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Introduction
We should strive for enhancing individual beauty without 

threatening the beauty of our planet. In recent years natural 

products have grown from a niche segment to one of the fastest 

growing categories in personal care. In fact, natural personal 

care (NPC) has outperformed other natural product segments 

such as functional foods and supplements. Growth of NPC will 

continue following the growth of the nutraceutical market.

Undoubtedly one of the fastest growing sectors in the global 

skin care market is in natural, organic and Fair Trade cosmetics, 

which is predicted to reach a staggering 80% in the next year. 

Prompted by consumer lifestyle decisions that increasingly 

reject synthetic and chemical ingredients in favour of natural 

alternatives, so-called ‘ethical consumers’ demand cosmetics 

that are Fairly Traded, aren’t tested on animals and don’t harm 

the environment.

Oil crops have been cultivated since antiquity. For the past 

half century the cultivation of oil bearing plants has increased 

considerably. There are several species of plants in the world 

whose oil can be utilised for human consumption. In human 

nutrition plant lipids and seed oils are preferable to animal fat, 

due to their low content of cholesterol and their generally high 

proportion of polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFA).

Several earlier studies(1-4) reported the fatty acid composition of 

newer seeds oils. Several underexploited or unexploited trees 

are found in tropical ecosystems. Some of these have already 

proved their importance for the industrialised world. The 

present paper deals with the evaluation of 4 different naturally 

occurring seed oils from Africa.

Most people working with cosmetics are by now very familiar 

with Shea butter, a fat which is collected in the Sahel countries 
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in Western Africa and now widely used as a key emollient in 

numerous cosmetics products. It is now hardly imaginable that 

until some 15 years ago Shea butter was hardly known.

Yet Africa has much more to offer and there are countless 

other oils and fats with very interesting properties which have 

hardly been explored, let alone are being used in Western 

cosmetic products.

In the following section we will make a selection of a few oils 

and butters which we believe have the potency to become 

important and regular constituents of Western cosmetics 

because of their undeniable benefits and, above all, increased 

availability due to better organised collection and quality 

control programmes.

Trichilia Emetica (Meliaceae)
Common Name: Mafura

Figure 1. Geographical distribution of T. Emetica

This tree is known all over Africa for its healing properties. 

It is found all the way up from the Sahel countries down to 

Southern Africa. In South Africa it is called Natal mahogany, 

but the local people in Southern Africa call it Mafura. In 

Mozambique a special ‘white’ variety is widely used as an 
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edible fat. However, Mafura butter is also used for cosmetic 

applications to treat the skin against infections, inflammations 

etc. In the past, large quantities of Mafura butter have been 

exported to Europe but due to the civil war this has strongly 

declined in the last decades.

The Natal mahogany tree is a large, evergreen tree with a wide 

spreading crown which casts dense shade. The handsome 

leaves are a glossy dark green. The sweet smelling flowers 

are a creamy green colour and are produced in tight bunches. 

The nectar attracts bees and birds. The round fruits split when 

mature, revealing striking glossy red seeds with a black spot 

on one. Therefore, these seeds are often used for decorative 

purposes. It is often seen that woodcrafters like to use the very 

hard wood for their crafts, inserting the seeds as eyes in their 

animal wood cuttings.

The local people extract fat from the seeds in the conventional 

way, similar to Shea butter. The seeds are ground and cooked 

in large pots until the fat floats on top of the water and can 

be spooned off. The cooking may take a full day to extract as 

much fat as possible and require a lot of wood to burn and yet 

the yields are only a fraction of the potential yield.

The seeds contain up to 65% fat with the following fatty 

acid composition: palmitic acid 34-54%, stearic acid 2-3%, 

oleic acid 28-51%, linoleic acid 11-16% and α-linolenic 

acid around 1%.

The fat contains a large number of limonoids, notably trichilin 

and dregeanin which have antibacterial and anti-inflammatory 

properties, but may also be the cause of emetic effects when 

eating Mafura butter with a high content of limonoids.

Sclerocarya Birrea (Anacardiaceae)

Common Name: Marula

Figure 4. Geographical distribution of S. Birrea

The Marula tree is related to the mango and grows in abundance 

in all of Africa. It is a single stemmed tree – up to 18m in 

height – with grey mottled bark and a wide spreading crown. 

It is drought-resistant and most common at low altitudes in 

open woodlands.Figure 3. Ripe T. Emetica fruits with seeds

Figure 2. Mafura tree with fruits
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The history of the Marula tree goes back thousands of years. 

Archaeological evidence shows the Marula tree was a source 

of nutrition as long as ago as 10,000 years B.C.

The fruit of the Marula is about the size of a plum with a 

leathery skin that is butter yellow when ripe. The scented 

juicy white flesh clings to a hard brown stone (hence the Latin 

name Sclerocarya), inside which are two or three seeds that 

are so rich in oil that even a squeeze with the hand can release 

a rich yield.

Most well known as the fruit that ‘drives elephants mad’ when 

dropped to the ground and lightly fermented, Marula is a 

much-loved tree in the African bush. Abundant in fruit and in 

numbers, the Marula tree is found widely in many of Southern 

Africa’s rural communities.

The processing of the seeds is a very tedious and laborious 

task. Within the nut the kernel is shaped like a tooth with a 

crown and two or three roots. First the nut is cracked with a 

stone and then the kernel is painstakingly removed using a 

thorn or a bit of wire. A single woman can remove 1-2 kg of 

kernels per day. The kernels are then pressed in a simple hand 

press which yields only 12-14% oil.

The fatty acid profile is similar to that of olive oil: palmitic acid 

9-12%, stearic acid 5-8%, oleic acid 70-78%, and linoleic 

acid 4-7% are the major fatty acids.

Figure 7. Marula kernels

Marula oil is well known for its extreme oxidative stability. 

Rancimat tests at 120˚C resulted in an Induction Period of 

over 40 hours or more than 8 times that of olive oil. As this 

could not be explained by its fatty acid composition, there 

has been a lot of speculation about the cause of this extreme 

stability. Recent research has shown that surprisingly the 

tocopherol content rapidly decreases towards the ripening of 

the seeds, but the content of phenolics, notably flavonoids, 

increases strongly in the last weeks before final harvest which, 

apparently, more than compensates for the ‘consumption’ 

of the tocopherols.Figure 6. S. Birrea fruits on the ground

Figure 5. Marula tree with fruits
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Marula’s healing oil has long been used as a cosmetic by 

Southern African women who massage it into their hair and 

onto the skin of their face, feet and hands. Its moisturising 

properties make it especially popular as a treatment for 

dry, cracking skin.

Adansonia Digitata (Bombacaceae)

Common Name: Baobab

Figure 8. Geographical distribution of A. Digitata

The Baobab tree is found all over Africa in Savannahs with a 

pronounced dry season. It has a very unusual shape and is 

often compared with a tree that has been put upside down in 

the ground. The trunk can be several meters in diameter and 

can provide enough space for a living room. In fact the Baobab 

tree with its peculiar shape can be regarded as the symbol 

of tropical Africa.

The Baobab tree forms beautiful flowers which open only for 

one night and are pollinated by one specific bat species. The 

fruits are large green pods which can be easily seen hanging on 

the branches during the dry season. The seeds in the pods are 

embedded in a white very nutritious pulp which is often used 

to make beverages.

The seeds contain about 15% of a rich golden yellow oil with 

a slight nutty smell. It has the following fatty acid composition: 

palmitic acid 23-27%, stearic acid 3-9%, oleic acid 33-42%, 

linoleic acid 20-32 and linolenic acid 1-3%. Baobab oil also 

contains minor quantities of cyclopropenoid fatty acids which 

make the oil less suitable for human consumption, although 

these undesirable fatty acids can be easily removed by heating 

or deodorisation at 180˚C.

Baobab oil has a relatively high content of 2.8-3.8% of 

unsaponifiable matters which are mainly sterols. However 

Baobab oil also has a rather high content of tocopherols (close to 

1000 ppm) which may explain its very good oxidative stability.

Baobab oil has been part of African skin care for centuries. 

Baobab oil is said to provide impressive moisturising benefits 

to the skin and hair. It absorbs quickly, improves elasticity, 

encourages regeneration of skin cells and does not clog the 

pores. It is an excellent ingredient in formulations for eczema 

and psoriasis. It can be used in small percentages in creams, 

lotions, body butters and other skin care formulations.Figure 9. Baobab tree

Figure 10. Baobab flower
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Schinziophyton Rautanenii
Common Name: Mungongo or Maketti

Figure 12. Geographical distribution of S. Rautanenii

The Maketti is a tree of seasonal dry lands, surviving unreliable 

rains and temperatures ranging from maybe –5º C in winter to 

well over 40º C in summer. In its ‘core’ area, virtually coast 

to coast in the middle part of Southern Africa (about latitudes 

15-21 degrees) it usually occurs in large groves or more 

extensive stands, and is either the dominant tree in the stand, 

or co-dominant. Some groves are as much as several hundred 

meters wide, and may run for several kilometres.

It is a deciduous tree which can form large trunks and can 

become 20m tall. At the beginning of the dry season the half-

ripe fruits fall on the ground where in a good season they can 

form a carpet of ripening fruits which can be easily collected 

by the local people.

The fruit stones (‘nuts’) were, and locally still are, the staple 

food for a number of hunter-gatherer peoples, particularly the 

San Bushmen in Namibia. After removal of the fruit pulp and 

hard shell of the stone, the kernels are boiled in water to extract 

oil. Traditionally the oil is spooned off the surface of the water 

and kept for later use in soups.

Once collected, the hard shell can be broken between two rocks 

and the single kernel (sometimes there are two) extracted. It 

is easier to crack if it is roasted in a fire first – or, as in some 

areas, covered in sand and a fire built on top. The kernel or ‘nut 

meat’ is surrounded by a hard but thin seed coat which is easy 

to remove by hand. The kernel is about the size of a hazelnut.

The creamy yellow nut meat is oily and nutritious; it is very 

good eaten raw and even more delicious when it is roasted. The 

oil content is between 55-60% Fatty acids in the oil include 

palmitic acid 10%, stearic acid 8% linoleic acid 38%, oleic 

acid 15% and α-elaeostearic acid (C18:3) 29%. Some reports 

mention the presence of α-linoIenic acid (C18:3) instead and 

this needs further clarification as they are isomers with different 

physiological properties.

Little has been reported about the oxidative stability of this oil. 

Based on the fatty acid composition it is unlikely to come close 

to the earlier described oils and butter.

Figure 13. Free standing S. Rautanenii tree

Figure 11. Open Baobab pod
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Figure 14. S. Rautanenii branch with fruits

In cosmetics, the oil is used for its hydrating, regenerating and 

restructuring properties and UV protection for hair and skin.

As the Maketti tree grows only in dry areas where it is hardly 

possible to get an income from agriculture, collection and 

processing of these fruits may provide a substantial income for 

the people living in these areas.

Figure 15. S. Rautanenii seeds

Conclusion
This paper clearly demonstrates that Africa makes available to us a large variety 
of oils and fats, which, if developed commercially can provide enormous potential 
for the vegetable oils and fats industry globally and can significantly support the 
livelihood of many families in Africa living on the verge of subsistence/survival. These 
new oils will find several exotic applications in cosmetics utilising the gold of nature 
from Africa.
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