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By Growing, Exporting Vanilla,
Ugandan Farmers Add to Income
BY THOMAS .J. HERLEHY

----_ _---_ _---- .

became very enthusiastic about ·vanilla.'·
Coffee fam1ers were being paid 220 Ugan..
da shillings (about $.25) for one kilogram
of high quality arabica cofke.

McComucks paid SckalaJa $40 per
kilogram for the clIfed vanilla, much Jess
than the premium price of $72 per kilogram
paid for Madagascar (Bourbon) vanilla.
Sekalala accepted McCormicks' price
hecause it enabled him to establish a mar
ket niche, to cover his costs {which includ
ed local transport, processing, storage,
packaging and air freight to the United

farmers bring freshly han-'i'stt'd vanilul beans (0

Sum Kasir.Yi~Os (right) weighing llnd buying statioll,

"I spent a long time dis·
cussing this vanilla project
Wilh the USAID statI." said '!:, ,

~~' ,,~ ;"

Sekalab. "At tiEt, USAID
was reluctant to provide fi
mncia] support and techllical
assistance to just i)nc busi
nessman. But after T ex ..
piained to them that the
biggeq benefit of this project
would be additional income
for the rn,my men and wornen
who grO\v vanilla, USAID
agreed."

With a grant of $86JKIO
from USATD!lJganda and
$20,000 from the Africa
Project Deve]opmem Facili
ty ~ APDF) inNairobi. Kenya,
Seblala beg:m v,orking. He
made contact with four inter··
national ~pice finns and sent
leq market samples. One
firm. McCurmich of Balti
more, Md., agreed to purchase
the vanilla. McConnicks also
provided advice on quality
control and recommended
low·cost equipment for the
vanilla curing facility.

In 1990, seveml
hundred men and women fanners ':lIItiliat
~d vanilla be,ms for SebJala, Using the
USAlD grant and his own money. Sekalala
purchased five me.ric tons (5.000 kilo
grams) of vanillu beans, which yidded
about one metric ton of cured vanilla
bea..'1s. He sold the entire quantity toMc
COffi1icks in January 1991.

"I paid the vanilla fanners 3,600
Uganda shillings (ahout $4) for one kilo
gram offresh vanilla beans," says Sekalala.
''This is far above what fanners were lwing
paid. for coffee. our main export. so bmlers

---_ - -.. -_._----

e are earning so nluch
money from growing
""aniIia," exclaims Mrs.
Banakola, a Ugandan

fanner. "Now w~ can pay school fees for
lmr children. buy paraffin for cooking Hnd
afford enough tlour, sugar, salt and bread to
ked om families. This v3.nilla is feally
helping us.···

Banakola's enthusiasm is shared by
600 other farrnels Jiving in Uganda's
IvInkono District, near th~ shores of lake
Victoria. With USAID assistance, they are
participating in an innovative project to re
establish vanilla exports. Th~ v;milla
project is just one of s(~veral expon schen1t's
that :rre being ,uppmted by the USAIDI
Uga.:..da Agricultural Non-Traditional Ex·
port Promotion Progmm. Since 1988.
USAlD has lwen hdping the govemment
(Ii" Uganda's Expon Policy Analysis and
Deve!opment Unit identify expon opportu··
nities and provlde assistance to export
oriemed agribusiness('s,

Uganda stopped exporting vanilla in
1971 ','ihen ldi Amin carne to power and
expcn(~d foreigners. Almost 20 years later,
Aga Sd.:ala!:J JL, a lx,nlmercial dairy farm
er, asked the Ugandan government for help
in identifying npon opportunities. After a
i 990 feasibility sJUdy determined that
IJgandan farmt('s could produce a vaniila
bean of export qualit\!, Sekalaia approached
USAID alXillt funding a pilot project to
export vanilla. He \vas wining to invest his
time and money. but he conld not cover aU
project costs by himself. Sekalala needed
assis!3JJce to identify an imemH!lOmJ buyer,
rehahilitate a v<tmUa l:uring (drying) facility
ilnd train fanm~rs in growing, nurturing,
po)Jinating and harvesting a bean of high
quality.
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"lVe want to grow more
things like this vanilla. fVe

want to do more 'work!
What else can you show us
that will bring even more

nUJneyt"wstigatingpo
tential vanilla

pacity. says
Caiger. "Afler
a month of
training local
fannersandin-

gro\vjng areas)
\\'e Jealie the
Joeill farmers
alone for several months before coming br.ck
to ~ee how t!wy have done."

"Vanilla is a good crop for lJgandan
fanners hecause they can raise their in-

During their visils to vanilla farmers. lhey
use an iJlustrated field rn::mual prepared by
Caiger. The manual is being translaiec! into
LuGanda for the benefit of fanner~ who do
no[~peak Engiish_

"We believe the project is succeeding
because it is
moving slow-
1y and not
over<Jihelming
indigenousca-

States) and genc>rate :j modest profit. Seka
!ala a.grees that the pnce differential is
justified uDtil Uganda di.'i1lOihtrates lhai it
caD deliver high-quality produce year after
year. He is optanisrlc. "My tests and
l'vIcCormick:;' confirm that Uganda Ciln

produce a v,milla bean that meets tbe qua!i·
ty of tile be;;t Madagascm' vanilla," he
asserts. "\\i t~ must produc',: consistently
high quality crop~ first: then everything
dse \vili follow."

Since Februaty 1991. Stephen Caiger,
a spice production and marketing specialist
funded by rhe USAID granl, has been
helping local fanners achieve that quality.
He registers men ,mel women vanilla fann
ers and teaches them appropriate cuitiva
lion, pollination ;:md hacvesting practices.
He identifies progressive farmers. especial
ly thost' who can read :md wnte English,
and lrain:" them 10 serve a~ extension
agents. For example. two private extension
agents, Joseph 01er and Sllsa.n Mugahi,
r<'ceive 1.000 Uganda sbi!lings (S1) per
month under the USATD grant to SekalaJa.

COines wilhout abandoning other crops in
the process," nOles KciI11 Sherper, USAIDI
Uganda mission direclor. "Vanilla vines
grow almost anywhere and arc often plant
ed among coffee trees and banana plants
because vanilla requires some shade to

grow welL Since
vaniHa is being
grown by both men
and women, both
arc benefiting from
increased income."

Sekalala conrin
ues to invest his
own time and mon
ey in the vanilla
project. He makt·s
no-·interesllo:ms to
farmers so that Ihey
em buy machetes
to cut weeds and

rejuvenate their vanilla ville". He sponsors
monthly famler meetings at his own farm
where he provides advice on proper farm
ing praclices, such as techniques of polli
nating vanilla by hand and applying
compost and organic fenilizcr. At these
meetings, SekaJaJa also il\vards bicycles
and f:mning tools lo progressive farmers.
Every Friday, Sekalala sponsors a 30··
minute radio program, "Calling Fanners."

The program. broadcast in LuGanda,
the loca.l language, provides farmers with
advice and new~ aix")nt a variety of agricul
toral matters that directly coneem them.
Interviews with [a.mJers help maintain a
large radio audience.

Ugandans are anxiolls to raise their
hving. standard,~ and improve fueir welfare
hy exporting what they can grow. Wilh
USAID "upport, they have initiate,l vanilla
exports. But they are not content to stop .
with vanilla. "We want to grow more I
things like this vani!la," Banakola told i::

Oliger recently. "We \Vam to do more",l.J- ~7:;~ !,;~~:,~: "~~~:;~- 'how ""hA, w;1J I
lierlehy is all employee 4thi:' u.s. Dq>art- ,

"
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A USA.1IJ·sponsored spice production and marketing specialist, Stephe1l eaiger, at Cooperation and Development on
: :
i meets with privme exit'flsion agents Joseph mer and Susan Afugabi to pU11l daily assignment to the il.frica Bureau's Ojtice 0/ i
! risits to mnilla farms. /lIwfysis. Research mui 'Technical Supp0l1. J'
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