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MARABA, Rwanda -- Sun-kissed plantations ring this 
village, renowned in recent years for growing the rich 
arabica beans brewed and served in some of the world's 
finest coffee houses. But the secret to success here has had 
far less to do with the idyllic climate and volcanic soil than 
with a group of people who have emerged as Maraba's -- 
and Rwanda's -- most potent economic force: women.

In the 14 years since the genocide, when 800,000 people died during three months of violence, this country 
has become perhaps the world's leading example of how empowering women can fundamentally transform 
post-conflict economies and fight the cycle of poverty. That is particularly clear here in Maraba, a southern 
village where a host of women -- largely relegated to backbreaking field work in the days before the genocide 
-- found unwanted opportunity in the fertile lands they would inherit from slaughtered husbands, fathers and 
brothers.

As both female and male survivors sought to rebuild coffee plantations with financial and technical assistance
from international organizations, Maraba's women, most trying their hands at the business of farming for the 
first time, were by far the faster students. They showed more willingness than men, officials here said, to 
embrace new techniques aimed at improving quality and profit. Now, Maraba's female farmers are outdoing 
their male counterparts in both, numbering about half of all farmers in the village's coffee cooperative but 
producing 90 percent of its finest quality beans for export.

The march of female entrepreneurialism, playing out here and across Rwanda in industries from agribusiness 
to tourism, has proved to be a windfall for efforts to rebuild the nation and fight poverty. Women more than 
men invest profits in the family, renovate homes, improve nutrition, increase savings rates and spend on 
children's education, officials here said.

It speaks to a seismic shift in gender economics in Rwanda's post-genocide society, one that is altering the 
way younger generations of males view their mothers and sisters while offering a powerful lesson for other 
developing nations struggling to rebuild from the ashes of conflict.

"Rwanda's economy has risen up from the genocide and prospered greatly on the backs of our women," said 
Agnes Matilda Kalibata, minister of state in charge of agriculture. "Bringing women out of the home and 
fields has been essential to our rebuilding. In that process, Rwanda has changed forever. . . . We are becoming
a nation that understands that there are huge financial benefits to equality."

Where Men Failed

In the central highlands town of Masaka, the road to female prosperity runs through a path of male shame.

The main drag -- a red earthen way -- winds through a number of tiny mud huts, passing first by the home of 
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Ildiphonse Muhayimana, a builder whose yet-to-be installed iron roofing was seized by village elders this year
not long after he defaulted on a $110 bank loan. "He spent the money on women and liquor," said his loan 
officer, Abed Muhawenimana. Further down the way, teacher Enock Muvunji met a similar fate, his bike 
seized last month until he repays a $277 loan.

Yet venture up the road, and you reach the door of Jeanine Mukandayisenga. The 29-year-old wife of a 
disabled army officer and mother of two took out a $50 microloan in 2005 with a plan to support her family. 
Her pitch: Few people in her neighborhood owned cellphones -- so she would buy one and charge a few cents
per call. She paid back the loan within a year. Last year, she took out a $400 loan to open a graining mill for 
cassava flour. Her businesses are earning the family a relatively princely sum of $650 a month.

Officials at Vision Finance, the microloan arm of World Vision International that launched a program in 2005
in this town of 40,000, said that while women make up the majority of borrowers, four out of five defaulters 
are men.

"They say that women care more about the family, but I do not know if that is true," Mukandayisenga said. "I 
think it has more to do with the self-control woman show in hard times. We know how to survive when men 
despair."

Wise Investors

Perhaps it should come as no surprise that women have been key in reconstructing Rwanda. In the effort to 
finance the reduction of poverty in the developing world, many leading experts said that women simply make 
better investments.

The evidence has been building for years. In 1990, a major study on poverty in Brazil published in the Journal
of Human Resources showed that the effect of money managed by women in poor households was 20 times 
more likely to be spent on improving conditions in the home than money managed by men.

In Bangladesh, the Grameen Bank founded by 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner Muhammad Yunus has 
focused its poverty-busting microloans on women, with success rates far higher for female than for male 
borrowers. Microloan programs in Africa, Asia and Latin America have shown similar results.

In India's great economic transformation of the past 15 years, states that have the highest percentage of 
women in the labor force have grown the fastest as well as had the largest reductions in poverty, according to 
the World Bank.

"We have overwhelming evidence from almost all the developing regions of the world that [investment in] 
women make better economics," said Winnie Byanyima, director of the United Nations Development 
Program's gender team.

Born of Tragedy

For the worst of reasons, Rwanda became a testing ground for such theories after the 1994 genocide.

The slaughter of ethnic Tutsis and moderate Hutus by Hutu militias, and the ensuing retributions, left Rwanda
with a population that was 60 percent female and 40 percent male by the time the dead were buried. With 
thousands more men jailed for war crimes or living as refugees in neighboring Congo, women, at first by 
default, took on roles in business and politics. Although women had long enjoyed a relatively higher social 
status in Rwanda than in some other African nations, women here still had weak property rights, and female 
entrepreneurs were rare.
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That would change rapidly -- particularly in agriculture, where many women were forced to take over farms. 
They found an ally in the barrage of foreign organizations that rushed into Rwanda following the genocide, 
with much of their focus aimed at training women.

As important was an acceptance at the highest levels of government that women would need new legal status 
to help rebuild the nation. By 1999, reforms were passed enabling women to inherit property -- something 
that would prove vitally important to female farmers. At the same time, woman began rising to higher ranks 
of political power. Today women hold about 48 percent of the seats in Rwanda's parliament, the highest 
percentage in the world. They also account for 36 percent of President Paul Kagame's cabinet, holding the top
jobs in the ministries of commerce, agriculture, infrastructure, foreign affairs and information.

Success in economics mirrored the rise of women in politics. Today, 41 percent of Rwandan businesses are 
owned by women -- compared for instance with 18 percent in Congo. Rwanda has the second-highest ratio of 
female entrepreneurs in Africa, behind Ghana with 44 percent, according to the World Bank.

At the same time, Rwanda has engineered a surprisingly fast economic recovery. After falling into 
devastation in 1994, with many farms and businesses abandoned, damaged or destroyed, Rwanda's economy 
has since tripled in size and has grown at an average rate of 6 percent since 2004. Though the population is 
balancing out -- women edge men by a rate of 52 to 48 -- women make up 55 percent of the workforce, 
according to Commerce Minister Monique Nsanzabaganwa.

The ranks of female entrepreneurs were aided in part by returnees, largely from Uganda and the United States.
Joy Ndungutse, 51, returned in the 1990s after working for years as a secretary in Washington. "We came 
back to a country destroyed," said Ndungutse, who since her return has built the largest nonagricultural export
business in Rwanda. Her firm sells finely woven baskets to Macy's. Like many exporters here, she has been 
greatly aided by a trade agreement that allows her exports to enter the United States duty-free.

"Women are being given an opportunity in this country to change their status," she said, "and they are taking 
it."

From Survival to Success

For most women here, success in business was the unforeseen byproduct of their fight for survival in the face 
of unspeakable loss.

In the madness of the genocide, when ethnic hatreds boiled over into mass violence, Jeanette Nyirabaganwa, a
minority Tutsi, escaped with her family, fleeing their home in Maraba where her family had cultivated coffee 
for years. They joined dozens of others who sought refuge in a schoolyard. When Hutu soldiers came, joined 
by some of her Hutu neighbors, they entered the yard firing machine guns, using machetes to hack those who 
remained alive. She watched as her husband was killed by bullets, her infant son and 2-year-old daughter 
hacked to death by blades. She survived by pretending to be dead.

"After two days I woke up," Nyirabaganwa, 39, said. "Birds were eating my dead children. This was too much
for me. I wanted to be killed . . . I felt as if I was dead, too. I did not want to go on."

But she did. When the violence passed, and a Tutsi-dominated administration came to power, she returned to 
the jade hills of Maraba to take charge of four orphaned nephews and nieces. For the first few years, they 
survived with U.N. assistance. By the late 1990s, she had begun to visit her husband's old coffee plantation 
and her father's coffee farm, both of which had reverted to her after they died.

The farms were in disrepair, but she began her business by picking a few ripe beans off the trees and selling 
them to traders in town. "I knew nothing about growing or business," she said. "My job was to pick weeds 
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between the coffee plants; women did not get involved in money or business. It was not done."

Like many women, she joined a coffee cooperative organized with the help of international nonprofit 
organizations and aid agencies in 1999. By 2001, USAID was offering extensive training to farmers. Rather 
than emphasize quantity, as farmers had for generations here, a new push was made to improve quality and 
prices by growing less but better coffee and using fertilizers.

Coffee-washing stations were established to impose strict quality control, sorting beans by grades and 
disposing of the poorest crops. Tasting laboratories -- staffed largely by women, who scientists say have more
taste buds than men -- added to the quality. The best of Café de Maraba's production has become hugely
popular among fair-trade coffee distributors in the United States and Europe, with exports growing from 20 
tons in 2002 to an estimated 80 tons in 2008.

Theophile Biziyaremye, Café de Maraba executive director, said that male coffee growers in the cooperative
have been too set in their ways. "They keep saying, 'We've done it our way all our lives, our fathers and 
grandfathers have done it this way, so why should I change and use your way to grow coffee now?' " he said. 
"The women are different. They have not done it before, so they are adapting and growing the better-quality 
coffee. That also means they are making more money than the men."

Nyirabaganwa is proof. Now employing eight laborers, she is growing three times as much coffee as her 
father and husband did. They sold their poorer-quality beans for local consumption. Her finer grade is largely 
for export, roasted overseas and sold in coffee shops and specialty stores in cities including London, New 
York, Chicago and New Orleans.

"I'm proud of this," Nyirabaganwa said. "I would never have thought I would be in a situation like this. I 
never thought I could come back."

Her total family income is roughly five times what it was then, income she has used to improve family life. 
Two years ago, she renovated the family home, still a modest space of plain cement walls, to make it more 
sturdy. She bought cellular phones for her four charges, all of whom see their aunt as a role model.

"I think that now, boys and girls are different than they were," said Eric Muhire, a junior in high school. 
"Today, woman are in business; before, if a woman had some money, she would have to give it to the man. 
They could not compete against a man. But now, they are competing and doing better."

Perhaps more important for Nyirabaganwa, a woman who was only educated through primary school, is that 
Donatelia Mukampe Ta, 18 and her oldest female charge, is set to graduate from high school this year. 
Nyirabaganwa has promised to pay for her higher education in the capital, Kigali, where Ta hopes to become 
an accountant.

By Western standards, women still have a long way to go in Rwanda. Many of the women in Maraba who 
have husbands are culturally expected to ask their permission before engaging in any form of business. But 
some of these women who have inherited land from genocide victims have been able to use income from 
farming or renting that land to gain a measure of financial independence.

When Gemina Mukashyaka, 30, who cleans the coffee-tasting laboratory in Maraba, insisted that she pay for 
the schooling of her younger sister after their parents were killed in the genocide, her husband balked. She 
ignored his protests, paying with money she gained from leasing the land she inherited from her parents.

"My husband is not happy about my paying for my sister, but it is my money," she said. "The law in Rwanda 
now says that woman have that right. I will not let him stop me."
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