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Briefing Paper  
Women Agro-Processors in East Africa   

Success Stories and Ways Forward 

  

By Leslie Debornes 

Summary 

With the rise of supply chains for export-oriented crops and agro-processing, new and better-paying 

employment opportunities are arising for East Africans. While the incorporation of women in this sector can be 

considered as one of the most important developments for female employment in recent decades, women 

agro-entrepreneurs remain relatively few. Based on success stories from surveyed female agro-processors in 

East Africa, this briefing paper draws policy lessons for the more effective promotion of women 

entrepreneurship in agro-processing. It also highlights challenges they typically face as women, such as 

reconciling their multiple roles at work and in the household, access to land and finance etc.
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Status of Women in Agro-

processing in the EAC 

1 Global Employment Trends for Women. International Labour 
Office - Geneva: ILO, 2009 
2 ESA Working Paper No. 11-02. March 2011. Agricultural 
Development Economics Division. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations 
3 Brussels Rural Development Briefings. Briefing n. 42 Women 
entrepreneurs – Key players in ACP agribusiness development. 
Brussels, 15 September 2015 

 

4 Are African high-value horticulture supply chains bearers of 
gender inequality?. Miet Maertens and Johan F.M. Swinnen 
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium 
5 E.L. Okorley et J.A. Kwarten. Women and agro‑processing in 

Africa: a case study of the state of women in fish smoking in the 
central region of Ghana 
6 Maertens M. and Swinnen J. (2009). Are African high-value 
horticulture supply chains bearers of gender inequality? 
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Success stories 

Women Partnerships in Horticulture 
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Challenges Faced by Women 

Agro-entrepreneurs 

General Challenges 

 Access to finance 

 Foreign investors competing locally 

 Underdeveloped packaging industry 

 High certification costs 

Women-specific challenges 
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“By virtue of the fact that I am a 

woman, naturally running a business 

goes hand in hand with other natural 

fulfilments like child birth, child up-

bringing and effective home 

management” 

A female agro-entrepreneur, Uganda 

7 Bekele G., M: Briefing Paper “Gendering Agro-Processing in 
the EAC Region”.  
8 ibid 

What Does it Take to Become a 

Successful Women Agro-

entrepreneur? 

Business development skills 

Enactment of policies 

Business environment 

9 ibid 
10 ibid 
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Awareness-raising 

Policy inclusiveness 

Gender equality 

Policy Recommendations 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

 

 

EAC Priorities for Women’s Economic Empowerment 

11 EAC Secretariat. 4th EAC Development Strategy (2011/12 – 
2015/16). August 2011. 
12 Gender Forum on Women in Agribusiness: Synthesis 
Summary of Proceedings of the Multi-Stakeholder Technical 

Workshop and Public Forum. 30th April, 2015. Nairobi Safari 
Club (Lillian Towers), Nairobi, KENYA 
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CUTS International, Geneva 

●

PROMOTING AGRICULTURE, CLIMATE AND TRADE LINKAGES IN THE 
EAST AFRICAN COMMUNITY – PHASE 2 
The PACT EAC2 project builds capacities of East African stakeholders for 
climate-aware, trade-driven and food security-enhancing agro-processing in 
their region. Web: www.cuts-geneva.org/pacteac2

The PACT EAC2 project is undertaken with funding support 
from the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida). 


