
 

THE NEVER-ENDING QUEST FOR SAFE VEGETABLES IN KENYA 
 
Dangerous vegetables in Kenyan domestic markets 
 

Eliud, a 2SCALE agri-food market expert, was 
surprised to learn that there were a multitude 
of European restrictions related to meeting 
international food safety standards, unknown 
to him on fruit and vegetables exported from 
Kenya. In contrast, the local market was left 
unchecked and flooded with local produce 
containing high levels of pesticide residues. 
These residues present significant health 
risks, which can lead to illnesses such as 
cancer and have an impact on the human 
reproductive, immune or nervous systems. 
 
Eliud read a September 2023 report by 
Heinrich Böll Stiftung, which revealed that 
Kenyans were consuming food containing 
residues of agrochemicals banned in Europe 
since 2007 but still sold to farmers in Kenya. 
The issue extended beyond prohibited 
products, as there was also significant misuse 
of these crop protection chemicals, including 

those considered safe when used correctly. Farmers often apply agrochemicals incorrectly due to a lack 
of knowledge about safe usage or in an effort to exploit market opportunities by selling produce before 
the chemicals have fully broken down. It is also common practice to carry out a final round of spraying 
before harvest so that the produce appears more attractive to consumers. 
 
A passion for agri-food systems development 

Eliud embarks on a change journey fueled by passion, aspiring to grace every table with safe vegetables 
and motivated by the realization that addressing knowledge gaps and improving market access could 
contribute to change. 

In 2019, 2SCALE and Neighbourhood Freshmart Limited (NFL), a vegetable aggregator that supplies 
upmarket actors such as supermarkets and hotels, formulated a System Change Trajectory to provide 
affordable, traceable, and safe (pesticide-free) vegetables to low- and middle-income consumers in 
Nairobi. The initiative started with tomatoes and onions and was to be expanded to other vegetables 
later.  

The first step was to create an Informal Change Alliance team (ICA), bringing together farmers, marketers, 
government agencies, producer associations, private sector actors, and consumers to steer the initiative. 
2SCALE supported the alliance in developing and rolling out a System Change Trajectory plan to reorganize 
the vegetable supply chain, ensure consumer safety, and provide a stable market for farmers.    

The change objective is to introduce safe and 
traceable vegetables in Kenya’s domestic market that 
is backed by government regulator, KEPHIS. This shift 
not only addresses a sector challenge of food safety, 
but it also provides strategic business opportunity to 
SMEs to offer better value proposition to the market.  
It also increases awareness and demand from 
consumers for the availability of verified safe 
vegetables in the market. 
The specific results that will demonstrate sector 
change are:  

1. Verified safe and traceable vegetables 
(tomatoes and onions) available in the 
market.  

2. Support from government and private sector 
to businesses providing verified safe and 
traceable vegetables. 

 



 

 
Promising Results  

The ICA intensified capacity-building 
for farmers in Kajiado to produce safe 
vegetables with the service provider 
Cropcare. Marketers branded the 
safe produce differently to attract 
customers, incorporating elements 
such as displaying compliance 
certificates. The ICA aimed to gain 
the confidence of all actors in the 

value chain, including aggregators, wholesalers, retailers, and consumers, by showing that verified, safe, 
and traceable vegetable production is possible and affordable. 

One of the main actors in this process was the Kenya Plant Health Inspectorate Service (KEPHIS), a 
government parastatal. It independently verified the safety of the produce through surveillance, 
monitoring, and laboratory testing of agro-inputs, irrigation water, soil, and fresh produce. 

The alliance started yielding promising results in 2021 as the production of safe vegetables increased, and 
the samples analyzed by KEPHIS showed that the tested tomatoes sold by targeted farmers met all the 
required European Union quality standards.  

In 2022, 300 farmers were trained in safe vegetable production, resulting in the production of 226 tons of 
safe tomatoes and 104 tons of safe onions. In total, 88 off-takers were trained in the sale of safe 
vegetables, reaching over 50,000 Base of the Pyramid (BoP) consumers by the end of 2022. 

Hard-learned lessons 
 
However, an unforeseen obstacle surfaced in 2022 with the departure of the business champion, 
Neighbourhood Freshmart Ltd (NFL), from the tomato trade. The disruptive effects of COVID-19 led to 
their exit from the tomato business, as its main clients—supermarkets and specialized vegetable shops—
experienced a sudden drop in demand and no longer bought its produce.  
 
With time and financial constraints hindering substantial adjustments, 2SCALE had to reorganize swiftly. 
CropCare replaced NFL as the buyer and received an additional role: finding new retail shops for the 
vegetables produced. This new role led to a multiplication of responsibilities that were difficult to 
combine: training farmers, organizing logistics, and finding clients. 
 
Crafting a Future with Safe Vegetables 
 
Eliud's story, with its lessons, provides valuable insights for future initiatives in the journey towards a 
future where safe vegetables will grace every table, contributing to a healthier population. It underscores 
the significance of flexible partnership contracts and monitoring methods built in the design of such 
initiatives. 
 

CropCare Technologies Ltd is a business support service 
provider and buyer of safe vegetables. CropCare trains farmers 
to produce safe vegetables for the off-taker by practising Good 
Agricultural Practices, and ensures the sale of the produced 
volumes. By doing so, CropCare looks for potential buyers while 
also establishing its own shops that sell high-quality premium 
fruits and vegetables to consumers. 
 



 

Furthermore, the story highlights the necessity of allocating sufficient time to incubate the process, 
making it resilient. Additionally, careful consideration is crucial when selecting a business champion, 
ensuring resilience against external shocks and the capacity to instigate transformative changes in the 
targeted sector. 
 
 
 


