Ndera Coffee Washing Station, Rwanda
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The Ndera Coffee Washing Station is the realisation of a dream for Alfred Nkubili. Raised on the coffee plantation that his father built in 1965, the profits raised from 200 coffee bushes enabled his family to put a roof on their small house and then make a livelihood until the 1990s. 

The wars of 1990 and 1994 diminished hopes of a life built around coffee, which Alfred and his family had believed would be their future. 

After the wars, Albert was able to revitalise the original 200-bush farm into a family owned business of over 48,000 hectares. 

These coffee bushes provide some of the raw material for Migongo Coffee Washing Station, which Alfred built 22km from his childhood home in 2003. In total, Alfred has established and now owns six washing stations in Rwanda.

Alfred’s story is closely interwoven with that of the growth of the Rwandan coffee industry. 

Bourbon Arabica coffee has been grown in Rwanda and sold on the international market since the early 1900s. In 1998, in response to diminishing returns resulting from global oversupply, the Government of Rwanda recognised that the viability of smallholder production depended on transforming the coffee industry into a producer of premium quality, fully washed Arabica. 

The Government, with the support of Rwandan private sector operators, farmer co-operatives and major donors such as USAID, the European Union, the World Bank and the International Fund for Agricultural Development, developed a detailed medium-term plan to transform the industry. 

Key tenets of the plan include: the creation of private and co-operatively owned coffee washing station; the replacement of older coffee trees; the improvement of production techniques; better access to financing and the promotion of Rwandan coffee washing station construction, water supply and energy sources.

In just five years, Rwanda has seen phenomenal growth in the coffee industry. From zero processing plants in 2000, there are now more than 70 washing stations exporting a complete product estimated at 2,500 tons for 2006. While Rwandan coffee once garnered 10-15% below average market price, it now earns solid market prices as a speciality high-quality variety.

The industry response has been exceptional. Green Mountain Coffee Roasters recently introduced a line of ‘Special Reserve’ coffees, the first of which was the Rwandan Karaba Bourbon; it sold out within days of going on the market. Starting in mid-March 2006, Starbucks showcased a Rwandan coffee - Blue Bourbon - for two months in its ‘Black Apron Exclusives’ line, a category of coffee reserved for the ‘best of the best’ coffees, in 5,000 retail outlets across the United States. 

Thousand Hills Coffee Company (established in 2004), sells Rwandan coffee exclusively and aims to support social initiatives, such as schools and community centres. After these early successes, the Government of Rwanda plan calls for the establishment of 240 washing stations in the country in 2010, producing some 44,000 tonnes of fully washed coffee and involving 1.5 million Rwandans.

Today, some 430,000 families produce coffee in Rwanda for whom an expanded, competitive coffee market has already made a perceptible difference in economic development and livelihood. 

Micro-credit banking services and small businesses are emerging near washing stations, and primary school enrolment has increased as heads of households are better able to meet school fees. 

These additional revenues are particularly important as many Rwandan coffee farmers have been widowed or orphaned by the genocide and the AIDS pandemic. 
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