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projects and 
socio-economic 
development



The Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) is a group 
of international, private non-denominational develop-
ment agencies and institutions that seek to empower 

communities and individuals in order to improve living con-
ditions and opportunities, usually working with poor people 
in resource-poor areas. The network is headed by His High-
ness the Aga Khan, who is the 49th hereditary Imam of the 
Shia Imami Ismaili Muslims and a direct descendent of the 
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

The quote below from His Highness the Aga Khan empha-
sizes the need for providing opportunities and improving the 
livelihoods of the less fortunate in society:

There are those who enter the world in such poverty that they 
are deprived of both the means and the motivation to improve 
their lot. Unless they can be touched with the spark which ig-
nites the spirit of individual enterprise and determination, they 
will only sink into apathy, degradation and despair. It is for us, 
who are more fortunate, to provide that spark.1

AKDN has three focus areas, namely economic, social, 
and cultural, and is organized accordingly. The economic arm 
of the network, the Aga Khan Fund for Economic Develop-
ment (AKFED), focuses on developing economically-viable 

1 From a speech delivered at the inauguration of The Aga Khan Baug housing 
project in Versoya, India on January 17, 1983. The full text of the speech is 
available at: ismaili.net/speech/s830117.html, accessed June 2010. 

entities that address activities such as financial services, 
tourism, media services, aviation, and industrial production. 
These activities are all for-profit and are intended to have 
major positive impacts on the socio-economic development 
of the regions in which they operate.

AKFED often works in collaboration with local and inter-
national development partners to create and operate compa-
nies that provide goods and services essential to economic 
development. These range from banking to electric-power 
generation, agricultural processing to hotels, and airlines to 
telecommunications. AKFED also works with governments to 
help create enabling legal and fiscal structures that encour-
age private-sector growth.

Industrial Promotion Services (IPS) is AKFED’s industrial 
activity arm. It was established in the early 1960s with the 
objective of promoting socio-economic development by en-
couraging and expanding private enterprise. The projects un-
dertaken are continuously reviewed, and their approaches 
are adjusted according to changing social developmental 
needs and economic environments. IPS operates today in 
Sub-Saharan Africa as well as in Central and South Asia, and 
is involved in manufacturing, agro-processing, and infra-
structure projects.

In East Africa, IPS operates in various sectors including 
agro-industrial processing, printing and packaging, special-
ized textiles, pharmaceuticals, and infrastructure. It employs 
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over 8,000 people of whom over fifty percent are women. It 
also generates foreign exchange of over seventy million US 
dollars and works directly with over 65,000 small-scale rural 
farmers, thus directly impacting the lives of over 500,000 
people.

IPS’s approach in implementing projects is unique as it 
responds to the socio-economic developmental needs of the 
country / region in which it operates through self-sustaining 
commercial ventures that often are considered unattractive 
or high-risk to traditional investors. In addition to having the 
desired social development impact, the projects are expected 
to be economically sustainable in the long term and to with-
stand the highest scrutiny of international standards on is-
sues including environmental impact, health and safety, and 
human resource management. This approach is reflected in 
all the projects undertaken and in every sector. The success-
ful implementation of projects in developing economies re-
quires thought processes and solutions that take into ac-
count the settings in which the projects are located. The fol-
lowing examples illustrate the IPS approach as explained 
above:

Frigoken Ltd.
When this project was set up in 1989, the Kenyan horticul-
ture industry was exporting vegetables in the form of fresh 
produce, with exporters essentially procuring their needs 
from farmers via brokers. The industry at the time was limit-
ed to exporting produce to Europe during the winter months, 
i.e. from October to April, even though the crops could grow 
year-round in Kenya. Thus, there was an opportunity for IPS 
to create a year-round value-added product through indus-
trial processing. This was achieved by supplying unique, 
hand-arranged canned products. It created a significant mar-
keting point of difference that both enhanced as well as sta-
bilized the value of the produce, which otherwise would de-
crease in price during periods of low demand, as with the 
summer months.

The operation was initially housed in existing premises 
adopted and adapted to meet global standards. However, as 
industry standards evolved to include more stringent re-
quirements, a custom-built facility was constructed incor-
porating the highest global standards for vegetable process-
ing, but that nonetheless remained labor intensive to ac-
commodate employment needs. The factory was equipped 
with appropriate technologies while incorporating numer-
ous locally-available solutions for its operations such as 

manually snipping the produce and packing it in an orderly 
fashion by hand instead of machines. The building design 
and manufacturing process also incorporated natural light 
and ventilation, along with water-recycling and energy-
conservation measures. Today, Frigoken is East Africa’s larg-
est exporter of processed vegetables and is viewed by the 
European market as the industry benchmark for the products 
it processes and exports.

Leather Industries of Kenya
This project was set up in the mid-1980s, at a time when 
even the possibility of high-quality finished leather process-
ing in Africa was unheard of. Leather from Africa was sold ei-
ther raw or semi-processed. IPS identified opportunities re-
lating to enhanced value addition, better returns to farmers, 
and high-export potential that would generate much-need-
ed foreign exchange earnings. A fully-integrated tannery 
with the capability of processing hides and skins to high-
quality finished leather was set up. This involved construct-
ing a state-of-the-art leather tannery specifically designed 
to handle the tanning process with a view for an optimal use 
of resources such as water and energy.

A major challenge for any leather tanning industry is ef-
fluent management. The tannery accordingly incorporates a 
highly-efficient effluent treatment process using appropriate 
yet simple technologies instead of the default, difficult-to-
maintain and expensive machine solutions that would have 
threatened the project’s viability. For example, it uses gravity 
flow rather than mechanical pumping for moving effluence, 
thus taking advantage of the site’s natural slope. Large aera-
tion ponds also are employed since adequate land was avail-
able. In addition, the tannery was built away from any major 
residential areas. Part of it in fact had been used before as an 
unofficial rubbish dumpsite. The project was carried out at a 
time when effluent treatment in tanneries was uncommon 
owing to the significant costs involved globally, and particu-
larly in the developing world. The quality of effluent coming 
out of this treatment system far exceeds normal global stan-
dards, and is even significantly cleaner than the river into 
which it is discharged.

Alltex EPZ Ltd.
In 2000, new opportunities came into being through a pref-
erential trading facility set up by the United States govern-
ment under the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), 
which created a unique opportunity in the highly-competi-
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tive global textile sector by allowing duty-free and quota-
free access to the US market. Kenya has a large population of 
trainable, unemployed persons, many of whom are women. 
IPS was attracted to the potential of developing a fully-inte-
grated textile industry, which incorporates processes from 
cotton growing to garment making, as an avenue to creating 
significant employment opportunities. IPS opted to set up 
garment manufacturing as a starting point, with a view to ul-
timate backward integration.

While IPS was not alone in making this move, it made a 
conscious decision to avoid the traditional sweatshop facto-
ry design, and set about creating a modern work environment 
utilizing a sixty-meter single-span structure, which at that 
time was the largest factory structure in Kenya. This created 
a light, airy work-enabling environment. In addition, a cus-
tom-built crèche facility was added to the complex to allow 
the high proportion of women employees to continue work-
ing in the secure knowledge that their children were being 
cared for safely. Such an initiative was largely unheard of in 
Africa and in many competing locations elsewhere in the 
world.

Today, Alltex competitively supplies well-known brands 
of specialized textiles including Dockers and IZOD, while 
maintaining high global environmental and social standards.

Allfruits EPZ Ltd. (a passion fruit processing factory)
Agriculture remains the most important economic activity in 
Kenya although less than eight percent of the land is used for 
crop and feed production. Moreover, less than twenty per-
cent of the country is suitable for cultivation. Twelve percent 
of the country’s area is classified as high-potential (adequate 
rainfall) agricultural land and about eight percent as medi-
um-potential land. The rest is arid or semiarid. Still, about 
eighty percent of the country’s workforce engages in agricul-
ture or food processing. Farming in Kenya is typically carried 
out by small-scale rural farmers who usually cultivate no 
more than two hectares of land using basic farming technol-
ogy. These small farms, operated by about three million farm-
ing families, account for seventy-five percent of the coun-
try’s total agricultural production.

IPS is currently implementing new agro-industrial proj-
ects in the underdeveloped parts of Kenya’s coastal region. 
Although known for its idyllic beaches and high-quality tour-
ist hotels, it also has some of the country’s highest poverty 
levels. The tourism industry largely bypasses the majority of 
the region’s population, which is far removed from the imme-

diate locality of tourism establishments and resides in more 
remote and inaccessible areas.

In line with AKDN’s vision, IPS set out to provide econom-
ic opportunities to the mainly subsistence-level, rural, coast-
al population. Many past initiatives by NGOs in the area have 
failed to fulfill sustainable economic solutions despite their 
best efforts. IPS worked on identifying an appropriate activi-
ty that is based on its strategy of incorporating long-term 
economic sustainability while also addressing the communi-
ty’s social development needs.

Various experiments have shown that growing passion 
fruit as a commercial crop would be suited to the coastal re-
gion’s climate. Passion fruit is conventionally cultivated on 
large plantations where the plants are grown against wires 
and poles, requiring high capital investment (fig. 1).

The farmers of the Kenyan coast are small-scale rural 
farmers with very small holdings and limited or no capital re-
sources. An original approach to passion fruit growing ac-
cordingly was developed. This approach recognized environ-
mental and economic realities, but also allowed small-scale 
farmers to grow the crop without capital investment.

The solution was to utilize existing structures and bushes 
around the simple homesteads, or plant fast-growing shrubs 
suited to the local environment on which the passion fruit 
vines could climb. The fast-growing shrubs not only provide 
support for the passion vines, but also provide a source of 
firewood, the only form of energy used for cooking in these 
rural communities. This arrangement has also allowed the 
farmers to develop social spaces in and around their homes 
where everyday activities can take place under the shade 
that the passion vines create (fig. 2).

Fig. 1: A conventional large-scale passion fruit growing plantation.
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With this new-found ability to grow passion vines on 
small farms, the need arose to develop a facility that would 
process the passion fruit in juice and concentrate forms, for 
which global market demand exists. A plan is in place to de-
velop and implement a state-of-the-art processing factory. 
Supplying the factory with the necessary quantity of fruit 
will require the participation of over 30,000 small-scale 
farmers in the coastal area, bringing much-needed employ-
ment and income to many households and positively impact-
ing the lives of over 250,000 people.

Processing passion fruit requires specialized equipment 
that is readily available and a plant could be sited anywhere 
in Kenya. However, in line with the development principles of 
IPS and AKDN, it was decided to site the factory in the town 
of Malindi, which is close to the passion fruit growing areas. 
The town has practically no industrial activity and is very re-
liant on the tourist trade. It is hoped that the project will pro-
vide employment opportunities for the local population, 
which suffers from very high unemployment rates, particu-
larly among the youth. It is also hoped that over time this de-
velopment will act as a catalyst for new industrial ventures 
by other investors.

Malindi is a small town with a population of 119,000 
people (1999 census) and a diverse history. It was one of the 
first places visited by Arab traders in the 12th century, was a 
port of call for Vasco de Gama in 1498, and has evolved in 
the 20th century as a retirement community destination for 
European nationals. The local indigenous inhabitants are de-
scended from African and Arab traders. Islam is the primary 

religion and Swahili is the primary language.
The town has no local architectural style, and the main 

buildings are tourist hotels and mosques. The other town 
buildings are largely functional in their designs (fig. 3). Its 
only examples of historical architecture are those of the 
Swahili settlement of Gedi, which was a thriving community 
along East Africa’s jungle coast with a population estimated 
in excess of 2,500 people during the 13th and 14th centuries 
(fig. 4).

While the main town enjoys basic services (electricity, 
water, and sewage systems), only electricity is available at its 
extremities, which is where the factory will be sited. The pro-
cessing plant has no special needs other than to be housed in 
a weatherproof, hygienic environment, but the design of the 
factory does offer many other design challenges.

The factory is located in a region of fairly constantly 
warm temperatures (30C-38C) with high humidity. The pri-
mary aim is to develop a design that blends with the locality 
and adapts to local conditions.2 The factory design accord-
ingly needs to address the following issues:

- Exploring the economic viability of using photovoltaic 
panels for generating electricity and solar panels for water 
heating.

- Exploring the possibility of utilizing wind power for 
generating electricity.

- Incorporating natural light without creating heat traps.
- Emphasizing the use of natural ventilation by incorpo-

rating courtyards and open pre-preparation areas as well as 
providing the main processing rooms with high ceilings, 
which encourages the upward flow of warm air.

- Incorporating ventilation slots in the exterior walls 
while ensuring that mosquitoes are not able to enter.

- Maintaining as many of the pre-existing trees on the 
site as possible, which include coconut and mango trees.

- Addressing the issues above while adhering to the high-
est global standards regarding food safety and hygiene as 
well as environmental concerns, and ensuring that the facto-
ry environment is secure from vermin and insects.

The processing of passion fruit into juice will produce a 
large quantity of bio-waste and liquid effluent. This will have 
to be managed in a manner that ensures there is no adverse 
impact on the environment. Moreover, at full output, the bio-

2 Editor’s note: IPS commissioned Hashim Sarkis, Architecture, Landscape, and 
Urban Design, in collaboration with Han Tümertekin, to develop a design for 
this factory. For an overview of the design, see Hashim Sarkis’ chapter in this 
publication, “Working grounds: Four agro-industrial projects.”

Fig. 2: Innovative passion fruit growing by small-scale farmers.
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Fig. 3: Malindi (clockwise from upper left): a mosque, hotel, residential huts, and main street.

Fig. 4: Gedi, remains from 13th and 14th-century settlements.
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waste will comprise approximately sixty percent of the 
weight of the processed passion fruit. This could amount up 
to 100 tons of bio-waste per day.

A sustainable solution for this amount of bio-waste and 
liquid effluent needs to be found. Possibilities include the fol-
lowing:

- Generating energy and electricity using a biomass boiler.
- Carrying out semi-processing activities in the farming 

areas.
Semi-processing would create additional opportunities 

for value addition in rural areas. Liquor would be scooped 
from the fruit using local labor, and the liquor as well as 
seeds would then be chilled while awaiting transportation to 
the factory. Local farmers could use the discarded skins for 
composting, as animal feed, and as fuel for cooking. This 

would also help preserve the limited number of trees in the 
area, which currently are used as firewood, and provide the 
main source of fuel. The semi-processing would be carried 
out in appropriately-designed structures that meet industry 
requirements and are acceptable by discerning global buyers.

- The wastewater effluent needs to be treated through 
aerobic and anaerobic methods that reuse the wastewater in 
the manufacturing process wherever possible. There also is a 
need to ensure that the final discharge after the effluent has 
been treated conforms to the highest hygienic and environ-
mental standards.

- An opportunity will also be created for small and medi-
um enterprises (SMEs) to produce briquettes from the solid 
biomass that would be used as fuel to meet the cooking and 
general energy needs of the local community.




