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Historically, air freight
has been the dominant
mode of transport for
horticultural products

Kenya's horticulture industry is cru-
cial to the nation's economy, with
exports accounting for a significant
portion of the sector's revenue and
millions of people depend on these
exports for their livelihoods. In 2022,
the industry contributed about $1.1
billion to exports. Flowers made up
nearly 52 percent of exports by weight
and 70 percent by value, while fruits
accounted for 29 percent by weight
and around 12 percent by value. The
remaining exports were vegetables.

Historically, air freight has been
the dominant mode of transport for

* horticultural products. However, the

urgent need to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and the rising costs of air
freight have led to a growing need to
look for an alternative and more sus-
tainable mode of transport, which
lead to the wish to transition to sea
freight for horticultural exports.
Besides internationally agreed
steps to mitigate climate change, this
shift is fueled by changing opinions
by European consumers who want to

Big shift

inmoving

horticulture exports
from air to sea freight
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Kenya Airways planes at the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. FILE

buy more sustainable produce.

A clear economic need for this
shift exists. The private sector sees
this transition from air to sea freight
for horticulture exports at the same
time as an opportunity to create a
more sustainable, cost-effective, and
competitive industry.

Kenya’s most important competi-
tor in the flower industry, Columbia,
already ships 15 percent of its exports
by sea. This interest was evident at
the 2022 Kenyan International Flower
Trade Exhibition (IFTEX), where the
industry announced its ambition to
ship 50 percent of all flower exports
from Kenya by sea.

Recognizing the long-term bene-
fits of transitioning to sea freight is
essential for the private sector. First-
ly, ships produce fewer emissions,
with studies indicating that the CO2
emitted per tonne-kilometer for sea
freight is about 80 percent less than

for air freight. Moreover, innovation
in cleaner propulsion of ships is hap-
pening at a much faster pace than in
the aviation industry.

Large and for Kenya important
shipping lines like Maersk have al-
ready ordered their first hydrogen
propelled ships, while CAM CGM
already using low carbon emission
container. This will have a massive
impact on CO2 emission and hybrid
ships are also already in use. This
developed will be further promoted
through future EU legislation that re-
quiresacutin emissions of 80 percent
inthe coming decades. Transitioning
to sea freight will not only make the
industry greener but also boost its
reputation among environmental-
ly conscious consumers and buyers.

Secondly, sea freight is consider-
ably cheaper than airfreight. As fuel
prices rise and economic uncertain-
ties loom, cost-effective solutions are

crucial for businesses. By adopting
sea freight, horticultural exporters
can reduce transportation costs, re-
invest in their businesses, and po-
tentially improve product quality,
increase production capacity, and
expand export markets.

Sea freight also allows Kenyan
flowers, fruits and vegetables to reach
new markets in Asia, Australia, and
the United States, where air transport
links are underdeveloped.

Challenges surrounding sea
freight transportation include the
lack of delineated processes for
fresh produce at the Mombasa port
or electrical points on the SGR, the ab-
sence of direct shipments to Western
Europe, and the high costs of reefer
containers, but also processes in
farms that need to be adapted.

Strengthening collaboration be-
tween the government, industry
players, and international partners
istherefore essential to encourage sea
freight usage for exporting horticul-
ture produce. To address these chal-
lenges, the private sector is working
with the Governments of the Nether-
lands and Denmark and the European
Union to create the proper inclusive
approach and actions together with
the relevant Kenyan Governmental
ministries and agencies to make this
ambition of making sea freight a sig-
nificant proportion of export logis-
tics happen.

Maarten Brouwer is the Ambassador of
the Netherlands to Kenya.
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LAST WORD.

“So the problem is not so
much to see what nobody
has yet seen, as to think
what nobody has yet
thought concerning that
which everybody sees.”

Arthur Schopenhauer,
GERMAN PHILOSOPHER
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saint (8)
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