrastructure, resulting in limited livelihood opportunities. 
 
 
Sampling and Data collection 
 
The Sample 
In each of the four selected villages in the sample a complete household list was compiled and a 
random sample was taken to select 50 households, giving a total sample of 200 households. The 
four villages in the two study sites have a combined population of 532 households. Table 1 
illustrates the sample.  
 
 
Table 1: Sampling of households  
 
District  Village  Total number of 

households 
Number of selected 

households 
Maveve 104 50 Kabompo  
Nkulwashi 148 50 
No. 14 173 50 Mufulira  
Sosala 97 50 

 
 
Survey Instruments 
The two main instruments for collection of data for this study were a household questionnaire and 
extensive community consultations. The survey was conducted as a quarterly household income 
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survey over a 12 month period starting late November 2005. The survey instrument paid 
particular attention to the need to ask questions that do not require long–term, detailed memory, 
and therefore are answerable with a high degree of accuracy. To achieve this, highly 
disaggregated data was collected, and then aggregated at the data analysis stage.  
 
The focus of the survey was on tracking the quantities and values of various outputs households 
obtain from their various livelihoods activities, and the costs associated with these activities. As 
the focus of the study is on understanding the role of forest resources in local livelihoods, special 
attention was given to collection of forest products. Because of the seasonal fluctuations in 
availability of most forest products, data was collected quarterly. The short recall period also 
ensures a higher likelihood of accurate responses from respondents. 
 
Community consultations were also conducted throughout the survey year, initially to mobilize 
community members to participate in the survey, and subsequently to gain an understanding 
about more subtle aspects of life in the study sites. A total of 10 small group meetings and 2 large 
meetings were held in each villages during the survey year. Various key informant in-depth 
interviews were held as follow-up to group discussions and also to investigate interesting 
individual or household activities. Participation in various village and household activities such as 
school meetings, funerals, weddings, traditional ceremonies, fishing and honey hunting revealed 
numerous aspects of people’s lives that could not be captured through formal data collection. 
 
 
Structure of local livelihoods: The assets    
 
Human capital 
Perhaps the most important resource for rural households is the capabilities of its members in 
transforming other assets into livelihood benefits. Aspects such as demographic composition, 
health and education levels of members are often related to household’s wellbeing (Mortimore 
1998). Average household size is slightly higher in Kabompo than Mufulira (Table 2) perhaps 
because households in Kabompo are less integrated with the wider economy due to remoteness 
and so there are limited opportunities for family members to leave home. Lack of easily 
accessible health facilities in Kabompo may also affect household ability to plan families.  
 
Most households have 2 to 3 members who are in the productive age group and are responsible 
for much of household activities. Household heads as young as 21 years are not uncommon due 
to various reasons that include HIV/AIDS and early school dropouts which where noted as major 
problems during community consultations. During most school days dozens of kids could be seen 
wondering about with no intention of going to school. An average of just over 5 years of 
schooling for heads of households in both sites suggests a history of little emphasis on education 
in these communities. The dilapidated state of most schools especially in Kabompo confirms the 
level of neglect in the education sector.            
 
Table 2: Household composition 
 
Variable Kabompo Mufulira 
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Household size 6.3 4.9 
Number of productive members 3.1 2.5 
Age of household head 46.5 47.1 
Household head years in school 5.2 5.8 
 
Natural resource base  
 
The dominant feature of the landscape in both study sites are the vast tracks of miombo 
woodland, punctuated by stretches of open grassland on the plains. Forest resources play a central 
role in people’s livelihoods. Firewood and charcoal provides energy to all the households in the 
study areas while a wide range of non-timber products that include honey, mushrooms, fruits, 
medicinal plants, thatching grass and game meat are extracted for subsistence use and sale. Close 
to 75% of the sampled households in Mufulira reported some of their highest cash income from 
charcoal sold in nearby towns and on the roadside. In Kabompo the woodlands remain largely 
intact due to low population pressure and limited influence from outside. More than 95% of the 
households walk less than 5 minutes to the edge of the nearest forest where they collect most 
products. Kabompo district is renowned as the source of the high quality organic honey which 
fetches good prices on the export market. The district is also a source of high value hardwood 
timber that is sold locally and also exported to South Africa. 
 
Cropland is a highly valuable resource in both study sites and 97% of the households in the 
sample own cropland, averaging 3.7 hectares. Maize was ranked as the major crop by about 64% 
of the households. Other important crops include cassava, groundnuts, beans, sweet potato and a 
variety of vegetables.    
 
 
Physical Assets 
 
Infrastructure such as roads, water sources, schools and clinics are in relatively good state in 
Mufulira compared to Kabompo. All the villages in the sample in Mufulira are located less than 5 
km from a tarred road that links them with an urban centre. Kabompo is linked to the nearest 
urban centre Solwezi, 370 km away, by a gravel road that is often in deplorable state. During the 
rainy season a bus ride to town can easily take two days as the condition of the road further 
deteriorates, with some sections becoming almost impassable by most cars. The poor connection 
with other parts of the country has limited trade of locally produced goods to mainly local 
transactions within the district. Access to other facilities like clinics and schools is also severely 
limited in Kabompo with most households having to travel as much as 60 km to the nearest 
service centre.        
 
Ownership of productive assets among households in both sites is very low, compromising ability 
to undertake key activities such as land preparation and transportation of goods (Figure 1). For 
example only about 2% households reported owning a plough. Perhaps an indicator of the 
importance of forests in local livelihoods is the significant number of households owning ripping 
saws (5%) The most popular asset is a radio which was reported in about 54% of the households. 
Bicycles are also very important as a means of transport and are widely owned (40%).   
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Figure 1: Ownership of Implements 
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Financial Resources 
 
For most households in the study sites access to cash is severely limited. As this paper reveals in 
subsequent sections, a large proportion of household productive activities are just sufficient to 
support subsistence requirements. Opportunities for marketed surplus are few and irregular during 
the year. Meeting household cash needs for expenses such as school fees, buying inputs and other 
family requirements is a constant challenge for most households.  In Mufulira where households 
are in good contact with urban markets, collection of various forest products for sale makes a real 
difference. Although households in Kabompo also reported sale of various forest products, viable 
trade is limited to a few high value products like honey and timber, as well as opportunistic local 
sales.  
 
Livestock in addition to the various other functions provide a means of saving for households. 
Around 65% of the households reported sales of various types of livestock, from cattle to 
chickens as a way of raising cash to cover various expenses. Unfortunately the numbers of 
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livestock are very low in both study sites. The most common class of livestock is chickens which 
were reported by 70% of the households. Only 9% of the households owned cattle by the end of 
the survey period and among them they reported an average of 2 animals per household. Goats 
were much more widely reported (20%). Deaths of livestock are also very high due to various 
reasons that include poor husbandry practices and lack of Government veterinary support. 
 
Other forms of financial support such as loans are hardly accessible to any of the households in 
the study sites. A government fertilizer program has been operating in the areas but the 
beneficiaries complained that the program is erratic and some people are left out. Only 2% of the 
households indicated receiving financial support from government or NGOs during the survey 
year. 
 
Remittances which have been widely reported (Campbell et al, 2000; Cavendish, 1997) as 
providing vital support for rural households don’t seem to benefit that many people in the study 
areas. Less than 5% of the households reported receiving remittances ranging from about K10 
000 to K100 0001 per household per annum during the survey period. 
 
Casual labour also provides vital cash income for most households in both study sites. Up to 40% 
of the households had at least one member who had been paid for causal labour during the survey 
period. Earning an average daily wage of K5000 for jobs on commercial farms, timber logging 
concessions or mining operations, some household members specialize in this form of income 
generation and work as much as 25 days each month.  
 
Composition of household Income  
 
Households in the two study sites undertake four main livelihood activities to meet their own 
subsistence needs and also to generate cash income (Table 3).   
 
Table 3: Mean Annual Income from main sectors (Zambian Kwacha) 
 
 Cropping   Unprocessed 

forest 
products 

Processed 
forest 

products 

Livestock Casual 
work 

Total 

Annual Gross 
Income 

1, 551, 718 1, 983, 267 1,325,240 352,162 946,466 
6158853 

Annual 
Subsistence 

income 

1, 062, 212 906, 607 203,461 245,514  

2417794 
Annual Cash 

Income 
489, 505 1,077, 406 1,123,778 106,648 946466 

2797337 
Cash as a % of 
Gross income 31 54 85 30

100 
45 

 

                                                 
1 At the time of the survey the exchange rate between the  Zambian Kwacha and the US dollar was around 
K4000 : 1 USD 
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The highest income earning sector is the forest products (unprocessed and processed) sector, 
contributing 54% of total gross income (Figure 2). Cropping is the second with a contribution of 
25%, while livestock is the lowest with just 6%. Wage labour is quite significant and makes up 
15% of the income. 
 
Most of the crop produced (69%) goes to meeting household subsistence requirements unlike 
with forest products where 54-85% of the income is cash (Table 3). The livestock sector is also 
low on cash income (30%). 
 
Figure 2: Income share of different sectors 
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Income structures across sites 
 
Comparing the two study sites reveal important differences in both the amounts and composition 
of household income (Figure 3). The most notable differences are with respect to processed forest 
products and wage income. In both cases Mufulira has significantly higher incomes, largely due 
to the vibrant charcoal processing and sale in surrounding urban centers and the abundance of 
opportunities for casual work in the district.  
 
Households in Kabompo are severely constrained for cash due to the poor access to markets for 
most of their products (Figure 4). Their only significant source of cash is from selling 
unprocessed forest products. The most important ones are honey and for some households 
hardwood timber. Households in Mufulira enjoy highly diversified cash income sources, with 
processed forest products bringing the biggest share. Wage income is also a vital source of cash 
for households. Household members take up casual jobs in surrounding commercial farms or with 
mining companies operating in the district. The absence of any such commercial entities around 
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Kabompo restricts opportunities for wage labour to opportunistic inter-household hires. 
Unprocessed forest products such as mushroom, fruits are also an important source of cash.  
 
 
Figure 3: Average Annual Gross Income by site 
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Figure 4: Contribution of difference activities to Subsistence and Cash Income  
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Discussion and recommendations  
 
The results presented about raise an intriguing question whether these households can be referred 
to as farming households given the exceptionally low contribution of the farming sectors 
compared to other sectors such as forest product collection. Based on their income composition, it 
is clear that these households spend most of their time and resources in other activities besides 
farming. Various factors that include lack of agricultural assets, the input-intensive nature of 
cropping, low soil fertility, poor government extension, and lack of financial support all make it 
very risky for these households to practice meaningful agriculture. The forestry sector has 
virtually no barriers to entry and the results show that the majority of households make a 
significant part of their livelihood from harvesting forest products.  
 
Ironically conditions that enable households to sustain this means of making a living are hardly in 
place in both study areas. It is not clear to see how households could continue to depend on forest 
resources for example. Continued access to these resources is highly threatened by a number of 
factors that include high rates of deforestation, elite capture of high value resources, poorly 
organized marketing of forest products.  
 
In Mufulira, the ever-growing demand for charcoal as urban populations continue to grow present 
a major threat to sustainable forest management. Lack of planned cutting and the punitive license 
fees for charcoal production has resulted in a highly secretive industry that’s dominated by 
suspicion and uncertain. Forestry official hardly have the capacity to monitor activities in 
charcoal production and yet there are no incentives for self-monitoring and regulation. The result 
is a bustling underground economy whose impacts can only be seen on the forest cover. Unless 
the production of charcoal is better organized, through planned cutting regimes, mutually agreed 
licensing fee structures and incentives for local households to manage local forests, forestry 
authorities will fight a loosing battle against charcoal producers. Local households also continue 
to loose as the cost of doing business with charcoal remains very high due to the secretive nature 
of the transactions. Value-adding initiatives such as improved packaging would also improve 
incomes for local households but this won’t happen unless the “illegal” nature of charcoal 
production and marketing is addressed.  
 
Marketing problems seem to cut across the entire spectrum of forest products in both study sites 
and unfortunately no concrete solutions are being tried out to overcome the constraints. 
Community consultations during the data collection in Kabompo revealed that huge volumes of 
high quality organic honey has been going to waste as the marketing of the product remain 
completely disorganized. In Kabompo honey production goes back in history and has strong 
cultural ties. With a little training and organization from NGOs, the area is now one of the leading 
producer of export quality honey. Sadly the benefits are difficult to see locally as poor marketing 
arrangements and reports of producer exploitation by buyers remain major bottlenecks. Some 
households have even stopped managing their beehives due to frustrating marketing problems. 
The foregone benefits for these households are huge and similarly incentives for households to 
manage local forests for honey production are going down. Incidences of forest fires are now said 
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to be on the increase and practices like early burning which used to protect the forest are now on 
the decline.  
Coupled with these negative trends is also the threat from outside. For a long time the forests in 
Kabompo have been intact due to low population pressure and very little external influence on 
local resource use. This is about to change. Recent improvements in the road network has resulted 
in increased extraction of high value forest products like timber. Unfortunately very few local 
people (mostly the better off) have benefited from such activities as they require high amounts of 
capital, better connections and information on urban markets where these products are sold. In 
most cases timber extraction is being done illegally and the forestry department lacks the capacity 
to deal with the problem. The involvement of influential people also make it highly risky for 
forestry officers to take action. Well-meaning development initiatives like improving the road 
network may actually undermine local livelihoods unless these communities are empowered to 
deal with external threats and also to take advantage of emerging opportunities. Currently it is 
difficult to envisage how remote communities like those in Kabompo will benefit from improved 
infrastructure unless deliberate action is taken to help them confront associated challenges.  
 
It is likely that local households will continue to depend heavily on natural resources such as 
forests as no other promising alternatives are on the horizon.  Creative solutions are required to 
sustain the flow of products and services from these resources and also to elevate their 
contribution to local incomes. Development strategies to transform people’s lives under these 
circumstances will need to recognize the role of natural resources like forests, and identify 
options for enhancing local livelihoods without undermining these resources.   
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