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Kenya confirmed its first case of COVID-19
on 13 March 2020. As of 22 March 2021,
there have been 104,500 confirmed cases
with 85,665 recoveries and 1,837 deaths.
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Early responses to contain the spread
of the virus included border closures,
government-imposed lockdown that
restricted movement within counties, ban
on public gatherings, and remote working
for all government officials with the
exception of essential workers.
The Kenyan economy contracted by 5.7%
in Q2 2020 and the International Monetary
Fund revised down its economic growth
forecast for 2020 to 1% – 4.4% less than
the preceding year.
With the country in the middle of a second
wave at the time of this report, over 604
companies have had to let go of their
employees, resulting in 1.7 million job
losses throughout Kenya.
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COVID-19 IMPACT

ON WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES IN KENYA
The SheTrades Commonwealth (STC)
project conducted a COVID-19 survey to
understand how the pandemic has affected
women-owned businesses (WOBs) across
the four Commonwealth countries; Kenya,
Ghana, Nigeria, and Bangladesh.
109 of the 325 survey respondents were
from Kenya: 39 from Agriculture sector, 16
from IT&BPO, 27 from Textile and Apparel,
and 27 from Tourism.
Overall, more than 70% of WOBs reported
that their ability to secure customers
and cash flows was most affected by
the pandemic. Furthermore, 50% of
respondents had temporarily reduced
employment for some or all their
employees, and 47% had shut down their
businesses.
AGRIBUSINESS
The outlook for Kenya’s agribusiness sector
appeared grim at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, given that the postponement
of major coffee and tea auctions had led
to massive price drops. According to the
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 2020
report, the horticulture sector posted USD
3.5m loss per day as of April 2020.
Based on findings from the STC survey,
54% of WOB in the sector opted to
temporarily reduce employment of all or
some of their employees to minimize on

business costs. 38% of agribusinesses
shifted to teleworking and 36% temporarily
shut down their businesses.
However, as of Q3 2020, the sector revised
its assessment in light of favorable rainfall,
ease in containment measures, and the
resumption of online auctions. As such,
the sector is expected to achieve a 5.1%
growth in 2020 (Economist Intelligence
Unit, September 2020).

IT&BPO
The IT&BPO sector witnessed a slowdown
in business due to an expected decline in
purchasing power of consumers. 31% of
IT&BPO businesses temporarily reduced
employment for some or all staff.
Consistent with findings from other STC
countries, companies in the Kenyan
technology sector displayed the highest
capacity to shift to teleworking (69% for
IT&BPO, compared to 38% for AG, 18% for
T&A, and 44% for Tourism).
IT&BPO firms were also most responsive
to new market trends and needs: 38%
of companies developed new products
during the pandemic, as opposed to 18%
in AG, 30% in T&A, and 7% in Tourism
sectors.
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Some WOBs in this sector have however
emerged as winners as they pivoted
their businesses to AgriTech, HealthTech
and EduTech. For instance, IT&BPO
companies which entered the EduTech
space benefitted from increased demand
for e-learning during the crisis.

TEXTILE AND APPAREL
Due to the national lockdown and social
distancing measures, the productive
capacity of companies in the T&A sector
was affected and 37% of companies had to
temporarily reduce employment for some
or all of their employees.
Given the rising demand for masks and
personal protective equipment (PPE), 30%
of T&A WOBs shifted to producing these
items. To continue meeting demands for
PPEs, some companies sent machines to
their workers to enable remote work.

TOURISM
Decline in international tourist arrivals
led to an abrupt and unprecedented fall
in demand for accommodation and tours,
leading to the closure of many hotels
and unemployment across the tourism
ecosystem.
67% of tourism companies had to
temporarily reduce employment of some
or all staff, and 30% of them had to lay off
employees. 70% of tourism WOBs had also
shut down temporarily – at least twice that
seen in the agribusiness, IT&BPO, and T&A
sectors.
As the lockdown ceased and global
aviation bounces back, domestic tourism
is expected to fuel the recovery of the
sector in the near term.

For companies which managed to keep
their production units open, production
capacity was constrained by social
distancing requirements. Consequently,
WOBs had to reduce staff wages to keep
their businesses afloat.
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AGRIBUSINESS SECTOR

BIOFARMS

Biofarms Limited is a leading commercial
grower, packer, and exporter of organic
avocados, mangos and passion fruits in
Kenya. Prior to COVID-19, BioFarms worked
with hotels, restaurants, cafes (HORECA) and
wholesalers who supplied fresh produce to
food service stores, markets, and hotels.
Due to widespread business shutdown at the
onset of the pandemic, Biofarms received
cancellations from their biggest clients (i.e.
international hotels, restaurants, and cafes
in Europe).
The disruption to logistics during the
pandemic and resulting long freight delivery

orders. Since April 2020, Biofarms achieved
sales worth up to USD 4,660,609, with
majority of their sales coming from Europe.
As time passed, demand for fresh food
and orders from Biofarms increased, thus
enabling the company to hire more employees
(two women and two men).

Biofarms faced cash flow problems as full
payment came in much later and clients only
paid for goods that arrived in good condition.
With no end in sight to the COVID crisis,
the company doubled down on efforts to
find new revenue streams and retailers in
Europe and embarked on securing food safety
and quality certifications that would allow
them to export directly to supermarkets. So
far, BioFarms has attained the Rainforest
Alliance certification, which focuses on
social, economic, and environmental
sustainability. It is also in the process of
gaining BRC certification for food safety
and quality.

meant that the quality of Biofarms’ products
(e.g. French beans, sugar snaps, and snow
peas) suffered. Freight charges also
increased substantially by roughly 30-50%.
With delivery taking substantially longer,

“The SheTrades Commonwealth activities
we participated in really helped our company
grow: the trade fairs we attended under the
programme helped us access new markets
and develop a strong customer base in
Europe; the capacity building activities also
bolstered our operational efficiency. With
bigger orders now, our customers have more
confidence in BioFarms,” says Commercial
and Operations Manager, Paul Kyalo.

Biofarms also reached out to buyers they met
at Macfrut Digital, Fruit Logistica Asia and
Fruit Attraction and negotiated for better
payment terms with them. This provided a
major boost to the company’s operational
cash flow and led to larger volumes of weekly
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IT&BPO SECTOR

GALL ANT CORPOR ATE SERVICES LTD

Gallant Corporate Services is a Kenyan
company that leverages its software
engineering expertise to deliver onshore
and offshore solutions in the areas of web and
mobile application development, software
customization, integration, maintenance
and support services.
“With the onset of COVID-19, monthly
payments from our work on developing
management systems for institutions came
to a halt. This sent our company back to the
drawing board and led us to develop Wapi
Konnect – an intuitive application builder that
allows companies to create a website and
app in less than a day without any knowledge
of coding,” said Chemutai Ruto, CEO.

While at the trade show, she met a web
applications company which supported her
with the development of the product.
As the COVID-19 pandemic gripped Kenya,
demand for digitalisation and e-commerce
rose significantly, allowing Chemutai to offer
Wapi Konnect as trial subscrip and roll out
the product to more than nine companies.
Earlier this year, Gallant was one of the 15
companies selected by the Commonwealth
programme to receive one-to-one mentoring
on Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning,
and Big Data. With guidance from the
data scientist, Chemutai and her team
programmed an AI-powered chatbot named
ADIA for one of her e-Commerce platforms
(soko.farmfans.co.ke).
“Since joining SheTrades, I have been able
to overcome barriers in a male-dominated
industry to become a successful entrepreneur.
I have always been an ambitious individual –
but with support from the programme, I was
able to translate my ambition into reality.

Chemutai and her team began developing
Wapi Konnect after attending Africa Com
2019 in Cape Town, South Africa, as part of
the SheTrades Commonwealth delegation.

positionality and was offered a global
perspective of developments in the industry.
This expanded my horizon and inspired me
to innovate more and push my business to
new frontiers.”
“This year, I was selected by SheTrades
Commonwealth to attend Africa Tech
2020. There, I had the opportunity to
pitch a recently-developed farm-to-fork
solution to a global audience and received
encouraging feedback from the judging panel.
Our experience at Africa Tech motivated
me and my team to continue leveraging
technology for social impact.
With our current trajectory, we hope to build
one of Africa’s largest food development
and distribution channels – one that would
increase yield and income for farmers,
lower prices for retailers, and provide better
customer service and higher quality produce
to your clients.”

Through a range of coaching sessions offered
by SheTrades and online trainings I attended
through the SME Trade Academy, I learned
how to structure my business to optimise
performance.
Then, at the trade show in Cape Town, I
understood better Gallant’s market

C OV I D -19 REPORT |

KENYA

S H ETR A DES COM M ONWEA LTH

11

TEXTILE & APPAREL SECTOR

CAROLE KINOTI

Carole Kinoti Brands is a Kenyan fashion
brand that produces a range of ready-towear garments, corporate uniforms, and
furnishings.

The pandemic also made more urgent the
need to accelerate the digitalisation of
Carole Kinoti Brands. Carole moved away
from traditional means of marketing (i.e.
fashion shows and physical engagement
with customers), and leveraged Instagram
and Facebook to promote the visibility of
her business. The CEO also began selling
on Kisua (an African e-Commerce platform)
and used DHL to process online payments.

CEO Carole Kinoti runs the Fashion on the
Road (FOTR) programme – a county-to-county
tour that seeks inspiration from across Kenya
and which engages women and youths in the
creation of ‘Made in Kenya’ fashion products.
Through FOTR, Carole not only melds the
beading process. However, as the pandemic
worsened, the Government of Kenya
introduced a raft of measures – such as a
lockdown of Nairobi County in April – which
stalled both sales derived from Carole’s FOTR
programme as well as mass production of
her beaded masks.

signature styles of artisans with her designs,
but is also able to reflect Kenya’s diversity
through her range of products.
As COVID-19 hit Kenya, Carole pivoted to
the creation of beaded cloth masks and
involved women in Northern Kenya in the

By reorienting her business, Carole was able
to maintain revenue generation and avoid
losses during the pandemic.

Undeterred by the situation, Carole once
again shifted gears and developed a new
product line called ‘Big Daddy’ – a range of
unisex robes that combines comfort and
edge for professionals working from home.
In less than a week since its launch, Carole
received over 100 orders.
Riding on the success of ‘Big Daddy’,
Carole subsequently launched ‘Blanketti’–
a collection featuring fashionable pantsuits
and petite fabric and bodycon designs.
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TEXTILE & APPAREL SECTOR

SIAFU COLLECTIVE LIMITED

Siafu was inspired from the Swahili word
for ‘ant’. The brand is an ode to a woman’s
ability to carry ten times her weight and
work as a community – just like the ant. To
embody this, Siafu Home creates curated
collections of homeware from across Africa
using handcrafted natural materials. Siafu’s
homeware textiles, metals, wood, horn and
glass engraving can be distinguished by their
simplicity and beauty that blends artistry
from across East Africa.

cushioned by its participation in three
trade fairs in 2020 through the SheTrades
Commonwealth project.

primary inputs such as cotton, grass, bone,
and leather, sourcing extensively from various
small-scale farmers in Kenya. This move
helped expand Siafu’s supply chain while
also allowing it to continue delivering on its
mandate of sustainable production.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit Kenya and
as the country entered a national lockdown,
Siafu’s biggest challenge was the lack of
access to its main raw material – quality
horns from Uganda. Despite this hurdle,
Owner of Siafu Gladys Macharia decided to
push through with production using other

With international travel limited, Gladys and
her team recognised that people had to spend
most of their time at home – meaning that
there is now a demand for cosier spaces at
home that could reflect the rustic quality
of Kenyan nature. This realisation led Siafu
to focus on presenting and communicating
that imagery and fantasy to its existing
and potential clients through Instagram.
Instagram henceforth became a key sales
channel for the homeware brand.

In February 2020, Gladys attended the NY
NOW Winter 2020 Market and achieved
significant sales. Importantly, at the physical
trade show in New York, Gladys started
conversations with a number of buyers.
This business lead eventually turned into a
major order from GOODEE X Nordstrom when
Gladys took part in the NY NOW Digital Market
in November 2020. Riding on this success,
Siafu and GOODEE – a curated international
marketplace for sustainable homewares
– established a 6-month partnership to
highlight how handmade products which
are sustainable can be both accessible and
affordable to the everyday consumer.
Back at home in Kenya, Siafu was support
by the Commonwealth project to attend the
XBox Fair where they secured sales. The
local trade fair also offered the homeware
brand key insights into positioning its prices
and product assortment for the Kenyan and
regional market. At present, Siafu is in the
final stages of creating an e-commerce
platform to market its products to the East
African market.

“We are grateful to the SheTrades
Commonwealth project for the steady stream
of webinars, mentorship, and coaching, and
for providing us a platform to showcase our
products despite the disruptions caused by
the pandemic. We have been able to employ
and almost triple the number of artisans we
work with from 15 in 2019 to over 50 artisans
and suppliers by the end of 2020. This has
benefited the entire supply chain from the
suppliers to the finished products.”
“We look forward to growing Siafu Home to
one of the largest sustainable homeware
manufacturing companies in Africa and
sharing this accomplishment with ITC and
SheTrades,’ added Gladys Macharia and
Niccola Milnes, Co- Founders of Siafu Home.”

For Siafu, the impact of COVID-19 was
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TOURISM SECTOR

STEJOS TOURS & TR AVELS

Stejos Tours & Travels is a tour operator
that provides inbound and outbound travel
services.
Since the first reported case of COVID-19 in
Kenya, the country experienced a sharp drop
in occupancy rates in the hospitality industry
and cancellation of existing bookings.
Likewise at Stejos Tours, clients began calling
off group tours to Mombasa, Seychelles,
per month prior to COVID-19 to zero April.
Revenues dipped and the company was
forced to lay off two interns and reduce
wages of its permanent staff by 50%.
“In April, it was time for our company to restrategise and re-think the type of tourism
products that we offer to be competitive in
the current climate”, remarked Stellamaris
Kathomi, Marketing Manager of Stejos Tours.

and Mauritius. In response to this, the tour
operator worked with service providers to try
to secure refunds or credits for these clients,
allowing them to postpone their bookings
instead of cancelling them altogether.
As the pandemic continued apace, Stejos
saw the average number of domestic and
international clients plunging from 100

“During the lockdown, we attended an
e-commerce training organised by SheTrades
Commonwealth, which enabled us to leverage
social media marketing to increase our
online business presence. We also took
part in a nine-month coaching programme
that helped us improve our business model
and management, make better business
decisions, and not to forget, stay sane amid
the uncertainties”, adds Stellamaris.
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Stejos Tours developed personalised
group tours and packages to incentivise
local excursions during the countrywide
lockdown. In a climate which demanded strict
adherence to anti-coronavirus measures,
the tour operator implemented measures
under the National Tourism and Hospitality
Protocols introduced by the Ministry of
Tourism. These include securing a valid
COVID-19 free certification for its core staff,
maintaining high sanitary standards in tour
vans and transfer vehicles during and after
travels, and adopting touchless technologies
and low-touch solutions through e-ticketing
and mobile payments, etc.

holidays for November and December.
From zero clients in April, Stejos Tours has
rebounded and secured 150 clients per month
as of August 2020”, says Stellamaris.

In addition to complying with public authority
guidelines, Stejos Tours offered group tours
where residents in Nairobi were picked up
from their homes, led through a safari, and
dropped off back at their homes. This was
an untapped opportunity as many Kenyans
were unable to travel beyond city limits and
were looking for activities to do during the
lockdown. Because of this new offering,
Stejos Tours was able to cover its operational
costs.
As Kenya underwent a phase reopening since
6th July and as domestic air travel resumed
from 15th July, demand for travel beyond
Nairobi increased.
“We have now started to rebook cancelled
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#SHETRADES

CONNECTING THREE MILLION WOMEN TO MARKET BY 2021

Women’s economic empowerment is not a matter for government policy, the private
sector, or social change alone. All have critical roles to play.
This is why the International Trade Centre (ITC) launched the SheTrades initiative, which
seeks to connect three million women entrepreneurs to market by 2021.

