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PROJECT SUMMARY
Having begun in a few villages in the mid-1990s, Songtaab-
Yalgré now brings together more than 3,000 women 
across ten provinces of Burkina Faso in the harvesting and 
processing of shea nuts from the tree species Vitellaria 
paradoxa. With the initial aim of improving women’s 
literacy and advocating for improved working conditions, 
the initiative identified the production of shea nut butter 
as a viable and low-impact economic activity that would 
diversify women’s livelihood opportunities and have an 
empowering effect by transforming the way women are 
perceived in rural society. The association exports its shea 
butter internationally, producing more than 50 tons in 2006.

Profits are equally distributed amongst members, with a 
percentage set aside to fund community development 
projects such as well-digging, provision of health services, 
and HIV/AIDS education for women and youth. 

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER:   2006

FOUNDED:   1990

LOCATION:  10 Provinces in Burkina Faso

BENEFICIARIES: over 3,000 women

BIODIVERSITY: shea nut trees
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Songtaab-Yalgré Association (Association Songtaab-Yalgré - ASY) is a 
dynamic and growing association of organic shea butter producers in 
Burkina Faso. The association began as a women’s literacy initiative; a 
small group of women gathering to learn how to read and write. As the 
group grew, so did the breadth and scope of their activities. An initial 
focus on literacy quickly expanded to include women’s health issues, 
then broader concerns of social justice and community wellbeing, 
and then prospects for sustainable income generation. Based on 
an informal stocktaking of the group’s comparative strengths, the 
women identified shea butter production and processing as an area 
of common expertise and a potentially lucrative enterprise.  The 
collective was formed in the mid-1990s and now involves more than 
3,000 women across ten provinces of Burkina Faso in the production, 
processing and marketing of high-quality, organic shea butter.   

Burkina Faso is a land-locked country with a varied geography and 
climate. Lush forest covers the southwestern area bordering Cote 
d’Ivoire, while sand dunes blanket the northwest area bordering Mali 
and Niger. It is also consistently ranked among the poorest countries 
in the world. More than 75 percent of the population is illiterate, 
80 percent of whom are women. Women in Burkina Faso also face 
a multitude of legal and social barriers, including various policies 
and social norms that inhibit property ownership, access to credit, 
and natural resource entitlements. According to the traditional 
division of labor, women are responsible primarily for the cultivation 
and harvesting of subsistence crops such as millet, maize and rice. 
They are also responsible for collecting the fruits that fall from the 
tree species Vitellaria paradoxa (formerly Butyrospermum parkii), 
or shea trees. In Burkina Faso, shea nuts are commonly referred to 
as “women’s gold”. They are used to produce shea butter and are 
coveted as active ingredients in soaps, cosmetics, moisturizers and 
lotions.     

A women’s group born of marginalization

The catalyst for the formation of the association was frustration 
with discriminatory working conditions for women in a cluster 

of villages in the rural province of Bazèga, located to the south of 
Ouagadougou in the centre of the country. The promotion of cotton 
and horticultural exports under the country’s structural adjustment 
programme had seen these sectors receiving major government 
investments, to the neglect of subsistence crops, the shea nut sector 
and, consequently, women farmers. In the deteriorating economic 
climate, many women workers sought employment with large 
transnational corporations in the horticultural sector; in the case 
of many of the founding women of Association Songtaab-Yalgré, 
they were driven to do so after being widowed and losing titles to 
their land. These corporations exploited prevailing social norms that 
marginalized women’s rights; on the whole, women endured poor 
working conditions, low wages, and little job security. 

Faced with continued hardship and harassment, a group of 20 
women employees in Bazèga were mobilized to protest against 
poor working conditions, and to demand that the company respect 
its women workers’ rights. As employees of the company, they were 
not allowed to join a union, and instead met in the house of one 
of the women to organize and strategize. After meeting with their 
management team to present their demands, which received wide 
media coverage and support from many organisations, the women 
were subjected to even greater mistreatment, harassment and 
frustration. Finally, the group decided to tender their resignations 
in the face of threats from the corporation’s management team. 
Their stance triggered a series of other resignations by most of the 
company’s female employees, and some male employees, ultimately 
leading to the company closing down and leaving the country.

‘One woman, one income’

The group subsequently formed the Association Songtaab-Yalgré 
(songtaab, in the Mooré language, means ‘to help one another’) and 
continued to meet as a self-help group. Beyond its literacy activities, 
in which women learned Mooré and Dioula, two of the most widely 
spoken indigenous languages, the group decided to pool their 
resources to form a shea butter enterprise. This came at a time 

Background and Context
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when the government had begun promoting women’s economic 
empowerment through the development of the shea sector. The 
government, together with other donors, provided support to the 
group in the form of loans, literacy and technical training. 

The association works to find ways of unleashing the creative energy 
of local women by linking them into profitable market supply-chains 
and, by extension, the modern economy. This objective has found 
expression most concretely in the harvesting and processing of 
shea nuts and the production of shea butter.  ASY operates with the 
motto, “One woman, one income” and applies to all of its members 
the principles of a fair purchase price, direct trade, community 
development through sound environmental management, 
transparent and democratic decision-making, and access to credit.  
The association also retains a commitment to furnishing local 
women with management skills, a higher level of education and 
literacy, and opportunities for peer-to-peer learning and exchange.  

Shea nuts, ‘women’s gold’

There is growing demand for shea butter products in local, regional, 
and international markets. For Association Songtaab-Yalgré, 
partnerships have been critical for taking advantage of this trend 
and accessing equitable and profitable market supply-chains. 

L’Occitane, for example – an international retailer of body, face, 
and home products that buys shea butter from ASY – supported 
the association to acquire fair trade certification. (The cosmetics 
company has also invested heavily in training, technology transfer, 
processing standardization, and collective bargaining support for 
the association). Equally important in this regard was a partnership 
developed with the United Nations Fund for Women (UNIFEM) who 
has linked the group with domestic and international commercial 
buyers.  

The employment opportunities generated through the association 
have empowered local women to escape the margins of poverty by 
using traditional knowledge and a widely available and abundant 
resource. New sources of income provide a degree of financial 
autonomy and have created revenue streams that are channeled 
into filling service gaps in the areas of education, health, and food 
security. Collective revenues have also been reinvested into capacity 
development and skills training in the areas of literacy, bookkeeping, 
small-scale enterprise development, and computer skills. A women’s 
health information center offers training and seminars on maternal 
health, HIV/AIDS and female circumcision. Beyond shea butter, ASY 
has become a center of transformative change for landless, rural 
women.                 
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Key Activities and Innovations

The association’s activities include all aspects of the shea butter 
production chain. Women producers receive support in harvesting 
and collection, drying and processing, storage, marketing and export. 
Training is provided on good practices and standards in processing 
shea nuts, as well as value-added secondary processing.  In addition 
to producing shea butter, the association has also diversified its 
production into jams made from shea fruit. Traditionally, the green 
fruit surrounding the coveted nut had been discarded. ASY, however, 
recognized the potential of preserving and commoditizing the shea 
fruit.  The group now processes a jam which is in high demand at 
local and national markets. The jam, sold under the brand name 
Karidelice, has won numerous awards for innovation and quality.  In 
addition to its widely popular flavor, shea fruit contains high levels of 
vitamins A, C, D, and E. Beyond boosting employment and creating 
an additional income stream for association members, the new 
product has health benefits for a population in need of both food 
security and alternative sources of nutrients. ASY has also grown its 
programs, activities and training in adult literacy. Basic writing and 
reading skills are offered in combination with a computer training 
course. These activities have been delivered through a project called 
Maison pour l’Information et la Promotion du Karité.  

Organic certification and ‘biological coding’ 

There a number of aspects of the association’s work that are 
noteworthy in terms of innovation.  In addition to being launched 
and operated exclusively by women, the association has used 
partnerships and value-added secondary processing to carve out a 
niche in the shea butter market.  By attaining organic certification, 
and subsequently fair trade certification, ASY has created a platform 
for local women to earn a fair wage and linked producers into a unique 
supply-chain.  The group has also adopted innovative approaches to 
make its product stand-out from the competition.  For instance, a 
biological coding system was used to trace shea nut raw material 
back to individual trees and harvesting sites, giving consumers an 
accurate and exact trace on the origin of their product.   
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The shea tree (and its butter) are known in French as ‘karité’, from the 
Wolof name ghariti. A member of the sapotaceae family indigenous 
to Africa, shea trees grow mostly in the wild, so carry little need for 
any special cultivation. The shea fruit consists of a thin, tart, nutritious 
pulp that surrounds a relatively large, oil-rich seed from which shea 
butter is extracted. One of the comparative strengths of the shea 
tree is its resilience and the ability to survive a harsh, unforgiving 
climate prone to prolonged periods of drought. With a lifespan of up 
to 200 years, the shea tree produces fruit after its fifteenth year and 
reaches full production potential in its twenty-fifth year.  Shea trees 
are abundant in resource-poor Burkina Faso and are a rare source of 
biological wealth in the semi-arid Sahel region of West Africa. The 
trees are found almost exclusively in a belt less than 300 kilometers 
wide, which extends from Mali through Burkina Faso to Ghana, Togo 
and Benin. This belt covers more than 80 percent of Burkina Faso, 
giving it the highest concentration of shea trees in the world.   

Combating desertification and deforestation

The shea tree has been an important resource for the people of 
West Africa.  Traditional medicines use the bark as an ingredient to 
treat childhood ailments as well as minor scrapes and cuts. The shell 
of the nut is used as a mosquito repellent, noteworthy in a region 
where malaria kills thousands every year. In the face of encroaching 
desertification, the shea tree also helps prevent wind erosion and 
adds organic matter back to the soil. The nuts are processed to 

obtain shea butter, which is used as cooking oil, for making soap, 
as medicine, and in cosmetics. Shea butter is increasingly valued 
throughout the world for its superb healing and moisturizing 
properties and is widely used in creams, sunscreen lotions, 
conditioners and in the treatment of burns and muscle pain. 

Association Songtaab-Yalgré has established a shea tree nursery, 
where seedlings are nurtured for replanting. The association has 
been actively involved in reforestation efforts and, by extension, has 
helped to enforce bans on illegal logging. With support from IUCN-
Nederland, ASY partnered with the Ministry of Environment and the 
National Forest Seed Center to reforest over 60 hectares of land in 
the southern province of Ziro, as part of a two-year project that ran 
from 2009 to 2010. Reforestation activities used exclusively native 
tree species, including Vitellaria paradoxa. At present, the initiative’s 
reforestation program is suspended due to lack of funds, however.

The premium received for organic products on the international 
market has helped to create greater awareness of conservation issues, 
and incentivized good environmental stewardship. Association 
members receive training in organic farming techniques, and are 
instructed to avoid the use of pesticides and chemical fertilizers. 
Trainings include the use of organic ‘green’ manure, composting, 
sanitation, the recycling of household waste, the formation of bunds 
to control water distribution (and ultimately run-off), and crop 
rotation for soil enrichment.  Theatre and drama groups have been 
enlisted by the association to deliver this message to the general 
population.

“While climate change is an observable and pressing challenge for rural people in Burkina Faso, 
changing attitudes towards sustainable development is as important in winning the fight for the 

preservation of biodiversity.”
Marceline Ouedraogo, President



SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
The rural population of Burkina Faso is largely dependent on 
seasonal agriculture for their incomes. This is particularly true of 
women, 85 percent of whom depend on subsistence agriculture 
to meet livelihood and food security needs. Economic and social 
marginalization is further complicated by a land tenure system 
which disinherits women from their land when their husbands pass 
away.  Women’s opportunities for livelihoods diversification and 
upward economic mobility in Burkina Faso then are few and far 
between, making the employment and income generation provided 
by association membership and activities all the more meaningful. 
Many of the women currently working as members of the association 
previously earned less than USD 1 per day as subsistence farmers, 
and now earn an average of USD 4 per day. 

Improving wellbeing - incomes, health and education

This positive shift in earning capacity for the over 3,000 members 
of ASY has had important implications for community nutrition, 
health and education.  Profits generated from the sale of association 
products are equally distributed amongst contributing members, 
with a percentage set aside to fund community development 
projects (wells have been drilled to enable fresh water access), 
health services (information on reproductive health, HIV/AIDS 
prevention, and disease control), and educational programming 
(literacy). Revenues have also been invested into basic, time-saving 
equipment such as simple presses, improving overall productivity 
and facilitating a division of labor that allows association members 
to purchase raw nuts in bulk from women who specialize in fruit 
picking. These developments have functionally streamlined the 
local shea nut supply-chain and created more efficient economies 
of scale.     

Fair trade certification has been an integral part of improving local 
livelihoods, accessing new markets, and tapping more lucrative 
income streams for the women producers.  To ensure compliance 
with needed standards, ASY annually conducts an internal quality 
control check and lists the support of ECOCERT to conduct the 
corresponding requisite external review.  Association members 
receive technical training to achieve organic and fair trade standards. 
Direct and collective access to international markets has enabled 
local producers to bypass middlemen and intermediary buyers who 
previously charged a high premium for go-between services.              

Partnerships with government agencies and international 
organizations have increased the individual technical capacity 
of association members and allowed the association as a whole 
to produce certified organic shea butter in larger quantities. ASY 
increased its annual production from 3 tons in the early 2000s 
to over 50 tons in 2006.  The strict processing standards that 
accompany organic certification, while more labor intensive 
and time-consuming, come with significant economic benefits. 
Producers receive between 100 and 150 percent more per kilogram 
for organically produced shea butter as compared to more 
conventional production methods. 

POLICY IMPACTS
The rapid growth of the shea industry in Burkina Faso has led to 
commensurate growth in the interest the national government is 
taking (and investments they are making) in the sector as a whole.  
Shea butter is now the third largest export, behind gold and cotton, 
and constitutes an industry that employs over 400,000 women. The 
association has been a vocal advocate for greater government focus 
on preventing deforestation, investments in reforestation efforts, 
and the benefits of reforestation for combatting desertification.

8

“Climate change affects all social strata. We are looking for fairness in access to finance for the 
development of strategies to fight against deforestation and the development of reforestation and 

regeneration of endangered species in danger of extinction.” 
Marceline Ouedraogo, President
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
Association Songtaab-Yalgré began with a number of modestly 
sized start-up loans from partner organizations. The group has 
since paid off these loans, and aims to be self-sufficient.  Financial 
sustainability will be assured if current trends in demand for shea 
butter products on the international market continue. Attaining 
access to international markets then was a necessary step in 
developing organizational autonomy and self-sufficiency. And this 
necessitated a process of achieving both organic and fair trade 
certification. After the association was legally incorporated, they 
obtained organic certification with the support of a national organic 
certification program. Importantly, this gained the association 
access to prime international markets like the United States. It would 
take several more years until the group would establish a trusted 
working relationship with L’Occitane, who in the end facilitated fair 
trade certification.  Beyond market access, the association has also 
pursued product diversification to ensure financial sustainability; as 
previously mentioned, ASY now successfully produces a jam made 
from shea fruit.       

Organizational sustainability has been promoted and achieved 
through peer-to-peer exchange and learning networks.  Technical 
training offered to women producers over the years has created a 
multiplier effect, with other women’s groups picking up lessons 
learned and new processing techniques. The association’s purchase 
of appropriate technologies such as simple presses, centrifuges 
and solar driers significantly reduced the time and labor necessary 
for shea processing while limiting the effects on the environment. 
Investment in such technologies increases production and leaves 
the women with more time for other activities of social and cultural 
value. 

REPLICATION
ASY conducts trainings and participates in conferences and 
workshops throughout Burkina Faso and many other areas of West 
Africa. The association model has been shared in-country with sixty 
different associations. Success has bred success, with numerous 
women’s groups and associations coming into existence and thriving 
based on lessons learned from ASY.     

PARTNERS
From the very beginning, the association has relied on partners and 
a robust, dynamic partnership to survive and grow. In 1998, as part 
of the Francophone World Forum Ontario, an unlikely partnership 
developed between the Flash Beauty Society of Montreal and the 
Songtaab-Yalgré Business Association of Ouagadougou to develop 
a range of natural cosmetics made from shea butter. From this 
partnership, the idea was born of organizing a production and 
export network of organic shea butter.  

Another important partner early in the association’s development was 
Oxfam Novib, the Dutch organization for international development 
cooperation that works to ensure that poor people have access to 
basic rights by means of structural poverty alleviation and emergency 
aid. Novib provided seed funding for the construction of the ASY 
centre and assisted with the purchase of processing equipment. This 
funding has been cited as transformational in terms of getting the 
association off the ground and in operation. 

The United Nations Fund for Women (UNIFEM, now part of UN 
Women) played a key role in the government’s decision to promote 
women’s empowerment through investing in the shea nut sector. 
In 1997, the agency conducted a comprehensive review of the 
sector which revealed that the greatest potential source of income 
for women producers lay in the production and marketing of shea 
butter, rather than the raw nuts. For instance, in 1997, a tonne 
of unprocessed shea nuts sold domestically for CFA70,000 and 
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externally for CFA100,000. The same tonne, when processed into 
shea butter, yielded CFA148,000. The review also revealed that 
women were not benefiting from the sector. UNIFEM worked closely 
with the Government of Burkina Faso to improve access to the 
world market and to improve Burkinabé women’s economic returns 
from shea nuts. Their interventions included financial and technical 
assistance specifically targeted at women’s groups in the sector.

IUCN-Nederland provided support for the association’s reforestation 
program, which ran from 2009-2010, using a grant of €58,000 from 
the Turing Foundation (Netherlands).

The Canadian Centre for International Studies and Cooperation 
was also an important founding partner, providing sustainable 
development volunteers to work on project design and 
implementation. 
Other partners include: Union Faso Karité, Réseau Burkina NTIC and 
Réseau TIC et Agriculture, Fédération des Industries Alimentaires du 
Burkina, Maison de l’Entreprise, Congé Solidaire/Planète Urgence 
(France), SNV (the Netherlands Development Organisation), Réseau 
de Communication et d’Information des ONG (Burkina Faso),WATH-
USAID, DED, IICD, Agence Canadienne de Développement 
International, and the Royal Tropical Institute in the Netherlands.

“The revision of the Land Act has been a big step in our history.  But rural stakeholders are still 
waiting for greater involvement in land tenure policymaking, and ease of access to financial 
resources from government authorities.  The rural people are hungry for expanded technical 
knowledge and to be equipped with the tools of effective conservation and natural resource 

management.”  
Marceline Ouedraogo, President
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