


A toddler dances. She wears one shoe, holding the other 
as she happily sways to imaginary music. Her mother 
glances at the 1.5-year-old now and again, but her atten-
tion – along with that of the other mothers gathered in a 
little room at the Centre de Santé health facility in the 
Rulindo district of Rwanda – is on the nurse explaining 
the importance of proper nourishment for their babies 
and themselves while pregnant or nursing. The mothers 
and children in this room are recipients of the fortified 
porridge made by Africa Improved Foods and distributed 
by the Government of Rwanda to scale up nutrition efforts 
and combat stunting in the country. 
TEXT: MICHÈLE BODMER / PHOTOS: EHRIN MACKSEY
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Amar Ali, CEO of AIF, in the company warehouse. AIF produces 16 million metric tons of relief food for the World Food Programme each year. 

he mothers have brought their babies to 
be weighed and measured to assess their 
development progress. When they come 

for a check-up, they take part in a lesson and then 

also learned to prepare in similar classes. The 

of the Rwandan Ministry of Health’s Thousand 
Days program to address the effects of malnutri-

development from conception to age two. 

Finding lasting solutions
The young women keenly listen as a nurse describes 
how to prevent malnutrition in their babies and 
themselves. Nourish your own body properly during 
pregnancy, breastfeed for at least two years, and 
when your infant is six months old, begin to supple-

government. It is made by Africa Improved Foods 
(AIF). The majority of the women here are among 

-

cation, making them especially vulnerable to malnu-

threat in Rwanda. The government has partnered 

Despite ongoing efforts, nearly 37 percent of chil-

Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis report. 
Stunting is one consequence of under-nutrition, 

-
cantly less than the average for their age. However, 
the complexities of stunting extend far beyond 
impaired growth to include poor cognitive and 
organ development, weakened immune systems, 

T “The world needs smallholder 
farmers. AIF can do its part by making 

rural livelihoods more sustainable.”
Amar Ali, CEO of Africa Improved Foods 



diagram #177

FOCUS / Africa Improved Foods

39

AIF produces its commercial Nootri range cereals for mothers and infants.

and nutrition-related chronic diseases in adult-
hood. Though the numbers have improved from 

there is still much to be done, primarily in rural 

percent compared to 27 percent in urban areas. 

While the statistics are daunting, stunting can be 

-

have stunting problems where their height did not 
match their age,” says Jacqueline Urures, head of 

take some time to accurately evaluate, but we can 
already say that three of them are now in the correct 
height-age range. We also see that well-nourished 
children have more energy.” 

AIF’s mission is curbing malnutrition not only in 
Rwanda but across sub-Saharan Africa, which has 
been heavily impacted by famine in recent years. 

The famine is fueled by the worst El Niño event on 
record. While achieving its mission, AIF is also 
working to develop a truly sustainable food value 
chain in Rwanda that it hopes to extend to other 

are happy to be providing relief foods and foods to 
address malnutrition, but more needs to be done. 
Our premise is to support African countries so they 
reach a level where they no longer need international 
support and can be economically self-sustaining 

mill operators, who required training to learn to 
effectively and safely operate the high-end Bühler-

Zone. The factory has a production capacity of 

for the products we produce is extremely high con-
sidering the famine in East Africa,” Ali explains. 

cause we wanted a reputable company that knows 
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how to build in Africa and in challenging environ-
ments without compromising quality and that 
will be with us through all the challenges. There 
have been many challenges, and Bühler has been 
there as a partner throughout. One of the chal-

Bühler did that as well, training our people on their 
equipment in Nairobi.”

-

not only customers. They are also members of the 
AIF public-private joint venture, along with Royal 
DSM (the project initiator), the International 

achieve our mission without the support of the 
Rwandan government, which is a shareholder, cus-

Bühler’s involvement in what would become AIF began in 2009, when 

Peter Boehni, Head of the Bühler Innovation Satellite at the Swiss 

Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne, heard about a DSM 

project that would address malnutrition in Africa with a factory in 

DSM’s goals of wanting to create a more sustainable food industry 

to feed the growing global population and address malnutrition,” 

says Boehni. The project was aptly named “Life.” Though technical 

discussions with the Bühler team, DSM, and consortium initiator 

CHAI (Clinton Health Access Initiative) began in 2013, Project Life 

established and the decision was made to build a plant in Kigali, 

2015,” says Bühler’s Theodor Sutter, Key Account Manager for the 

project. By December 2016, the plant was fully productive.”

Engineering  
Customer Success
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Bühler Service Engineer Alex Ndachi is often on-site to train AIF technicians in the maintenance of machinery.

is our biggest customer. They enable us to build 
scale and make our products more affordable, and 
their stringent quality standards give us the oppor-
tunity to improve overall standards of production 
in the country. Together, we sustainably catalyze 
the ecosystem around us with this economic devel-
opment model.”

By sourcing the maize and soy for their porridges 
-

ting out the intermediaries, and paying them at the 
point of pickup, the company is supporting the gov-
ernment’s plans to spur agricultural transforma-
tion. Agriculture currently contributes to about 33 

-
tics. It plans to increase this. 

living from agriculture. One of them is farmer 
Vestine Akmanizanye. On her own, the widow can-
not handle the planting and harvesting of her 

Thankfully, she doesn’t have to. She’s a member of 
-

-

Thacien Hakizimana, interprets her words into 

We work in harmony to help one another,” she says.

meters of land. The majority of them lack access to 
modern methods of harvesting, processing, and 
storage. This is where AIF comes in. The consor-
tium collects the maize shortly after harvest and 
transports it directly to its facilities, where the 
moisture content is maintained to acceptable levels. 

-
try’s Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Resources.

The farmers in the AIF cooperatives are paid at 
the moment of pickup, an unusual but effective 
practice. Raising the income of local farmers by 
sourcing crops directly improves their livelihoods 

in the cooperative and have access to good seeds 
and fertilizer. Without the middlemen, I get a good 
price for my crop,” says Akmanizanye.
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“AIF’s partnerships  
with the cooperatives  
create financial 
inclusion. This is a  
big achievement.”
Yassin Iyamuremye,
Director General of Corporate Services for the  
Rwandan Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Resources
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Just three years ago the government was struggling 
-

duced by smallholder farmers, but it now faces a 

-
egy to ensure the raw materials continue to remain 
available to them. We need to put a system in place 
to mitigate drought impact and resilience against 
climate change, and irrigation systems are a big 
part of this.” 

-
-

tives can make a difference, not only in the lives of 
individual farmers. They also help the government 

their successful ‘teach my neighbor’ approach.”

Rulindo district, applied for this voluntary position 
to help fellow farmers actively exchange knowledge. 
He is respected and viewed as a role model by his 

support my government with the sustainable devel-

have learned from the challenge of drought, we are 
elevating the quality of our harvests, and we are 

from our partnership with AIF.”
The investment into the cooperatives has a 

greater purpose than meeting AIF’s production 

the developing world. They have an essential role to 
play in food security, and with this in mind, we are 

to take over the smallholder farms of their parents,” 

farms haven’t paid off in the past. We are trying to 
solve this because it is part of a bigger picture. 
Africa’s population is projected to grow at about 

need food and jobs, and the world needs smallholder 
farmers to meet its nutrition needs. AIF can do its 
part by making rural livelihoods more sustainable.”

“I am grateful to be in 
the cooperative and 
have access to good 
seeds and fertilizer. 
Without the middle-
men, I get a good price 
for my crop.”
Vestine Akmanizanye, Smallholder 
farmer and cooperative member
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