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BUILDING ON SUCCESSES IN AFRICAN AGRICULTURE

Are Kenya’s Horticultural Exports a Replicable Success Story? 
NICHOLAS MINOT AND MARGARET NGIGI

Kenyan horticultural exports have grown at over 6 percent
per year for the past 30 years. Since 1974 the value of

Kenya’s horticultural exports has increased fourfold in constant
dollar terms, reaching US$167 million in 2000 (see figure).As a
result, horticulture has become the third largest source of
foreign exchange after tourism and tea. More than 25,000 small
farmers participate in the sector, accounting for over half of
Kenyan horticultural exports.

Driven largely by private traders responding to international
market opportunities, the growth of the Kenyan fruit and
vegetable sector has not been a smooth, continuous process.
Rather, the sector has expanded in fits and starts, with
numerous changes in the commodity mix and types of
marketing institutions. Over time, fruit and vegetable exports
have become steadily more diversified.The importance of
canned pineapple fell dramatically during the 1990s, owing in
part to pressure from Thailand and other exporters and in part
to the expansion in fresh fruit and vegetable exports over this
period.Although French beans,Asian vegetables, canned
pineapple, and avocados dominate Kenya’s exports, Kenyan
traders now exports 30 different fruits and 27 vegetables. In
spite of increased competition from Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire,
Morocco, South Africa, and Zimbabwe, Kenya continues to be
the most important supplier of vegetables to the European
Union.The flexibility and responsiveness of Kenya’s private
traders have sustained this steady upward momentum.

IMPACT

• Production and incomes. The real value of fruit and
vegetable exports has quadrupled over the past 30 years.
Given the high value of these crops, returns per hectare
exceed those from maize by a factor of 6 to 20.Though riskier
than staple food crops and available only to farmers within
close proximity to major transportation arteries, fruit and
vegetable production for export remains a highly lucrative
farming enterprise.

• Equity. To ensure consistent quality and timely supply,
many exporters have developed contract-farming arrange-
ments with smallholders, who supply about half of all fruit and
vegetables for export.

• Sustainability. The financial viability of export horticul-
ture remains well established. No recurrent subsidies have
underpinned this rapid growth. In the future, increasingly
concentrated buying power from large European supermarket
chains, along with their increasing concern over convenience
and food safety, will pose challenges that African exporters
must meet.As in the past, continued attention to market
dynamics will be crucial in sustaining growth in this sector.

DRIVERS OF CHANGE 

• Nimble private traders exploit growing external markets.
Export demand for vegetables grew significantly in the 1970s
as an indirect effect of the expulsion of the South Asian
community from Uganda under the regime of Idi Amin. Many
of these refugees resettled in the United Kingdom,
contributing to the growing demand for Asian vegetables.
Kenya offered several advantages as a source to meet this
growing demand. It could supply Asian vegetables throughout
the year instead of on a seasonal basis. Kenyan smallholders
already had experience growing Asian vegetables for the local
Asian community.And finally, the presence of an Asian
community in Kenya meant that there were family and social
ties between Asian traders in London and those in Nairobi,
reducing the risk and transaction costs in expanding this trade.

• Tourist industry spinoffs. Two important spinoffs from
Kenya’s tourist industry have spurred the growth of export
horticulture. First, tourism has dramatically increased access and
reduced the cost of airfreight to Europe. By 1980 Kenya was
receiving 372,000 international tourists per year, more than any
other African country after South Africa.Although canned goods
can be transported by ship from Africa to Europe, fresh produce
generally must generally be airfreighted.When export volumes
were too small to justify a charter cargo jet, the cargo capacity
of passenger jets provided a means of airfreighting Kenyan
produce to Europe. Later, as volume increased, cargo jets were
used more widely. Second, the tourism industry increased local
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demand for high-quality fruits and vegetables by hotels and
restaurants, giving Kenyan farmers more experience in horticul-
tural production and an outlet for produce not meeting export
standards.

• Stable, supportive policy environment. Kenya has main-
tained a stable, liberal macroeconomic policy environment.
Government policy has favored foreign investment and interna-
tional trade. Kenya’s Horticultural Crop Development Agency
(HCDA) has played a facilitative role, attempting to coordinate
various participants in the industry rather than directly inter-
vening as a buyer in the market.

KEY LESSONS FOR BUILDING FUTURE SUCCESSES 

• Stable policy environment. Political and economic stability
matter. Stability provides investors with the confidence that they
will be able to reap the benefits of long-term investments.
Exchange rate policy is particularly important for horticultural
exports.A market exchange rate provides greater incentives to
produce exports and facilitates the purchase of imported
equipment and inputs for production.

• Nonintervention. The tendency of the Kenyan govern-
ment not to intervene directly in horticultural production and
marketing is clearly an approach that can be, and is, emulated by
other countries.The fresh fruit and vegetable sector is simply
too diverse, too risky, and too fast-changing for state enterprises
or marketing boards to play a constructive role. Kenya’s earlier
experience in promoting joint ventures between foreign
companies and state enterprises was almost uniformly unsuc-
cessful and serves as a counterexample.The most successful
processed horticulture operation in Kenya has been Del Monte,
which did not involve a partnership with a state enterprise.

• Promoting institutional innovation. The Kenyan experi-
ence demonstrates the importance of allowing a variety of
private institutions and marketing arrangements to develop.The
early experience of Del Monte in Kenya shows that it takes
more than experience and technical skills to survive in horticul-
ture—it takes continual experimentation, innovation, and adapta-
tion to changing environments.The horticultural sector in Kenya
is characterized by a wide array of institutional arrangements,
including smallholders selling in spot markets, personalized rela-
tionships with traders, implicit contracts, explicit contracts,
farmer organizations, medium- and large-scale farming, and verti-
cally integrated producer-exporters.The government can play a
role in facilitating institutional innovation by providing market
information, extension services, mediation of disputes, and the
establishment of standards.

• Linking smallholders to high-value urban and export
markets. Linking small farmers to high-value urban and export
markets is an important strategy for raising rural incomes and
reducing poverty. Such a strategy may also be critical for main-
taining export competitiveness, at least for some labor-intensive
crops that require careful husbandry. Government should avoid
counterproductive attempts to impose cooperative production,
contract farming, nucleus estate production, or any other
specific marketing system. Efficient market institutions should
evolve out of experiments with different forms.The government
can facilitate linkages between farmers and exporters or other
buyers by helping to organize farmer groups, establishing ground
rules for farmer-buyer contracts, disseminating lessons learned
from successful contract schemes, establishing small-claims
courts to address contract disputes, gathering and disseminating
information about the past performance of buyers and farmers,
and providing certification services to reduce the transaction
costs faced by buyers trying to purchase from many small
farmers.

• Contract enforcement. Although disputes in contract
farming arrangements will never be avoided completely, the
experience of Kenya indicates that the government may have a
role in enforcing contracts between buyers and growers, or at
least in mediating the disputes between them. Developing new
institutional arrangements that would facilitate the enforcement
of contracts would contribute significantly to more widespread
use of contract farming and would expand the participation of
small farmers in high-value horticultural production and export.

• Investment in irrigation. In the past 10 years, most of
the investment and increases in capacity in Kenyan irrigation
have been carried out in the private sector, by large-scale
commercial farms and by groups of smallholders. Given the
spillover effects associated with irrigation, the government has a
role to play in facilitating the formation of water-user groups to
regulate water use, organize maintenance, and resolve disputes.
In addition, the government can fund research and dissemination
activities to stimulate innovation, particularly in micro-irrigation
technology. ■

For further reading see S. Jaffee and P. Gordon, Exporting High-
Value Food Commodities: Success Stories from Developing
Countries,World Bank Discussion Paper 198 (Washington, DC:
World Bank, 1993); N. Minot and M. Ngigi,“Are Horticultural
Exports a Replicable Success Story? Evidence from Kenya and
Côte d’Ivoire,” Background Paper No. 3 for the conference
“Successes in African Agriculture: Building for the Future,”
Pretoria, South Africa, December 1–3, 2003.

International Food Policy Research Institute
2033 K Street, N.W. •  Washington, D.C. 20006-1002  •  U.S.A.
Phone: +1-202-862-5600  •  Fax: +1-202-467-4439  •  Email: ifpri@cgiar.org

www.ifpri.org
Copyright © 2004 International Food Policy Research Institute. All rights  reserved. Contact ifpri-copyright@cgiar.org to request permission to reprint.


