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Ice-Cold Innovation to Reduce Postharvest Losses

USAID

Student researcher Nancy Kemunto (left) is awarded a $100,000 Feed the Future grant by Karen L. Freeman, USAID Mission
Director in Kenya, and Industrialization and Enterprise Development Principal Secretary Dr. Wilson Songa

The adage “waste not, want not” is University of Nairbori horticultural researcher Dr. Jane Ambuko’s vision for her own
country and for Africa, where the equivalent of four billion dollars worth of food is lost annually due to inefficiencies across
the agricultural value chain after crops are harvested, according to a study by the Alliance for a Green Revolution in
Africa. This kind of food waste is referred to as “postharvest loss”, and has many causes ranging from poor infrastructure for
transporting agricultural goods to improper or outdated food storage practices.

“Postharvest losses in Kenya can range from 10 to 50 percent, depending on the type of produce,” says Ambuko. “Cold
storage can preserve produce for at least two weeks compared to two days for highly perishable fruits and vegetables
exposed to room temperature. However, mechanical refrigeration technologies are generally out of reach for many
smallholder farmers.” Many are forced to sell their commodities immediately, often at very low prices.

Ambuko hopes to change that. With support from a Feed the Future innovation program that combines financial and
technical assistance, she is piloting a project to introduce smallholder horticultural farmers to a low-cost cold-storage option
called the CoolBot system, which uses a standard domestic air conditioner equipped with a control mechanism to maintain a
room at the desired low temperature depending on the produce being stored. The system costs about $2,000-3,000 – less
than half of what a commercial cold store of the same dimension is typically sold for.

“This technology has been successfully introduced in Bangladesh, India and the United States, and we want our farmers to
benefit from it too,” says Ambuko. “We are installing CoolBot cold rooms in three locations and have recruited about 600
farmers – more than half of whom are women – to test them.” If all goes well during the project’s initial proof-of-concept
phase, Ambuko plans to seek additional grant funding to expand the project’s reach and impact.

Ambuko is applying best practices learned through a two-year, online training of trainers in postharvest technology by the
Postharvest Education Foundation and the University of California, Davis under the Feed the Future Innovation Lab
for Collaborative Research on Horticulture, supported by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID).

She is also one of 390 outstanding women agricultural scientists from 11 African countries who have won prestigious
fellowships from African Women in Agricultural Research and Development (AWARD). Funded by the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation and USAID under Feed the Future, AWARD fellowships are granted on the basis of each scientist’s
intellectual merit, leadership capacity and the potential of her work to improve the livelihoods of African smallholder farmers.
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According to an AWARD study, the majority of those who produce, process and market Africa’s food are women, but only one
in four agricultural researchers is female. Even fewer – one in seven – hold leadership positions in African agricultural
research institutions. In order for African agriculture to reach its potential, it is critical to cultivate a new generation of African
leaders in food and agriculture, including technically competent, confident and influential women.

AWARD’s direct investment in women scientists has already demonstrated impressive returns: for example, initial data from
the program’s first two cohorts reveals that more than half of fellowship recipients have been promoted in their workplaces
and 87 percent improved their scientific skills and access to resources, contributing to a more than twofold increase in their
annual publication rates in peer-reviewed journals. At least 80 percent are involved in the development of new
methodologies or technologies, many of which have the potential to impact smallholder farmers. 

Ambuko credits an AWARD course that honed her proposal-writing skills with helping her and her colleagues land the
$100,000 grant to pilot the CoolBot system in agricultural communities. The project includes researchers and innovators from
multiple institutions, including the Kenyan Agricultural Research Institute, the University of Nairobi, Jomo Kenyatta University
of Agriculture and Technology, and the University of California, Davis.

“Reduced postharvest losses mean better food security and nutrition for farming families in Kenya,” says Ambuko. “I am
passionate about doing my part to make this happen.”

This article was submitted by AWARD Communications Manager Karen Homer. 
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