
Atuhaire: The 
oung executive 
ehind Uganda’s 

vanilla push 
In an industry long defined by price volatility, theft 

and middlemen dominance, 30-year-old agri 
business executive Melindar Atuhaire is building 
systems designed to protect smallholder vanilla 

farmers while positioning Uganda as a competitive 
producer of premium natural vanilla. 

2016 to more than 600 metric tonnes 
22 SEORAERATONGOLE ? last year, according to the Ministry of : 

he moming mist still hangs low : Agriculture. Animal Industry and Fish: 
over the vanilla vines of Nam- : enes 
akandwa Village in Kayunga Dis- | _Yet beneath those figures lies fral: 
trict when Melindar Atuhaire : ity. Global vanilla prices have swung 

slows her pace. She bends gently, run- : dramatically over two decades from 
ning her fingers along amaturing green : highs of Shs300,000 per Kilogramme in 
pod.inspectingits firmness and length,  2007t0 today s Shs15,000-20 000 range. 
smallindicators that determine wheth- : Theft remains rampant Middlemen of- 
eritwill meet theexacting standandsof © ten pay late,or less than promised. In 
buyersin Europe and Asia. Around her, | formal cash transactions dominate 
farmers move quietly between climb- | muchof thetrade. 
ing vines supported by shade trees. : When Enimiro was founded in 2019, 

flower must be hand-pollinated. : it set out to challenge that instability by 
Each pod takes months of patient tend-  building long-term partnerships with 
ing Thereare noshorteuts.  farmers. Today the company works 
For Atuhaire, this is where Uganda's | with more than 4,500 smallholders 

export ambitions truly begin. Not in : across 21 districts including Kayunga, 
trade negotiations or conference halls, : Bundibugyo, Kasese, Mbale and Rakai. 
butinthe disciplined routinesof small- ;- Under Atuhaire’s operational leader- 

Atjust 30,she serves as chief operat- : tems, transparent weighing processes 
ing officer of Enimiro Products,one of : and digital payments made within 24 
Uganda’s emerging vanilla exporters : 1072 hours. 
‘workingtostabilise one of thecountry’s | “Timely payment is the foundation 
most volatile yet promising agricultur- : of trustIf farmers cannot rely on when 
al commodities. Her mission is to re-  they will be paid, everything else col 
place informality with structure,spec- © lapsesshesays. 
ulation with transparency and uncer- 
tainty with predictable incomes. 

Growingupwiththecrop 
Vanilla is not new to Atuhaire. She 

Few Up in a farming family where the 
‘cropwasboth opportunity and anxiety. § 
“Growingup in avanillafarming fam- 

income. 
He has since expanded his vanilla gar- 
len and manages household expenses 

‘with greater confidence. § 
“Now when 1 deliver my vanilla, [ 

goesintoit, but youalso see how vul 
nersble farmers are to price swings ant 
exploitation; she says. ¢ . o 
After earning a Bachelor's degree in know exactly what I wil earn an¢ 
Business Computing from Makerere then 1 will e it Bbosa says. I 
University Business School 1n Naka-  vines or managing hiousehold ‘can plan for my family andiinvest in in- 

expenses required guess- 
‘work. 
“It was difficult to 
Jnow what you had tru- 

Kampala's corporate technology track 
or return to agriculture. She chose the 
latter. 

and waited” 
‘That uncertainty ended when 
nimiro rolled out its struc- 

WHY THIS MATTERS 

At30, Atuhaireis botting that dis- 
ciplinod structures, rather than 
market speculation, will define 
Uganda's next chapter invanil- 
laexports. Inthe steady climb of 
‘eachvine, she sees ametaphor for 
thaindustry she hopes to shape 
—rooted deeplyinlocal sol, yet 
reachingconfidently toward glo- 
balmarkets. 
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The breakthrough cam- 
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‘eirownplanning” £ pay farmers promptly whi| 
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chal o ¢ cause of its high value, premature har- ; even during slow byer ¢y - t vesting and nighttime theRt are com- | Ina sector often trappect 1 . - 
ity dueto financing con: 
‘quidity is transformative. 

Leadershiptested 

‘Through extension support and struc- imiro has been rapid: Pro) 
{uredpurhasing Enimiobachelped | erin 2022, Operations Mar inves encing : and Chief Operating Offce i P i g \Chief Opersing ftice- 

guidance from agronomists, farmers : Relocating from Kampala t 
are transforming previously idle bush : to oversee operations ful 
intoproductive fields. emotionally taxing Leav 
“Farm security and income security | miliar networks brought 

gohand in hand. If a farmer feels un- : doubt. 
safe,they cannotscale”Atuhairesays. :  *Iquestioned whether 
Vanilla cultivation is precise. Too : right decision,”she admits. 

‘much shade reduces yield; too little : you start seeing structure« 
jamages vines.“Vanilla loves shade, ; reaching farmers on time, v 
butifthere s toomuch,it won'tyield.It : their output rising, that gives 
‘needs balance™ viction™ 
‘The company employs 39 agrono- 

‘mists among its 72 permanent staff, of- 
fering field training on soil conserva- ; “Realimpactis not drama: 
tion techniques such as trenchingand ; ondaily discipline; shesays. 
‘mulching, as well as water manage-  _As a young woman in agribu- 
‘ment and shading optimisation. leadership, Atuhaire has en 
For Atuhaire, extension work is cen- : generational and gender bia 

In one industry board applic 
process, a leadership role was re- 
edto candidates above 35, de<p. 
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ities comply with HACCR,FSSCand HA- | sector. LAL sandare G . 
“Traceability is everything. Buyers : dwellingonit,I choseto focus on 

‘want to know exactly who grew the : urable results,"she says. 
vanilla, how it was grown :  Those results now include a rapi 

and whether it meets : expanding farmer base, stre: 
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benchmarks,” she | recognition, including th 
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Maintaining predicta- : 2024 award and the Biodiversi 

ble payments required : Ecosystems Protection Award it {1 
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