
Field report from Kenya

Vertical gardens and mini greenhouses
  

School head Maurice Okumu shows off a sack garden.

Two simple technologies are helping urban dwellers to grow fresh produce in very small spaces.
The result is more varied diets for families and extra income from the sale of surplus output.

With a population of one million, Kibera slum in Nairobi, Kenya, is one of the largest informal
settlements in Africa. It is also one of the unhealthiest, with open sewers spilling raw sewage
into the narrow alleyways. Now urban farming is helping to improve diets through hygienic
agricultural practices in limited spaces.

The main technique used is ‘sack gardening’. Also known as vertical gardening, the simple
system consists of a 90 kg sack filled with soil. Up to 50 plants can be grown in this small
space, producing vegetables for sale and household consumption.

Sack gardening has proved so successful in Kibera that Olympic High School is buying
vegetables from its students, helping them offset fees for books and tuition. The children grow
kale and spinach, with support from NGO Solidarités International, which provides farmyard
manure and soil. Water for irrigating the vegetables is sourced from the school’s borehole.

Healthy profits

“Those students who have difficulty in paying fees and catering for their lunch programme at the
school are involved,” says school head Maurice Okumu. The students, each with his or her own
sack garden, harvest vegetables twice a week, some of which they sell back to the school,
taking the rest home to their families.
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Esther Kirimi in her Kadogo mini greenhouseKeith Porter, head of mission at Solidarités International, says urban farming has led to asignificant increase in the amount of vegetables consumed in the slums. “Sack gardening hasincreased food intake and diet diversification,” he says. Sack gardening has also been shown to“have an immediate potential for youth groups and [for] strengthening the social fabric, as wellas having a greening effect on the slums,” he observes.A study carried out by Solidarités International shows that monthly household income generatedfrom the sale of excess vegetables can range between KSh 600 (€5) and KSh 1,500 (€12.5).Up to 80% of slum dwellers are now using garden-in-a-sack vegetables for householdconsumption, making monthly savings on food bills of up to KSh 480 (€4). Aside fromschoolchildren, some 22,000 households are practising this type of farming.Small but productive

Meanwhile, a mini greenhouse, developed by Kenyan agripreneur Oliver Ndegwa, is fast taking
off as an innovative tool for urban agriculture. The Greenhouse ‘Kadogo’ – kadogo means small
in Swahili – is specifically designed for urban dwellers. Unlike a standard greenhouse, which
measures 8 by 30 metres and costs KSh 160,000 (€1,333), Greenhouse Kadogo measures 5
by 10 m and costs KSh 30,000 (€250).

Sack gardens in a Kenyan suburb

Esther Kirimi is a teacher and a mother of five. She has put up a Greenhouse Kadogo in her
backyard on the Rimpa area of Kajiado County, growing cucumbers, tomatoes, courgettes and
Chinese cabbage. “I wanted to sustain my household vegetable needs as well as help my
children get hands-on practice in growing vegetables,” says Kirimi. “This type of greenhouse
can accommodate 250 plants, and you can earn KSh 10 (€0.08) per plant, per day, which
translates into a monthly income of KSh 75,000 (€625), for an average of 4 to 9 months,”
explains inventor Ndegwa.

Geoffrey Kamadi
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