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Working towards the Empowerment of Rural Women – Step by Step

The purpose of Swazi Indigenous Products has always been the empowerment of rural women. To us, empowerment means enabling someone to have more control over their life. We found our target group struggling to keep their families housed, fed, clothed and educated in an environment characterised by high unemployment, high HIV prevalence, poor agricultural yields primarily due to drought, and traditional gender roles that restrict women’s self-determination. We wanted to achieve measurable impact quickly and a significant, sustainable change in the long run.

Step 1: Income Generation

Clearly, putting money into rural women’s pockets had to be the first step, especially in 2007 and 2008 when severe droughts meant they did not harvest any food from their fields. They were already gathering marula fruits for the traditional brew which gave them a small income and left them with the nuts. To sell the kernels, they had to attend a short training on quality and hygiene, find suitably shaped stones, wash them and start cracking – in their own home, as much or as little as they wished. Then bring them to their district buying point on the agreed day and receive cash on hand.

 It takes about 8 hours to produce one kilogram of good quality marula kernels, and paying at least the minimum daily wage per kilogram is what makes marula oil pricy. Payment directly to suppliers constitutes 71 % of our selling price of 1kg of marula oil in the bulk oil market and 40 % of 1 litre of Swazi Secrets marula oil.

Each year, the basic kg price is adjusted in line with Swazi inflation. Also, premiums are offered to members (as opposed to casual, unregistered suppliers) and for organic kernels from qualified organic suppliers.

While cracking and selling the kernels is a seasonal activity, from about April until October, the income obtained keeps many families from going to bed hungry for much of the year.

Step 2: Local value adding

Achieving profitability while paying fair prices and wages is very difficult if the product sold is a commodity. A few months into our first pressing season in 2005, once we saw the quality of the oil was high, we introduced the first consumer-ready products – pure marula oil and marula soap – and christened them “Swazi Secrets”. By keeping the supply chain very short and continually improving production methods, we were able to achieve higher profitability for Swazi Secrets than for the oil as a commodity. By hiring and investing in staff, rather than in machinery, we created long-term local jobs. 

For the kernel suppliers, the organic programme offers an opportunity for value adding and each year the number of women qualifying to supply organic kernels increases.

Step 3: Building self-esteem and confidence

In the traditional Swazi lifestyle, women - at the bottom of the economic ladder, often illiterate and without formal education - do not have a high status and as a result are inclined to shut up and put up. Their willingness to work hard to support their families, their honesty and their ability to cope with crises are more often abused than rewarded. In contrast, we make it a point day by day to engage with them as partners – to keep our promises and deliver on our commitments, to listen to and appreciate any issues they raise and take corrective action. It took a few years, but the results show: where in the early days a disgruntled or confused supplier would walk away grumbling or appeal to a higher-status person to intervene on her behalf, these days they don’t hesitate to engage us in lively arguments and persist until the matter is settled to their satisfaction. As the Member Groups mature, we look forward to them throwing more and more complex challenges at us.

Step 4: Control and ownership

11th June 2009 – SIP’s first Annual General Meeting and the day when Member Groups became the sole shareholders of Swazi Indigenous Products! In the months before we were busy with drafting of the constitution, training Member Groups in their operations and how to exert control over their company. On the big day, they reviewed and adopted the constitution and elected a new board of directors. SIP is now truly a supplier-owned company.

Step 5: Profitability and Sustainability

No matter how much good the company does for the rural women, donors will not want to support it indefinitely. Year on year, we have increased our sales income to the point where it covered 63 % of total expenditure in 2008.
Our big ambition is to achieve a profit in 2010, to be distributed to Member Groups for community development projects, as per the constitution. And we are confident that with the collaboration of our wide range of great partners – from the harvesting areas out to the shops around the world – we will succeed in creating real shareholder value – for the rural women of Swaziland!











