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Introduction 

This study seeks to understand and appreciate the impact of Shared Interest loans on 

producer based organisations across the world. For over 27 years, Shared Interest has been 

providing financial services and business support to producer groups in developing countries 

with the view of helping them trade their way out of poverty. This level of support has enabled 

many producer-based groups, which hitherto had been struggling to stay in business, to 

grow steadily; expanding their production capacity and increasing their profitability. One of 

these businesses is Tarazo Africana Limited (Tarazo), which is the focus of this current study. 

Tarazo is a handcraft producer located in the Tabaka town of the South Mugirango Chache 

location of the Kisii County of the Republic of Kenya. They specialise in the production of gift 

items mainly from soapstone. These include hearts, animal figurines, plates, eggs, 

candleholders to name a few. They also produce gift items from wood and from sisal and 

banana fibres but in very small quantity (10% of total production). 

Shared Interest has been supporting Tarazo with commercial export credit facilities to 

increase their capacity to trade since 2012.  We believe that this has created jobs, improved 

the livelihood of their producers and employees and contributed to the development of the 

community. The main objective of this study is to assess progress made by Tarazo towards 

the achievement of these objectives. More specifically, the study seeks to measure the 

impact of Shared Interest’s interventions through the loan finance on the growth and 

sustainability of Tarazo and on the quality of life of members of the community.  

Just like in our previous studies, we adopted a mixed method approach for the purpose of 

triangulation. The data collection process involved reviewing all available documentation on 

Tarazo. This included proposals, annual reviews and financial reports. A mini-survey was 

carried out to gather quantitative data on key performance indicators; it involved 50 

producers and 18 employees of Tarazo. The data obtained from the survey was analysed 

using a data analysis software known as the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Furthermore, we collected qualitative data through the conduct of semi-structured interviews 

involving 17 employees and 10 producers. We also interviewed the Executive Director of 

Tarazo, the Production Manager, the Product Development Manager and the heads of the 

various sections of the production chain. The outputs of these interviews were analysed using 

both inductive and deductive content analysis methods. 

The findings were very impressive. There is no doubt the credit facilities from Shared Interest 

have played a critical role in the expansion and sustainability of the business of Tarazo. 

Today, every economic activity in the community revolves around Tarazo. As the major 

employer in the Tabaka township and surrounding communities, Tarazo’s business provide 

a source of income for several hundreds of households. 

Overview of the soapstone handcraft sector in Kenya 

Soapstone handcraft is one of the major artefact products for the tourism sector in Kenya. It 

plays a major role in promoting cultural tourism in the country. Tabaka sub-location in the 

Kisii County is known as the home of soapstone handcraft production in Kenya. The 

soapstone also called the Kisii stone is a rock found near the village of Kisii in the Tabaka 

Hills of Western Kenya. The bedrock of the stone spreads across 25 square kilometres area. 

Soapstone carving has been the main pillar of Tabaka’s economy for generations.  It has 

created employment for hundreds of young people in the area, and has been considered as 

a tool for community based tourism in the county.  
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Tabaka is reknown for the production of the best artefacts widely used in the world. They 

supply the tourism sector both locally and internationally with their beautiful carvings and the 

international market receives about 80% of their total production. The handcrafts are usually 

purchased by tourists as souvenirs; they are also used as sculptures, which are displayed at 

various tourist attraction centres and places of historical importance. The soapstone 

handcraft sector contributes substantially to the development of the tourism industry in 

Kenya and attract foreign earnings. 

The soapstone handcraft production process 

The first stage in the production process is the mining of the soapstone sourced from local 

community farms. The raw quarry stones are excavated using simple tools such as hoes, 

picks, axes and shovels. After the mining stones are sorted and only the high quality ones 

are selected for carving.  

The carving is then done on site using a variety of tools including knives, machetes, chisels 

and files. The carvers first break the stones into a manageable size and get the rough shape. 

They do this with the help of a large knife known locally as a “panga”. After that, a small knife 

known as a “kisu” is used for more detailed work. The carved soapstone is then washed and 

smoothed using fine-grained sandpaper. Depending on the type of piece being crafted, either 

the carving is left in its natural state or it is decorated by adding colour and design elements. 

Based on the product specification, intricate patterns are incised on the surface to allow the 

light coloured natural stone to show through. The final stage involves treating and polishing 

using oils and creating a professional finish and a shine that brings out other subtle features 

of the products. 

The soapstone handcraft production business involves both men and women. Generally, men 

do the digging of the stones from the mines or quarry as well as carving the products based 

on the required designs. Women generally perform the sanding, washing, drying, waxing and 

polishing tasks. The soapstone artefacts are very fragile commodity and require extra care 

during packaging and transportation. 

Historical background of Tarazo Africana Limited 

The history of Tarazo Africana Limited dates back to 1996 when four graduates from a 

German university teamed up to take part in a trade show organised in Berlin. Two members 

of the team were from Kenya and decided to exhibit some of the beautiful artefacts they had 

purchased from their home country.  

One of the team, Muriuki Njeru, a computer scientist, founded Tarazo. According to him, their 

motivation for participating in the trade show was simply curiosity; they wanted to know how 

the western world would react to the products due to their uniqueness. In fact, the artefacts 

caught the attention of many buyers, one of whom placed an order for a full container. The 

team did not anticipate this as they were exhibiting just for fun and were not prepared for any 

commercial transaction. They, however, accepted the challenge and decided to source the 

products from Kenya where they got the first samples. It had become necessary for these 

four colleagues to set up an organisation and get it formalised to facilitate the shipment 

process. They named the organisation “Afrikiko” which means, “Africa is in” in Swahili. The 

team delivered the order successfully in 1997. A month later, the same buyer requested 

another container of the soapstone artefacts; a great surprise to the team as they were under 

the assumption the first order was just a one time off job.  
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In August 1997, whilst they were working on the new order, they got an invitation from Trade 

Fair Management in Frankfurt to participate in their next trade-show, due to the uniqueness 

of their products. Following this trade show, they received orders from many buyers but in 

separate small quantities.  

In 2003, the team decided to move away from the “buy and sell” operations to develop their 

own products and create their own brands. In August 2005, Afrikiko came up with their own 

product range, which they exhibited at the Frankfurt trade show. The originality and special 

appeal of their products attracted many buyers leading to an increase in their orders.  

In 2006, they had orders from Villeroy Boch and UNICEF, which they were to deliver in August 

2007 and March 2008 respectively. The riots, civil unrest and general insecurity that engulfed 

Kenya towards the end of 2007 following the disputed general elections made it impossible 

for Afrikiko to transport their products from Tabaka to Mombasa for shipment. The company 

had no other alternative than to airlift the products, as the buyers were getting anxious. This 

was extremely expensive and resulted in huge losses leading to serious financial constraints 

on the business. Due to the general insecurity in the country and the losses they incurred, 

they suspended their operations at the first quarter of 2008 to the disappointment of their 

customers.  

In 2008, the business was on the verge of total collapse. However, Muriuki had decided to 

revive their operations as many households in Tabaka would lose their means of livelihood 

should the business fold up. After several consultations, Muriuki decided to set up an entirely 

new organisation that would be exclusively produce soapstone handcrafts. This led to the 

birth of Tarazo Africana Limited in the last quarter of 2008. Muriuki then moved all business 

operations to Tabaka and settled there to organise production and streamline the business. 

During the following two years, Muriuki worked hard to set up structures and systems for a 

smooth production process. 

Prior to the establishment of Tarazo, the soapstone handcrafts were sourced from small 

producers and intermediaries. Tarazo moved away from this trend and employed their own 

carvers directly; people responsible for sanding, washing, designing, polishing and 

packaging of the products.  

In 2009, they attended a trade show in Germany with their new range of products. At the 

exhibition, they met many buyers including a representative of TJX from USA.  

In 2010, they received their first order from TJX.  Since the organisation was constrained 

financially, Muriuki had to rely on personal sources to pre-finance the order.  

In 2011, TJX met Tarazo at the Frankfurt trade show to formalise their business relationship. 

The meeting led to Tarazo taking on more orders from TJX and other buyers. According to 

the Director of Tarazo, they had multiple big orders but did not have access to finance to 

deliver them. He spoke to a friend who mentioned Shared Interest but he was unsure as he 

did not know the organisation’s mode of operation.  

In 2012, they were invited to attend a trade show in Hong Kong where they got several more 

buyers. On their return from this exhibition, they considered the multiple volume of orders 

they had versus their weak financial position and resolved to speak to Shared Interest for a 

support. “Since 2012, we have enjoyed the support of Shared Interest and the business has 
seen a tremendous growth over the years,” said the Director. 
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The impact of Shared Interest’s loans on Tarazo Africana Ltd 

I. Business growth and sustainability 

As at the beginning of the year 2012, Tarazo restructured their production processes, 

developed a new product range and successfully secured multiple orders from buyers 

in the US, Australia, New Zealand and Europe. All was set for Tarazo to begin a new 

era in the history of their business. Despite the bright business prospects, the 

organisation could not take off; they had one big challenge, which was access to 

credit facilities to pre-finance their orders. According to the Director of Tarazo, the 

orders they had were big and required huge financial outlays. The financial position 

of the organisation was so weak that it was impossible for them to raise the needed 

funds for production and shipment. The Director further stated that the buyers had 

given them very tight deadlines and failure to meet them would lead to the cancellation 

of the orders. It was critical for Tarazo to meet the various deadlines to restore the 

confidence of the buyers and attract bigger orders. The future of the business was 

entirely dependent on the ability of the organisation to fulfil the existing orders. The 

director indicated that local banks had a negative perception about the handcraft 

sector and were unwilling to support them with credit facilities.  

 

“It was during these challenging times that Shared Interest came to our rescue with 

their financial product, which provided us with the perfect solution and at the right 

time”, the Director said.  

 

In 2012, Shared Interest approved an export credit facility line for Tarazo making it 

possible for them to meet all their orders. Tarazo’s access to finance has propelled 

the business to higher heights.  

 

Evans Khaema, the production manager of Tarazo said, “It was stressful to run an 

order without access to finance; with the support of Shared Interest, we have so far 

been able to run all our orders smoothly.”  

 

Following Shared Interest’s intervention, Tarazo had increased their sales value from 

KES 27,329,596 in December 2011 to KES 36,571,592 in December 2012 

representing 34% growth rate within a year. The director indicated that Shared 

Interest financial support in 2012 was a turning point in the history of Tarazo. He 

stated, “The history of Tarazo wouldn’t be complete without reference to Shared 

Interest’s intervention through the loan finance”. Graph 1 shows the growth in sales 

from 2009 to 2016. 
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Graph 1: Sales value of Tarazo in KES from 2009 to 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Graph 1, it is evident that Tarazo’s sales have been on the increase since Shared 

Interest has granted them the export credit line, which they have been accessing to pre-

finance their orders. Muriuki said the availability and accessibility of Shared Interest’s export 

credit facility has given the organisation the confidence to go in for more orders and to 

increase their sales. This has led to the increase in the number of buyers from one in 2009 to 

seventeen in 2016.  

Valentine Njeru, the Product Development Manager at Tarazo explained, “We got new clients 

and the old ones we lost at a point have come back because of our new range of products 

and our ability to deliver orders in a timely manner”.  

Muriuki added, “Access to finance has increased our confidence to go in for orders from 

different buyers”.  

In 2013, a year after Shared Interest granted them the COEC facility, Tarazo participated in 

an exhibition in New York and had the opportunity to meet several other buyers with whom 

they have secured orders.  

“The commercial Export Credit facility made it possible for us to run multiple orders 

concurrently and we were able to ship our products on schedule to the amazement of our 

buyers”, Muriuki stated. He further stated, “Though the handcraft sector in Kenya has been 

on the decline over the last few years, the financial support from Shared Interest has enabled 
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Tarazo to retain old buyers and to acquire new ones, thus sustaining the business against 

the general downward trend.” 

 

 

Tarazo has not only increased their sales but also their profit level. From a net loss of KES 

(2,953,571) in 2009, Tarazo has stepped up their net profit to KES 1, 230, 00 in 2016. In fact, 

the business has been recording a steady growth in both gross and net profit margins since 

the intervention of Shared Interest.  

It is important to note that Shared Interest has so far been the only organisation supporting 

Tarazo with credit facilities since their establishment.  

Graphs 2 shows the gross and net profit of the business from 2009 to 2016. 

Graph 2: Tarazo’s gross and net profits from 2009 to 2016 

Muriuki Njeru, Director of Tarazo Africana Limited 
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After accessing the credit facility from Shared Interest, Tarazo had recorded a significant 

increase in their net profit from KES 177,195 in 2011 (prior to our intervention) to KES 632,785 

in 2012 (after our intervention) representing 257% growth rate. The gross profit had also gone 

up by 48% during the same period. This had brought a great improvement in their cash flow 

situation of the organisation.  

Muriuki said that with the continuous improvement in cash flow, they were able to pay their 

producers and workers promptly and all orders received were shipped on time. “Gone are 

the days, where we had to delay some orders due to financial constraints; Shared Interest 

have given us complete peace of mind and the our business has grown very sustainably” the 

director maintained.  

Many organisations in the soapstone handcraft business in Tabaka have collapsed because 

of lack of access to finance. Tarazo has remained one of the few that have survived and they 

are today the biggest soapstone handcraft business in Tabaka, thanks to Shared Interest’s 

support. In fact local banks had little appetite for loaning to handcraft businesses in Kenya. 

They considered these businesses as highly risky ones and wouldn’t consider applications 

from them. The financial institutions that might be willing to finance handcraft businesses 

also have very stringent requirements that that handcraft businesses could not meet. They 

require high collateral securities and their interest rates were far too high for these 

businesses. In addition the soapstone business was not well known to the local financial 

institutions. Basically the lending environment was not favourable for soapstone businesses. 

Just like Tarazo, many businesses had started well but could not be sustained due to the 
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lack of access to affordable finance. Some examples are the Tabaka Soapstone Cooperative 

Society and Small Arts. They were soapstone producing enterprises in Tabaka but they had 

stopped their operations as they were financially constrained at a point during their growth 

process. The businesses normally begin well but they end up losing their customers due to 

their inability to meet the ever increasing orders. In fact Tarazo also got to the point of losing 

customers in 2012 as their orders became bigger in size and in number. They obviously would 

have lost the trust of their buyers if Shared Interest had not provided them with the export 

credit facility. They did not have enough cash flow to finance their multiple orders, hence they 

describe Shared Interest’s intervention as timely.  

In 2016, Tarazo suffered some setbacks due to the postponement of two big orders. The 

buyers had market access challenges but the situation has since returned to normalcy and 

Tarazo looks at the future with much confidence. 

We carried out a mini-survey to elicit the perception of employees and producers of Tarazo 

about the growth and sustainability of the organisation for the past five years. A total of 50 

producers and 18 workers were to indicate their level of agreement/disagreement with a 

number of statements formulated to assess the growth and sustainability of the organisation. 

The findings are presented in Graphs 3, 4 and 5 

Graph 3: Producer/employee perception about the growth and sustainability of Tarazo 

 

 

 

The results presented in Graph 3 show that the majority of employees and producers agreed 

that Tarazo have seen a steady growth during the past five years; they attributed this to the 

organisation’s access to finance. They noted that the organisation have scaled up their 

operations because of the rapid increase in the number of orders. 
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Furthermore, producers and employees pointed out that the ability of the organisation to 

meet multiple orders on a timely basis regardless of their size or volume were clear indications 

of improvement in the cash flow situation of the business.  

The director explained that, in time past they used to record a lot of delays in processing 

orders due to lack of funds. They normally waited to receive payment for products shipped 

to a buyer before beginning a new order, as resources were very limited. However, “the story 

has changed since we came to know Shared Interest; they have always prefinanced our 

orders, making it possible for the organisation to take up multiple orders, expand operations 

and make more profits”, the director submitted.  

Graph 4 depicts the perception of employees and producers of Tarazo about the 

improvement in the cash flow situation of the business during the past five years. 

Graph 4: Employee/producer perception about the cash flow of the business 

 

 

Both producers and workers of Tarazo believed the organisation have improved their cash 

flow situation because of the improved working conditions. They noted that, over the past 

five years, there has been no delays in the payment of their wages and salaries.  

In our interaction with the carvers, they submitted that they used to make payments to land 

owners before accessing the mining sites but Tarazo has taken over this responsibility. They 

no longer incur any personal costs whilst mining the stones for carving. This has enabled 

them to make savings and to increase their income. 

Tarazo have put up shelters at the various mining sites, which served as workstations for 

carvers. The carvers further indicated that they used to work with their own tools but for some 

years now Tarazo have been providing them with all the basic tools to facilitate their work. 

Additionally, they have made available means transport to assist carvers to convey their 
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carving from the production sites to the collection centres. As a result of this, carvers no 

longer incur the cost of transporting their products. For many of the carvers, this is perceived 

as an improvement in the organisation’s cash flow. 

Tarazo began their operations from an initial single structure; with the rapid expansion of the 

business, they have acquired additional structures to provide a conducive working 

environment to their employees.  They have also provided the basic facilities to enhance their 

work. The Production Manager, Evans Khaema, pointed out that these were indications of 

the level of success and profitability recorded by the business during the past years. 

We further probed into the perception of employees and producers about Shared Interest’s 

contribution to the growth and sustainability of the business. The results showed a 

widespread agreement among both employees and producers about the contribution of 

Shared Interest to the success of the business of Tarazo. They recognised that access to 

finance has played a critical role in the success story of the organisation and lauded Shared 

Interest for their continuous support. The results of the survey are presented in Graph 5. 

Graph 5: Employee/producer perception about Shared-Interest contribution to the 

growth and   sustainability of the business 
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The economic life of the people of Tabaka revolves around the business operations 

of Tarazo. In fact, soapstone handcraft production is the main economic activity in 

the township and the livelihood of residents is largely dependent on this activity.  

 

Tarazo is the largest employer in Tabaka with over 400 employees working on a daily 

basis, in the various sections of the production chain. In addition, they have over 260 

producers and suppliers on their payroll. The producers and the majority of workers 

are paid on a piece rate.  

 

The Director of Tarazo estimated that at least 5000 people from Tabaka and 

surrounding communities benefit either directly or indirectly from the business of the 

organisation. He explained that community members who are landowners lease their 

pieces of land to Tarazo for mining. These landowners are paid based on the number 

of products obtained from the quarry on daily basis. This provides them with income 

to meet their livelihood needs. Once Tarazo acquires a piece of land for mining, they 

put up a shade and send their carvers to the location to start mining the stones to 

carve various artefacts based on the product specification given to them. From the 

moment the carvers get to the quarry site, they attract labourers who assist them with 

the digging and removal of the top soil; food vendors also move in and gradually a 

new community springs up at the location. There are many of such communities in 

and around Tabaka and they earn their living from soapstone handcraft. Tarazo had 

10 active mining sites and the livelihood of members of the communities around those 

sites depends entirely on the business of the organisation. 

 

Tarazo’s access to finance and subsequent expansion of their business has also 

impacted positively on the growth of their employee and producer populations. They 

have increased the number of employees from 207 in 2009 to 425 in 2017, 

representing over 100% growth rate. Similarly, the number of producers has grown 

from 164 to 267 during the same period. This is explained by the rapid increase in the 

number of buyers and the volume of orders.  

 

Whilst explaining the factors that led to these increases, the Director stated, “When 

we got Shared Interest Export Credit facility, I knew we were ready to bring on board 

more producers and workers; you cannot employ workers if you don’t have the means 

to pay them”.  

 

Tarazo was able to attract and retain producers and workers by offering them better 

remuneration and good working conditions. The producers reported that they were 

living under very difficult conditions prior to their employment at Tarazo. They had 

carved as private people for several years but could not make any meaningful income 

from their work due to limited access to market and low prices. Giving that carving 

was their only source of income, it was a big blow to the entire household if buyers 

failed to pay them for their carvings; most of them submitted that, unfortunately this 

had always been the case. 

 

Since there was no reliable market for their products, carvers were at the mercy of 

middlemen and private shop owners who did not offer them any fair price for their 

products. Apart from the fact that prices were ridiculously low, payment was also very 

irregular. Though, a carver could produce between five and ten pieces of artefacts in 
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a day, there wasn’t any assurance he would be paid promptly upon delivering them. 

It took weeks and in some cases months for them to be paid for products, they had 

delivered to their clients.  Their children sometimes went hungry for a whole day due 

to lack of money to supply food for the household. They were also sent out of school 

due to non-payment of fees. During those days, handcraft production was not 

attractive; producers were constantly in debts. Most of the carvers had dropped out 

of school because their parents were also carvers and did not have the means to 

finance their education. Upon dropping out of school, they joined their parents in the 

mines to carve and the skills were gradually transferred to them.  

 

However, the story of these producers has changed since their employment at Tarazo. 

As indicated earlier, most of them were engaged following Tarazo’s access to finance.  

 

They stated that they no longer struggled to get a quarry site to mine the stones. 

Tarazo has been locating and paying for the sites on their behalf. They have also been 

providing them the necessary tools and equipment for their work. These carvers said 

that they did not worry anymore about market as Tarazo collected their products and 

paid them promptly at the end of each day. The prices offered by Tarazo were far 

above those of middlemen and wholesale shops in the town. Unlike in the past, when 

a carver leaves his home in the morning, he is sure of coming back with some cash 

to meet the needs of his household. There has been a great improvement in their 

quality of life and they were able to afford the education of their children. This was 

confirmed by the results of the survey administered to 50 producers selected 

randomly from Tarazo. From the results, 80% of producers have agreed that their 

income from soapstone handcraft has enabled them to improve their quality of life 

during the past five years. The same percentage of producers indicated that they were 

satisfied with the organisation’s payment system and 82% were pleased with the level 

of support they have been receiving from Tarazo. 

 

Furthermore, 90% of the respondents stated that they were happy with the impact of 

Tarazo’s business on the livelihood of their producers and employees. The director 

stated that the organisation has been providing different kind of support to their 

producers and workers but on a case-by-case basis. These include health care, 

educational support in the form of payment of school fees for the children of their 

workers, cash donations to support bereaved workers and many more. 
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In relation to employees, 50% of those who participated in the mini-survey have 

agreed that their employment at Tarazo has impacted positively their livelihood during 

the past five years; 39% strongly agreed and only 5% strongly disagreed. Again, 67% 

agreed that their income from their work at Tarazo has enabled them to meet their 

survival needs and to improve their livelihood; 22% strongly agreed, 6% disagreed 

and 5% strongly disagreed. 

 

The employees who took part in the survey were also asked to indicate their level of 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their working conditions during the past five years. 

An examination of the results revealed that 56% were satisfied, 17% very satisfied, 

22% neither satisfied nor dissatisfied and only 5% were dissatisfied. In addition, 50% 

of the respondents strongly agreed with the statement “I enjoy working for Tarazo”; 

28% agreed and 22% neither agreed nor disagreed. It is evident from the responses 

that overall, Tarazo has been able to make a difference in the living conditions of their 

producers and employees during the past five years; this obviously couldn’t have 

been possible if they had not had access to Shared Interest funding support. Graph 

6 shows the growth in the number of employees and producers of Tarazo across the 

years. 

 

Graph 6: Employees and producers of Tarazo from 2009 to 2017 

Some producers (carvers) of Tarazo at one of the mining sites 
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Tarazo’s access to finance has had a multiplier effects on 

the quality of life of their producers and employees. 

Thomas Okemua Onderi, a 46-year-old soapstone 

handcraft producer (photograph on the left hand side), is 

one of the several cases of livelihood improvement 

resulting from Tarazo’s successful access to finance. 

Thomas is a last born of a family of five. He lost his father 

at the age of eight. The mother who was a peasant farmer 

was struggling to see him through basic education but she 

also passed away when he was in standard eight. After the 

death of the mother, Thomas was compelled to work on 

part time basis in the mines carving artefacts, which he 

sold to buyers who came around from the cities 

periodically. He used the proceeds to finance his education but could not continue 

beyond form four due to limited resources.  

 

In 1994, he became a full time carver but could not make any meaningful income from 

his carving due to low prices and irregular payments from the buyers. Thomas got 

married and had three children. Due to his low income, he was unable to meet the 

basic needs of his household. His children could only feed once a day. Payment of 

his children’s school fees was a great challenge. However, there was a complete 

turnaround in his situation when he got employment at Tarazo in 2013 as a fulltime 

carver. He pointed out that Tarazo had regular orders so they always had jobs to do. 

Unlike the other buyers he has been supplying in the past, Tarazo offered him very 

good prices for his carvings and there were no delays in payment. With the increase 

in his income, Thomas has replaced the old and dilapidated single room roofed with 

thatch with a 3-bedroom modern house. He put up the new house in 2014 after 

making good savings from his income.  

 

He said, “Thanks to Tarazo and their partner Shared Interest, I live in a new house 

with my family and my children are well fed”.  He concluded by saying, “Shared 
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Interest should continue to support Tarazo so we can always have work to do to meet 

the needs of our families”.  

                                                                           

The story of Evans Mbaka (photograph on the left hand 

corner) is not completely different from that of Thomas. 

Evans is a 32- year-old carver who has been working for 

Tarazo for the past ten years. He is married with four 

children. He dropped out of school when he was in form 

two due to the inability of the mother to foot his school 

bills. Evans lost his father when he was ten years so the 

responsibility of fending for the family fell on the shoulders 

of his mother who was a peasant farmer. He has been 

carving since 1998 and selling his products to individual 

handcraft shop owners within Tabaka. He said the prices 

at which these shop owners bought his carvings were so 

low that he could not make ends meet. He also stated that 

payment could delay for weeks and even months. With 

the handcraft shop owners, one was never sure when he would receive payment for 

products supplied. Evans further stated that most often than not, he went home empty 

handed and his children were poorly fed. Life was in general very difficult for him and 

his family. He was however happy to report a great improvement in his living 

conditions since he has been carving for Tarazo. His income has doubled as Tarazo 

has been offering him better prices for his carvings. He has put up a new house, 

bought a cow and moved his children from a public to a private one.  

 

He said, “I am very grateful to Shared Interest for making it possible for Tarazo to 

support us to live a better life”. 

 

 

Josephine Nyabuke Michira (photograph on the left) was 

equally happy to give an account of the change in her 

living condition since she got employment at Tarazo. She 

works at the washing and sanding unit as a casual worker. 

She is a 38-year single mother with two children. She 

schooled up to form four but was unable to continue her 

education due to financial constraints. The parents were 

peasant farmers. Josephine is the seventh born of eight 

children. In 1995, she enrolled in a commercial school 

with the financial support of one of her elder brothers. 

Unfortunately, her brother could not help her complete 

her training at the school; she dropped out and joined her 

parents back at home. In 2002, she relocated to a 

community near Tabaka to live with her sister. She finally 

moved to Tabaka in 2005 to wash artefacts for handcraft shop owners. Just like in 

the case of carvers, payment from these shop owners was very low and irregular. As 

a single mother, it was very difficult for her to meet the basic needs of the children. 

Tarazo later employed her.  

Narrating the improvement in her livelihood, she stated, “Since I started working here, 

my life has changed. I sent my children to a boarding school due to improvement in 

my income. They are both in secondary schools and I am able to afford their 
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educational needs. Unlike in the past, I do pay my rent with ease; I feed well and send 

money to my parents regularly for their upkeep.” 

Veronica Nyabiaga is 30 years and a mother of two 

children. She is the supervisor of one of the sanding and 

washing units at Tarazo. She also agreed to share her 

story with us.  

 

She has been working at Tarazo for the past eight years. 

She narrated that prior to gaining employment at Tarazo, 

she used to sand and wash handcraft products for 

individual handcraft shop owners and sometimes buyers 

who came from Nairobi, the capital city. Just like 

Josephine, she pointed out that payment from those shop 

owners was nothing to write home about. Most often than 

not, she went home without any cash. Her living 

conditions kept deteriorating, as the husband was also 

jobless. She stated that there were days she and her children went to bed without 

food. She explained that when this happened her children did understand the 

situation and tried to cope, with the hope of getting some food the following day. She 

added that it was very depressing for a mother to see her children go hungry without 

being able to help. During those days, her children were sent out of school regularly 

due to her inability to afford their school fees. Veronica and her children were living in 

an old structure put up by her mother several decades ago. The structure was almost 

collapsing but she had no money to maintain it. When she later got a job at Tarazo, 

her living conditions have improved considerably. She has built a new house and 

relocated the family.  

 

“There is adequate food stuff in the house and my children feed well; I am now able 

to pay their school fees and I provide them with the necessary learning materials for 

them to excel in school. I was afraid my children would end up dropping out of school 

but thanks to Tarazo I am prepared to see them through to the university”, she 

submitted.  

 

As a matter of fact, our support to Tarazo has contributed to make livelihoods and 

living standards better for many households in Tabaka and surrounding communities. 

  

 

III. Social, gender and environmental impact of the loans 

 

The social impact of Tarazo cannot be over emphasised. By offering employment to 

many men and women, Tarazo have contributed a great deal to the development of 

Tabaka and its surrounding communities.  

 

Commenting on the social impact of the business, Muriuki said, “With the support of 

Shared Interest, Tarazo have created a sustainable and meaningful source of income 

for many people in the community.”  

He explained that many businesses in the soapstone handcraft sector have shut down 

their operations in the last three years due to lack of access to finance. This would 

have led to a rise in the unemployment rate in the community, but Tarazo have been 
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able to absorb all the carvers and services providers who had lost their jobs when 

their companies folded up.  

 

There is also a large number of carvers and employees of Tarazo who came from 

other locations to settle in Tabaka for employment purposes. With improvement in 

their income, these workers have, over time, put up their own residential 

accommodations and other facilities such as groceries, boutiques and shops and 

thereby contributing to the rapid urbanisation and transformation of the town. Some 

workers have rented rooms from members of the community, providing the latter with 

a source of income for their livelihood. The large labour force of Tarazo constitute a 

big market for small businesses such as provision stores, stationery shops, boutiques 

and transportation. All these businesses are mostly patronised by workers, carvers 

and suppliers of Tarazo.  

 

It is in line with this fact that the Director of Tarazo said, “Anytime Tarazo shuts down 

their operations for a day or two, every economic activity comes to a standstill in 

Tabaka”.  

 

The Production Manager Evans Khaemba described Tarazo as “the heartbeat of all 

business operations in Tabaka”. This once again explains the importance of Shared 

Interest’s financial support to Tarazo.  

 

In order to have a better understanding of the impact 

of Tarazo on the community, we held an interview with 

William Lawrence Omwere Arungo, a former Chief of 

South Mugirango Chache location where Tabaka is 

situated. According to him, Tabaka owes its rapid 

development to the continuous operations of Tarazo.  

 

He said, “Shared Interest’s credit facilities have 

enabled Tarazo to employ many men, women and 

youth whose daily existence depends on the business 

of the organisation”.  

 

He added that employment promotes development 

and any community whose members have access to 

gainful employment is bound to develop and Tabaka was an evidence.  

 

Tarazo has also contributed to enrolment and retention of many children in school. 

William, who is also a retired educationist and former head of school, noted that the 

business of Tarazo has helped the community members to send their children to 

school. He said, in the past soapstone handcraft producers and workers in Tabaka 

were not able to finance the education of their children due to low income. He however 

pointed out that, there has been a shift in this trend since Tarazo started employing 

many members of the community and offering them better prices for their products 

and services. This has enabled many parents to improve their income level and to 

afford the education of their children. William further stated that there has been a 

drastic reduction in school dropout rate in Tabaka during the past few years and he 

believes this is linked to the interventions of Tarazo. 
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During the survey we carried out as part of this impact assessment exercise, 

producers and employees of Tarazo were to indicate their level of agreement with the 

statement “Tarazo has contributed significantly to the development of the community 

during the past five years”. The analysis was revealing; all employees either agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement and none of the respondents disagreed. The 

majority of producers also agreed with the statement; however, 2% of them 

disagreed. Basically, the greater proportion of the respondents was of the view that 

Tarazo have played a key role in the development process of the community. Figures 

7 and 8 provide a graphical representation of the findings.  

Graph 7: Employees’ perception about Tarazo’s contribution to the development of the 

community 

 

 

 

Graph 8: Employee’s perception about Tarazo’s contribution to community 

development 

 

 

With regards to gender impact, Tarazo has provided a start-up capital to women in the 

community to enable them to supply soapstone handcrafts to the organisation. These women 

used not to work and depended on their husbands for their livelihood. With the start-up 

capital, some of them have set up their own handcraft shops and supply Tarazo as and when 

the need arose. Apart from sourcing and supplying handcraft products to Tarazo, the majority 
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of them has been employed as casual workers; they work in the sanding unit and represent 

56% of the total number of casual workers in the organisation. They have grown their income 

substantially over the years and have become the breadwinners in their respective families. 

This has raised their social status and they have won the respect and admiration of members 

of the community. They have put up their own houses and more importantly, they have been 

investing in the education of their children.  This initiative of Tarazo has led to the economic 

empowerment of many women, who now play lead roles in the development process of the 

community.  

Veronica Nyabiaga, head of one of the sanding units of Tarazo stated, “Tarazo have assisted 

women to regain their real value and rightful position in the community; through the start-up 

capital scheme and the creation of jobs, women have access to regular income and 

contribute to the development of the community”.  

Tarazo ensures that their operations do not conflict with good environmental practices. After 

mining the stones from a site, they close the pit by filling it with sand; they then do the 

landscaping of the area and prepare the land for agricultural purposes. This makes it possible 

for members of the community to continue to farm on their pieces of land after the mining is 

completed. 

 

Conclusion 

The Tarazo case study is another evidence that access to finance is the main pillar that 

supports the growth and sustainability of producer based organisations in the developing 

world. Local financial institutions have very little appetite for lending to small producer based 

businesses especially the handcraft groups despite the fact that they have great potential for 

creating employment, improving the livelihood of their constituents and contributing to the 

development of their communities. Many of these groups have collapsed due to lack of 

access to finance. Shared Interest, through their export credit scheme have assisted Tarazo 

to grow their businesses and today several hundreds of households depend on them for their 

livelihood. Tarazo has brought joy and happiness to the people of Tabaka and surrounding 

communities. Producers and workers have regular a source of income and are able to meet 

their basic needs and to finance the education of their children. This is a reflection of how 

Shared Interest, through credit facilities, are contributing to reduced poverty levels in some 

of the poorest communities across the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 
 

Appendix 

Tarazo produce a variety of beautiful gifts items sold all over the world. Below are some of 

the products beautifully crafted and designed by the talented artisans of Tarazo. These 

handcrafts are the results of the collaborative efforts of men and women whose livelihoods 

depend on the production of these items. 

 

       

                  

     

 

 

Carvers of Tarazo working tirelessly to create new products by shaping the stones. They 

carve based on the product specifications given to them by the product development 

manager. Depending on the size and complexity of the item being carved, they can produce 

between five and ten artefacts per day. They are paid on piece rate and the rate varies 

depending on the item.  

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The photographs below show a group of carvers working on elephant figurines made by 

another group of carvers stationed at the various mining sites. Their job consists of working 

on the products to bring out the fine details. This group works from the various shops set up 

by Tarazo. They usually work in a team of 30 and are paid on a piece rate. 
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Some female workers of Tarazo cheerfully doing the sanding and washing of the products. 

They know their income is guaranteed by close of business. They were sanding pieces of 

elephant figurines. Each of them is able to sand between 10 and 15 pieces per day. They are 

paid on a piece rate and each piece of elephant figurine washed attracts KES 20.00. Tarazo 

has three washing groups and each comprises about 30 women. 

 

   
 

 

 
 

 

After washing, the products are dried and then sent to the dyeing section for the desired 

colours to be applied based on buyer specifications. The following are photographs of some 

workers of Tarazo at the dyeing section. 

 



23 
 

     
 

   
 

 

When the dyeing phase is completed, the artefacts are sent to the incising section, where 

specific patterns are added to further enhance their artistic features. Below are the 

photographs of some workers of Tarazo at the incising section. 
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These workers are trained periodically to sharpen their skills. Buyers come up with different 

patterns and it takes them about a week to master a new pattern. 

 

The artefacts are then polished before packaging. Polishing brightens the products and give 

them that special appeal. These women are giving the final touches to the products by 

polishing them. 
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The final stage of the production process is packaging. Giving that soapstone products are 

very delicate, their packaging requires a lot of tact. A group of young men and women work 

on daily basis to package the artefacts. Every buyer has his own packaging requirement and 

preference and this is taking into consideration by the packaging team. 

 

       




