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Disclaimer

Designations in this publication do not suggest nor imply any opinion on the part of the 
African Development Bank Group concerning the legal status of any country or territory, nor 
the delimitation of its frontiers. 
The African Development Bank can not either be held responsible for errors, or any 
consequences arising from the use of information contained in this publication.
The views and opinions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect those of the African 
Development Bank.
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Solange Uwera is studying environmental chemistry. She wants to 
become one of Rwanda’s “great ladies, a great woman”. 

Women like Solange have never had a better opportunity to become 
just that. Her university, which has been funded through a project sup-
ported by the African Development Bank, reflects Rwanda’s aim of 
producing a generation of specialized and skilled mid- and high-level 
technicians capable of taking on the challenges of the 21st Century.

Solange’s story is a perfect illustration of how concrete and palpable 
our human development projects can be.

It also shows the multiplying effect of our projects, which are designed to create synergies and 
opportunities.

This book is about the impact of our projects on people, and how they are transforming lives. It is 
full of illustration, and testimony.

Based on true stories, this book describes some of  our efforts to  implement inclusive growth 
projects, a growth that creates opportunities for all.

This book is part of a four-part series, “For a Better Life”, which brings a vibrant and optimistic 
message on Africa’s prospects. From agriculture to human development, from water and sanitation 
to governance and financial and economic reforms, these books tell the stories of men and women 
who were able to take their destiny into their own hands.

These four areas — in which the African Development Bank’s active portfolio stands at about USD 
10 billion — play a crucial role in achieving its twin objectives of promoting inclusive growth and 
supporting the transition to green growth.

Good reading!

Aly Abou-Sabaa
Vice President

Agriculture, Water, Human Development, Governance and Natural Resources

Foreword
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In Africa, young people dominate the population. Young people account 
for more than 60% of a total African population of 1 billion people. Also, 
Africa’s population is set to more than double by 2050. By 2040, Africa 
will have the most abundant human resources, surpassing China and 
India.

Human capital is at the heart of the African Development Bank’s thinking 
and actions to make the most of Africa’s immense wealth.

This book tells the story of the men, women and children whose lives 
have been transformed as a result of human development projects 
financed by the African Development Bank (AfDB) in the areas of health, 
education and social inclusion.

One of our main areas of focus is skills development and innovation 
through better technology adaptation. We will spare no effort to solve 
the urgent problem of unemployment and underemployment suffered 
by Africa’s young people and women. To attain this objective, we will 
address the skills mismatch in the labour market and low productivity 
in the informal sector, which is a major if imperfect provider of jobs for 
young people and women. We are also strongly encouraging social 
entrepreneurship, private sector development and economic policies 
that promote job creation.

AfDB’s educational vision emphasizes the new opportunities offered 
by the private sector and ICTs. The provision of electronic and mobile 
learning and training will enable African youth to acquire skills that meet 
future labour market’s needs.

Furthermore, we are strengthening our efforts to accelerate and moder-
nize the transformation of technical and professional education to foster 
innovative entrepreneurship and productivity. This will enable the conti-
nent to better position itself in the value chains, especially in the agricul-
tural sector.

The African Development Bank is currently focusing its efforts on the 
development of critical skills in various economic sectors, in particular 
infrastructure and natural resource management for improved competi-

tiveness. It will develop science, technology, engineering and mathema-
tics skills. Furthermore, it will create regional knowledge and excellence 
networks to generate cross-border development and knowledge-sharing 
opportunities.

If our focus has been mainly on skills and technology, the 2011 Arab 
Spring and the recent crisis in Burkina Faso have brought to light the 
urgent need to create jobs for young people, improve social inclusion 
and establish safety nets. The continent’s population explosion coupled 
with the rise of an extremely well educated and connected young popu-
lation, will result in very high demand for social services. The population 
will increasingly ask for accountability and more fairness. That is why we 
have included among the pillars of our strategy two important dimen-
sions. The first is accountability through the strengthening of the partici-
pation of the voiceless, especially young people, women and margina-
lized groups in the delivery of social services. The second is the creation 
of inclusive systems to ensure the development and social advancement 
of the poor and vulnerable groups and their release from the poverty 
trap.

Generally, 40% to 60% of public expenditure is devoted to social sectors 
(education, health, social protection programmes). However, while AfDB 
governance programmes focus primarily on public finance management, 
we will henceforth dedicate ourselves more to governance aspects in 
education and health programmes.

This book will help you discover some of our financial inclusion pro-
grammes, ranging from support for young entrepreneurs through start-
up capital to the creation of the first IVY-League University.

 Agnès Soucat, Sunita Pitamber 
 Director, Ag. Director, 
 Human Development Department Human Development Department

PREFACE
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Healthcare costs in Morocco can still represent a heavy burden for households with records showing 

that, until a few years ago, less than half of all costs were being met by the state or health insurance. 

Access to health care in Morocco was limited by the poor coverage of social protection mechanisms. 

Under ten years ago just 32% of the population was insured either through compulsory health 

insurance or private insurance. Now, thanks to reforms in the care system and to RAMED, the new 

Medical Assistance Regime, officials say that this number has increased to 53%.

Reforming healthcare and protection is at the heart of the Kingdom’s social welfare policy with the  

emphasis on social inclusion. And, supported by the African Development Bank, these reforms are 

beginning to show good results, especially among the underprivileged and the most vulnerable 

members of society.
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HEALTH FOR ALL  

Morocco



12

An official adjusts the temperature for the servers at 

the offices of the National Fund for Social Security 

Agencies (CNOPS) that coordinates and operates 

insurance funds. A spokesman for CNOPS says it’s 

submerged by files and dossiers; almost 4.5 million in 

total, each represents an individual’s medical insurance 

file. Such organisations have been closely involved in 

the healthcare reforms and the RAMED card, which 

should also cut down on paperwork
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(Above) Morocco’s National Agency for Health Insurance 

is responsible for processing, analysing and distributing 

the new RAMED cards. These allow the poorer sections 

of society to access healthcare more rapidly and with 

less worry over medical fees and care costs. Much still 

needs to be done however, and the African Development 

Bank is providing long-term financing for healthcare and 

insurance reforms that are likely to stretch well into this 

decade.
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Lobna Karba, aged 32 and mother of two, checks 

in with reception at the Rabat public hospital 

she is visiting for treatment for her injured arm. 

Lobna is now a RAMED cardholder and says 

the administration “has set up a dedicated office 

to receive and guide cardholders to the various 

hospital departments”.
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Rabat: Outpatients at the city’s 

public hospital wait to see a doctor. 

Morocco’s health system needs 

considerable help, including 

encouraging more young people 

to become doctors. 

According to Health Ministry figures 

from the three countries, Morocco 

has one doctor per 1,600 inhabitants, 

compared with one for 800 people 

in Tunisia and one for 600 in Algeria.

15
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Rabat: Public Hospitals throughout Morocco were often poorly 

run, under-financed and insufficiently equipped. These patients 

will be amongst the estimated 8.5 million in Morocco health 

reforms aim to benefit, not least by cutting down on waiting 

times.
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Rabat: An elderly man talks with one of the doctors at the capital’s public hospital. 

The health system in Morocco’s towns and cities is slowly improving, but still needs 

expanding in rural areas.
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Lobna Karba has her arm 

X-rayed. It’s a relatively minor 

injury, she will be treated 

and her files processed 

rapidly through her medical 

insurance card. The card 

contains information doctors 

and administrators can see 

when processed through 

the hospital’s IT system.
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Rabat: Healthcare for all, young and 

old, is the ultimate aim of Morocco’s 

medical and care reforms. 

Between the African Development 

Bank and the European Union more 

than $220 million is being made 

available as loans to help the next 

phase in the country’s commitment 

to universal healthcare.
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Rabat: Two doctors inspect the X-ray taken of 

Lobna Karba’s arm (page 18) to see the extent 

of her injury. 

A senior doctor at the public hospital states, “Our 

concern is for the patients. The RAMED card 

means free access to care, access to complete 

care, there is no problem now for evaluations or 

additional examinations. It’s no longer based on 

the patient’s ability to pay, so it’s really a good 

thing for those who need treatment.”
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As in hospitals the world over, there is, 

unfortunately, never a lack of patients. 

Morocco’s hospitals have seen many 

improvements in the public health 

system over the past decade, including 

the extension of health insurance 

coverage to more than 6 million 

people and a huge drop in infant 

mortality. The safety net is gradually 

being spread wider.
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Rabat: Outside the CNSS offices. The social security 

system known as Caisse Nationale de Sécurité Sociale 

(CNSS) serves employees in the fields of agriculture, 

commerce, craftsmanship, fishery, forestry, liberal 

professions and industry. The RAMED card system 

now means more sectors of society, including the 

unemployed, will be covered by medical insurance.
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Inside the CNSS offices. 

Eventually all the pieces of the medical coverage reform 

programme jigsaw will come together. 

The programme has already provided coverage for 

around 4,285 people suffering from kidney failure, 

7,794 cataract surgeries and 83 specialised medical 

campaigns in 14 regions, according to data supplied 

by the ministry of health. 

The cost for the coverage provided exceeds 2.3 billion 

dirhams, or $280 million.
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In March 2014, 18 female students graduated, from the College of Science and Technology (CoST) 

of the University of Rwanda (UR), the former Kigali Institute of Science and Technology (KIST).

The 18 students were among the first 190 female recipients of the AfDB-supported Science and 

Technology, Skills Development Project.

Until 1994, the building used to be a military academy, located at the heart of the capital city. It 

was then transformed into an international school of sciences. Today, it ranks among the top 100 

universities on the continent. CoST is equipped with modern tools of technology, including a $28 

million facility with a lab under the AfDB-supported Education III project, completed in 2009. 

The establishment of CoST with its Faculty of Architecture and Environmental Design (FAED) and 

the Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) Kigali Campus (also known as the Regional ICT Center of 

Excellence) reflect Rwanda’s stated aim of producing a generation of specialized and skilled mid- and 

high-level technicians in the area of architecture and environmental design capable of taking on the 

challenges of the 21st century, thus meeting the country’s ambition for inclusive and green growth.
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DEVELOPING RELEVANT SKILLS
FOR RWANDA’S ECONOMY

Rwanda
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Inside an ICT classroom at the Carnegie Mellon 

University, Kigali Campus. The CMU opened its 

doors to students in 2012 with the first intake of 

22, who graduated in July 2014. Most students 

are taking a Master’s degree in Information and 

Communication Technology.
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The Carnegie Mellon University Kigali Campus 

is being supported with $95 million over ten 

years from the Rwandan government and 

$13 million from the African Development 

Bank to establish the Center of Excellence. 

Initially, it has been offering Master’s degrees 

in Information Technology. As of 2014, 

it has also began to offer electrical and 

computer engineering degree courses 

and may eventually offer Doctorates. The 

university expects to expand from 22 to 

150 students by 2017.
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Kigali: The stairway to knowledge, inside the halls 

of the facility established under the Education III 

project at the College of Science and Technology. 

The building is currently temporarily housing the 

Faculty of Architecture and Environmental Design, 

until the Faculty’s structure is in place. The FAED is 

operational and has been supported through the 

provision of scholastic materials and equipment 

for lecturers and students, as well as scholarships 

for lecturers in meeting required qualifications in 

the areas of specializations for the FAED.
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(Left) Students present their design projects at the Faculty of Architecture 

and Environmental Design, in the University of Rwanda’s College of Science 

and Technology. The programmes are offered in three categories of full-time, 

evening and weekends.

(Below) 24-year-old Kenneth Nkusi is fascinated by art and architecture, 

and at FAED, you can combine both. The architecture and environmental 

design student says: “I see it as a challenge like if we are a developing 

country and we have little money to afford these materials that can be used 

for fancy buildings, how, in other words, an architect can explore available 

local materials and using technology can produce something that has quality 

and functional and is also sustainable.”
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(Main photo) Students studying al fresco on College of Science and Technology’s green and 

leafy campus. The relatively small number of students means informal classes with their tutors 

can take place outdoors - so long as they have their laptops, of course.

(Inset) Solange Uwera, aged 24, is studying environmental chemistry at the Faculty of Architecture 

and Environmental Design. Both the FAED and CoST are positively supporting access for women 

to the scientific and technical programmes at higher education levels. Solange is a firm believer 

that women have a major role to play in Rwanda’s future, saying: “It’s so important because if 

you compare the percentage of the population in Rwanda, many are women, but if you go to 

high ranking institutions, colleges, there are few girls who join the higher ranking institutions.”
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Kigali: Two students relax at the Carnegie Mellon University Kigali 

Campus. Laptops and iPads are never very far away. The African 

Development Bank saw the collaboration with CMU as a way of 

building a new model of higher education for Africa – one, to quote 

the bank, that “is Africa-based, provides high-quality education, 

is technologically-sophisticated, intrinsically linked to the private 

sector and supports the Rwandan government’s Vision 2020 of 

building a knowledge-based economy.”  A remarkable challenge 

for a country that, until just a few years ago, was struggling both 

economically and socially.
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(Left) University of Rwanda post-graduate student Solange Uwera 

takes a break in the campus’s rec room. Her ambition? To become 

one of Rwanda’s “great ladies, a great woman”. Women like Solange 

have never had a better opportunity to become just that.

(Above) Kigali: Wherever you look there seems to be new buildings 

springing up all over the Rwandan capital. Including a new campus 

for the Carnegie Mellon University.
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(Above and right) Kigali: Workers at two of the many building sites in the capital. The various 

projects bring jobs now as well as career opportunities for the years ahead. Architects, urban 

planners and technicians represent the future reconstruction of Rwanda. The government 

encourages university courses to continue the development of the country. A grant of $9 million 

from the African Development Bank has funded, among others, the establishment of the Faculty 

of Architecture and Environmental Design under the College of Science and Technology, as 

well as training in the transfer of technology of CoST to farmers to enhance skills for increased 

production and competitiveness among the rural population in their livelihood. At the same time, 

two centers of innovation have been constructed for the provision of skills development as well 

as links to recent technology and industries. Finally, 190 female students have been studying 

as scientists and experts in technology at Kigali’s Integrated Polytechnic Regional Centre, the 

College of Arts and Social Sciences and the College of Science and Technology to meet gender 

equality in these fields of specialization.



34

Carnegie Mellon University Campus, Kigali (above and right): 

In downtown Kigali, the Carnegie Mellon University, or CMU, 

is home to one of five African centres of excellence in the 

ICT field. It’s an area of   expertise that’s being developed 

within the framework of a key strategic plan of the country: 

information and communication technology.
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(Left page) Carnegie Mellon University Campus, 

Kigali: Communications are the key to the future. 

Never before have graduates and post-graduates 

in Rwanda had so many opportunities to excel 

and compete with their peers. Says one: “We 

will be boosting the ICT sector in this region 

and the economy, we can be a hub for ICT, 

not only in Africa but also maybe in the world.”

(Right) Carnegie Mellon University Campus, Kigali: 

On the roof top floor, this business start-up, called 

the ‘K Lab’ aims to strengthen ties between the 

university courses and industry. Meanwhile, a 

future campus is under construction and will 

be completed in 2016, with funding of almost 

$13 million from the African Development Bank.  
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Kigali: Pastels brighten a concrete wall at an arts centre 

developed by the six Nkusi brothers.
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Kigali : Kenneth Nkusi inside the arts centre 

that he and his remarkably creative siblings 

have established. Kenneth, an architecture 

and environmental design student at UOR 

(page 29) says the centre allows him to 

indulge his love of painting. The colourful 

motorcycle behind him takes pride of place.
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(This page and previous page) Kigali: The Nkusi brother’s 

studios are a creative hub for painting, sculpture and 

artistic license. Says architecture student Kenneth Nkusi: 

“Architecture is not only building buildings if I can say. But 

it involves things like expressing your ideas by drawing 

so it’s amazing to link the two professions together.”

And by linking education and the future of the nation, 

Rwandan authorities are hoping this sort of creativity will 

help develop the country of the future.
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Helping Rwanda’s future entrepreneurs help themselves is the aim of business ‘incubators’, where 

expert advice, assistance and financial support are available. 

The African Development Bank’s grant of $25.7 million and loan of $12.6 million for a ‘Skills, Employability 

and Entrepreneurship Program’ (SEEP) in the country is aimed to support the Rwandan government’s 

policy reform to promote human capital development, inclusive growth and poverty reduction. 

From leather goods to perfumed candles, all viable business ideas are welcomed and mentored by 

SEEP.
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NEW CAREERS THROUGH
BUSINESS INCUBATORS

Rwanda
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Instructors at the Masaka ‘incubator’ Kicukiro District, near Kigali. What is an ‘incubator’? 

The dictionary definition is: An organization designed to accelerate the growth and 

success of entrepreneurial companies through an array of business support resources 

and services that could include physical space, capital, coaching, common services, 

and networking connections. In other words it’s a place, like Masaka, where people 

are helped to create or develop their own business ideas and skills.
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Masaka incubator: The tools of the trade are laid out in front of the 

leather workers of the future. Artisanal skills will be developed among 

the 22 students attending this particular course in leatherwork. 
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(Above and left) A shoemaker uses the skills he’s picked 

up at the Masaka incubator to fashion a pair of men’s 

shoes. The incubator was opened in 2011 as part of the 

Rwandan Development Board’s aim to create “a critical 

mass of viable and dynamic SME’s significantly contributing 

to the national economic development.”
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Masaka: Scenes from a classroom. In 

addition to products such as shoes, 

handbags and other leather accessories, 

the incubator also specialises in bamboo 

products, cheese making and fruit 

processing. 

Said one of the students who has 

attended the weeklong leather course: 

“I’ll encourage my colleagues in town 

to take this course since it is very useful 

and they don’t charge tuition fees.”
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Masaka incubator, Kicukiro District: The spacious and 

well-lit workshop at the incubator has modern equipment, 

which allows the artisans to work faster and produce 

quality products that are aimed for the commercial market.
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(Above) Masaka incubator: Celestin Kabera, the director of the business 

incubator, poses in front of shoes created by the students. “Our objective”, 

Celestin says, “is to make sure that people improve the quality of their products, 

increase the revenue through different services such as marketing, business 

plan development. We are here to help very small businesses to grow.”

(Right) A fashionable lady shelters from the sun near the Masaka training 

centre. A potential customer for the future?



50

Virginie Mukakabano’s small ‘Nice Dream Candles’ 

company has seen the benefits. The recently 

retired but energetic 65-year-old woman has 

undertaken a new challenge. Along with a partner, 

she’s producing scented candles and essential 

oils. Step-by-step training in entrepreneurship 

has seen the project improve at each stage. It 

was finally able to acquire the necessary bank 

loans to invest in equipment.

Virginie’s idea was to combine ingredients from 

locally grown plants known to ward off insects 

into candles, which when burned, could repel 

mosquitoes. It was an idea with tremendous 

potential given the prevalence of malaria in Rwanda.
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The ‘Nice Dream Candles’ business required machines and a workforce to succeed. 

With the help of the Rwandan government’s entrepreneurship development 

programme supported by the African Development Bank, Virginie’s idea came 

to life. She worked to refine her business plan and received a $38,000 loan to 

purchase the land and capital goods needed to build her candle production 

facility. ‘Nice Dream Candles’ has been operational since 2013 and it counts 

many Kigali restaurants and hotels among its loyal customer base. Says Virginie: 

“We were looking for someone to lend us the money to buy these machines, 

but we weren’t able to find anyone. In the end it was the program that agreed 

to guarantee 75% of the loan. It was a real opportunity, as we had no other 

means.”
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(Left page) Kigali: The results are here in this 

field. Not only has Virginia created permanent 

jobs, but also recruits dozens of employees 

to help grow the plants her company needs 

to create her candles.

(Right) Kigali mudlark: One of Virginie’s 

employees helping dig an irrigation ditch.

“For the moment”, Virginie says, “There are 

eight that I can say are staff but we have 

workers, for example, in the field”. She adds: 

“There is a field where they are 30 and we 

bought 4 hectares where we’re beginning 

to grow now.”
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(Left page) Masaka incubation centre, Kicukiro District: Master leather 

maker John Mfuranzima, aged 38, hunched over a shoe in its early stages 

of manufacture. A steady hand is needed as well as knowing how to use 

the machinery is vital to producing good quality shoes.

Joh has nothing but praise for the incubator: “It supported me with skills. 

I was working on small shoes, belts, but not men’s shoes, because men’s 

shoes require a lot of skill. It’s very difficult, not many people know how to do it.”  John is now one of those who does.

(Right) John Mfuranzima at his workbench. 

“My dream is to open my factory here in Rwanda”, he says. And it’s a dream that can come true. His new-found confidence is mainly due to the business 

incubator, where local and international trainers helped expand his skills and income. “I have finished studies, my wife has finished university, the children 

are in school, there’s no problem with school fees and we have a good life.”
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One business that had been struggling to take off was the 

horticultural and beekeeping derivatives company owned 

by Juvenal Ndayisenga, who founded the company with 

$440 to buy basic equipment. And since he joined the 

incubator, business has begun to improve.
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Behind the facemask is Juvenal Ndayisenga, a retired civil servant and the owner/founder of 

‘Bio-Hap Ltd’. “The equipment that is here helps us produce ten times more than we used 

to,” Juvenal says. “It’s a well equipped and very clean place compared to where we were 

working, what we produced in one day takes one hour here. It’s created several jobs.”

Asked to describe his products, this is what Juvenal said: “It’s gardening and beekeeping 

in parallel.” Fruits and honeys are processed into products that include juices. Bio-Hap also 

cultivates its own produce to ensure supply keeps up with demand. “Right now,”Juvenal adds, 

“we’re selling to the local market, but we also intend to export. And to export, we must be 

sure we have a supply of raw materials on a regular basis.”
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An entrepreneurship initiative conceived in 2012 by the African Development Bank and 19 co-

sponsors, ‘Souk At-Tanmia’, aims to generate jobs in a sustainable manner.

Its organizers identified more than 70 business ventures worthy of financial aid, and have since paired 

entrepreneurs with grants and sponsors to achieve their respective goals.

The mission has already brought new hope to projects and increased employment in the poorest 

regions of Tunisia, and much needed attention to businesses with a high impact on women, youth, 

and other vulnerable populations.

The following pages highlight two such projects in which craftswomen play leading roles.



5353

SOUK AT-TANMIA: PROMOTING JOBS,
INNOVATION AND HOPE

Tunisia
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(Left page) Kef, Northern Tunisia: A series of squares 

form the patterns to this hand-woven carpet that 

is drying after being washed. The cooperative that 

manufactured the carpet was financed by the Souk 

At-Tanmia initiative.

(Above) Kef, Northern Tunisia: More carpets and 

rugs drying in the breeze outside the ‘Andi Sanaa’ 

carpet-weaving cooperative. 

(Right) One of the 20 ladies who have found 

employment at ‘Andi Sanaa’, which translates 

into English as “I have a job”.
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(Left page) Andi Sanaa Cooperative member trims some of the weaves on her loom. 

Most of the women employed here were familiar with the basics of carpet weaving, 

but received expert training and ultimately qualifications officially recognising their skills.

(Above) The carpets and rugs are all hand-made and naturally dyed. The knotted 

weaving is typical of ‘Kairouan’, the style most commonly practiced in Tunisia. Kairouan 

gets its name from the city in the center of the country where, according to legend, 

this particular style was first developed in the early 19th century. 

(Right) Cooperative member adjusts a rug, typically a small carpet, on the line. She 

praises the initiative, which began in 2012, “I couldn’t set up on my own, because I 

didn’t have the financing. I would prefer the cooperative continues to be supported 

by the programme so we can keep working here.”
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(Main photo) A lady in pink with one of her creations, 

which also features the colour

(Inset) The official certificate, stitched into the reverse 

of a corner, guaranteeing the quality of the carpet, its 

origin and the name of the Andi Sanaa cooperative. The 

women receive diplomas in carpet weaving after they’ve 

been trained and can also sit a test to show they can set 

up their own workshops. Furnishing such skills remains 

one of Souk At-Tanmia’s guiding missions.
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Andi Sanaa Cooperative: Behind the 

loom. A striking image as two women 

work on the early stages of a carpet. It’s 

not a job for those in a hurry. Producing 

the finished article, which can contain as 

many as a million knots can take four to 

five months. Larger, high quality carpets 

over one year.
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Andi Sanaa Cooperative founder Rachida Gheriani 

holding an award that recognises her achievements 

on behalf of ‘Regional Development’. The 56-year-old 

worked hard to obtain a grant from the Souk At-

Tanmia program to set up the cooperative. Herself a 

native of the Kef, she was well aware of the hardships 

women could face in this disadvantaged region. 

“This is my country, this is my region”, Rachida says, 

adding, “they are marginalized women I have taken 

out of their isolation, they are together, they meet, 

they leave the house, that is important.”
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Three youngsters, all children of Andi Sanaa cooperative 

workers, strike a pose. The verdict is out on how helpful 

they are in the workshop…
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(Left) Zazia Craft Cooperative, Kasserine Province, Northern Tunisia: Another 

Souk At-Tanmia beneficiary. This lady sits determinedly with two tufts of alfa, 

or needle grass, a fibrous plant used to make baskets and containers of all 

shapes and sizes (below). The plant is also used to make espadrilles and cord 

and, when mixed with wood chips, paper.

(Right page) Cutting the alfa down to size. Once trimmed the grass will be 

dried and woven into much sought after articles. 

The Souk Al-Tanmia project is the first public-private partnership of its kind 

in Tunisia that provides support to innovative projects with a total capital of 

about $1.2 million in small grants. The African Development Bank and other 

international donors launched the initiative. Start-up grants allocated to each 

project vary between approximately $6,000 and $17,000. In order to stimulate 

the development of SMEs, eligible project holders have been able to use the 

grants to seek additional funding from private banks and investors.
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Two of the 45 women 

employed in three different 

workshops in Kasserine 

province. Most of their 

craftwork is sold in Tunis, the 

capital, where Zazia Craft 

Cooperative has four full-

time sales representatives.

The Souk At-Tanmia pilot 

phase began in Tunisia 

in the summer of 2012, 

and according to figures 

compiled by the African 

Development Bank it 

created 437 jobs in 2013, 

with another 641 in 2014. In 

all, 61 beneficiary projects 

were made possible. Of 

those projects, 51% are 

run by young people, 33% 

by women and 34% by 

unemployed persons. 

In the majority of cases 

(63%), they are based in 

disadvantaged regions of 

the country. 

Phase two is already 

underway.
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(Above) Carefully balanced bales of alfa near the Zazia Cooperative 

workshop in Kasserine Province.

(Right) Delicately poised on top of cactus, these tufts of alfa have been 

left to dry out on the natural pegs formed by the cactus needles.
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(Right) The ‘sorting mat’ in a room at the cooperative. Zazia 

craftswomen painstakingly select the best stems before 

weaving begins.

(Below) Tawfik Saudi, founder of Zazia Craft. The 36-year-old 

Tunisian business graduate had studied in Japan before returning 

home. Tawfik says: “I didn’t have a lot of money, I started with 

a smallish project, modest really, but I persevered. We had 

help from the AfDB with the Souk At-Tanmia programme.” 

He continues: “It’s a good system because it combines 

financial assistance with long-term organisational support 

to further develop the business. And also the entrepreneur 

is promoted along with the whole neglected region and that 

helped me start this project”
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(Above) A container taking shape in a latticework pattern. 

The greener alfa is at the heart, the drier stems used to 

reinforce the whole.

(Right) A large mat made from alfa. It is a hardy, durable 

material that should withstand the test of time… and feet.
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(Above) Zazia Craft Cooperative, Kasserine Province: The craftswomen at work, 

one balancing a baby on her knee while on the left a woman gets a step up to 

interlace the alfa into a colourful mat. Since the 19th century, alfa was predominantly 

used in the manufacture of fine quality paper.

Najet (photo, right) says: “Before, we used to pick the alfa and sell it on to the 

paper mill and it stopped there. But now we pick it, turn it into objects and sell 

them. Our revenues have increased and picking it now seems less difficult.”
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