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W ITH the population in Kenya set to in-
crease by one million people per year,
huge pressure is mounting on its agri-

food sector to grow enough food to feed them.
However, growing food needs money in-

vested, as some of the crops are very seasonal
and do not provide a regular income. Investing
money involves a lot of risk, a risk that banks
sometimes avoid.
In Kenya, SACCOS (Savings and Credit Co-Op-

eratives) fight hard against the banks to secure
funding for farmers, but the banks tend to shy
away from the smaller farmers who pose a
higher risk element.
There are around eight million members reg-

istered in 13,000 SACCOS in Kenya with some
230 billion Kenya Shillings in assets and a sav-
ing portfolio of some 190 billion Kenya
Shillings. These co-ops mean business and are
there to support all farmers, whether they
need to cover their input costs for growing tea
or buying feed for pigs or cattle.
While the SACCOS are generally more ap-

proachable and easier to talk to than the
banks, the latter is aggressively coming back
into agri-lending and proving tough competi-
tion for the SACCOS.
Return loan interest rates are generally much

higher with the banks than the SACCOS but
poor co-op leadership and a lack of information
technology adoption is driving farmers to the
banks.
There seems to be a higher number of SAC-

COS members defaulting on their loans, be-
cause it is easy for them to do so, and ever
changing weather problems makes loan guar-
antees farcial.
Peter Kirugo heads the agri business depart-

ment in the Cooperative Bank, based in
Nairobi. The bank was formed in 1965 by a
group of farmers and emerged into the Coop-
erative Bank as it is today in 1982.
Peter did admit that 95 per cent of Kenya’s

SACCOS groups did ultimately bank with The
Cooperative Bank, but that they still battled for
clients.
Mr Kirugo said: “We cover all aspects of loan

assistance from machinery finance to dairy
input costs. We maintain a presence at local
agricultural events to stay at the hub of agri-
culture in Kenya.
“Last season we loaned 4.6 billion Kenya

Shillings to farmers. Around 92 per cent of
Kenyan farmers bank with us and have a very
low loan default rate.
“Around 80 per cent of loan repayment prob-

lems are down to changing weather patterns,
which tend to go from one extreme to the other
here.
“Tea is currently doing very well here and cof-

fee and horticulture are also performing well.
However, these industries are very susceptible
to fluctuating foreign exchange rates, as well as
the weather.
“Another problem facing farmers and their

loan repayments is land divisions. Traditionally
farms are divided up upon death of the farmer
and therefore loan assurances are getting
smaller, posing more risks.
“The Cooperative Bank holds the competitive

edge here in Kenya and we are not overly con-
cerned about any global banks coming here to
compete with us. In fact, aside from the normal
weather problems, we see agriculture invest-
ment and productivity increasing here in the
very near future. It needs to!”

WOMEN would be in
paradise at Kenya’s
huge Oserian flower
farm nestled on the
banks of Lake

Naivasha, as they could spend hours
smelling over 95 varieties of roses
there.
North west of Nairobi and peeking

out over Kenya’s famous Rift Valley
region, Oserian has developed quite a
name for itself in terms of flower
production.
According to Oserian production

director Hamish Kerr, the company
grows 206 hectares of various cut
flowers, 131 of which are roses, all in
giant polytunnels.
Around one million stems of flowers

are harvested each day and promptly
packed up for lucrative overseas
markets in UK, Netherlands, USA and
Japan. The company employs 4,800
employees working in all the various
departments, and operates many
housing schemes and benefits for
these workers, including their own
football league.
“The healthier the plant leaving the

farm, the longer the shelf life it has for
international markets,” explained
Hamish, a native white Kenyan.
Lake Naivasha is an astonishingly

beautiful lake, blessed with huge
growing possibilities yielded by its
rich, fertile land. Oserian began as a
family owned vegetable growing farm
in 1969, with a five hectare production
area and six employees.
However, rose production demands

vast quantities of water to make them
grow, and although Oserian is
currently striving to recycle as much
water as possible, locals say the water
table over the years is sinking to
alarming levels and the lake is
vanishing.
Oserian gradually evolved into the

first cut flower production farm in
1982, under the skillful hands of Hans
Zwager, his wife, and son Peter.
Hans, a Dutchman, fought in World

War Two as a marine, then later
became a bank employee, met his wife
in Kenya and settled in Oserian, Lake
Naivasha.
He established an agrochemical

business which attracted major
players in the field seeking to

incorporate his company into their
enterprise. This led him to sell the
business to Bauer Ltd, being inspired
to venture towards a more
entrepreneurial direction with his son.
They decided to evolve their Oserian

farm, from the small, family vegetable
farm that it was into the largest flower
farm of its kind in Kenya, and after
years of hard work and dedication,
they are still breaking new ground and
revolutionising the industry.
Sharing the same passion and drive

as his father, Peter Zwager took to the

industry under his guidance, and as a
family they have successfully moulded
Oserian in size and technology,
evolving to encompass eco-friendly
systems and processes while
increasing in productivity and quality.
As the flower growing industry in

Kenya continued to flourish and
develop beyond all expectations,
Oserian was opening doors and they
now stand at the forefront of the
industry as a leading force and the
largest multi-crop flower farm in
Kenya.

Blossoming rose business
emerges from the thorns

NEXT WEEK: Chris wraps up his tour of
Kenya with a look at the future for
agriculture there as well as looking back at
some of the tour highlights.

� STORIES:
Agriterra
agribusiness
advisor Rien
Geuze, right,
listens to one of
Oserian’s director’s
passionate rose
production stories.
(KENYA-24CM)

� LEFT: Around one
million stems of flowers
are harvested at Oserian
on a daily basis. (KENYA-
23CM)

� RIGHT: Just one of the
very fragrent rose varieties
grown at Oserian flower
farm on the banks of Lake
Naivasha. (KENYA-22CM)

� BELOW: An Oserian
worker packs up rose
stems for export to the
UK. (KENYA-25CM)
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� CHIEF: Head of agriculture at the Cooperative
Bank in Kenya, Peter Kirugo. (KENYA-26CM)
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