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[bookmark: sec0]1. The opportunity — the storable cash crop that beats the glut

Bulb onion is a kitchen staple with constant, year-round demand and one decisive advantage over almost every other vegetable: it stores for weeks to months. That lets a grower hold cured bulbs and sell into the shortage window when prices climb, instead of dumping at harvest like tomato or cabbage growers must. The region swings between harvest gluts (when prices crash) and shortages (often filled by imports), so the farmer who cures well and times sales captures strong margins. Ethiopia's Rift Valley is a major supplier; Kenya (Karatina, Kieni, Oloitokitok, Tana River) and Tanzania (Singida, Mang'ola/Karatu, Arusha) all produce heavily.
The profit levers: a locally adapted (day-length-matched) variety, disciplined nitrogen timing, and above all curing and storage to sell off-peak.
	Country
	Main zones
	Note

	Ethiopia
	Rift Valley (Shashemene, Ziway)
	Major producer

	Kenya
	Karatina, Kieni, Oloitokitok/Kajiado, Tana River, Bombolulu
	Large supply + imports gap

	Tanzania
	Singida, Mang'ola/Karatu, Arusha, Dodoma
	Strong production zones



[bookmark: sec1]2. Is bulb onion right for you?

1. Water: Can you irrigate? Bulbing needs controlled moisture; rain-only is unreliable.
1. Variety match: Can you get a locally adapted (short-day) variety that bulbs in your latitude?
1. Curing/storage: Can you cure and store bulbs to sell off-peak (the main margin lever)?
1. Weed discipline: Onions compete poorly — can you keep beds weed-free?
[bookmark: sec2]3. Agro-ecological requirements

	Factor
	Requirement
	Why it matters

	Altitude
	500–2,200 m
	Wide range; affects season

	Temperature
	13–28 °C
	Cool for growth; warmth/day-length triggers bulbing

	Rainfall
	500–900 mm + irrigation
	Controlled moisture; dry off before harvest

	Soil
	Fertile, well-drained loam; pH 6.0–7.0
	Heavy/wet soils rot bulbs



[bookmark: sec3]4. Choosing your variety (day-length matters)

	Type
	Examples
	Note

	Red (market favourite)
	Red Creole, Bombay Red, Red Pinoy F1, Jambar F1, Malbec F1, Russet
	Strong demand; good storage

	Hybrids
	Red Pinoy F1, Jambar F1, Malbec F1
	Uniform, high-yield



Day-length is critical: onions bulb in response to day length, so most East African varieties are short-day types. Plant a locally adapted variety, or it will grow leaves and never form proper bulbs. Reds dominate most markets.
[bookmark: sec4]5. The onion crop calendar

	Stage
	Timing
	Key actions

	Nursery
	Weeks 0–8
	Raise seedlings in clean nursery; harden off

	Transplant
	Day 0
	Move 6–8 week seedlings to fine, weed-free beds

	Establishment
	Weeks 1–4
	Weed (onions hate competition); steady moisture

	Bulb initiation
	Weeks 6–10
	Day-length/temperature triggers bulbing; stop N late

	Bulbing
	Weeks 10–16
	Potassium/sulphur; steady then declining moisture

	Maturity/harvest
	Weeks 16–20
	Tops fall; dry off; lift and cure



[bookmark: sec5]6. Nursery, land preparation & spacing

Raise seedlings in a clean nursery (~4.5 kg seed/acre); transplant 6–8 week seedlings into fine, fertile, well-drained beds. Spacing: ~0.10 × 0.30 m → very high population (~250,000–330,000/acre). Keep beds meticulously weed-free — onions, with their narrow upright leaves, compete poorly and lose yield fast to weeds.
[bookmark: sec6]7. The nutrition programme

	Stage
	Product (indicative)
	Rate/acre
	Purpose

	Basal
	DAP + manure
	DAP ~80 kg
	Roots, establishment

	Vegetative
	CAN/UREA (split)
	~60–80 kg
	Leaf/frame growth (N)

	Bulbing
	Potassium + sulphur
	top-dress
	Bulb size, pungency, storage life



Stop nitrogen as bulbing begins — late N delays maturity and ruins storability (thick necks, soft bulbs). Sulphur improves pungency and storage.
[bookmark: sec7]8. Water & irrigation

Steady moisture through growth and early bulbing (drip or furrow), then dry off before harvest to cure bulbs for storage. Erratic moisture causes splitting, doubles and bolting. Irrigation enables the dry-season crop and reliable bulbing — wet soil at maturity invites rot and destroys storage life.
[bookmark: sec8]9. Pest & disease management

	Problem
	Type
	Symptoms
	Management

	Thrips
	Pest
	Silvery streaks; stress; spreads disease
	Scouting + early control — the key pest

	Onion fly
	Pest
	Maggots in bulbs
	Rotation, sanitation

	Purple blotch
	Fungal
	Purple lesions on leaves
	Fungicide, airflow, rotation

	Downy mildew
	Fungal
	Pale patches, dieback (cool wet)
	Resistant varieties, fungicide

	White rot
	Fungal (soil)
	White mould, rotting bulbs; persists in soil
	Rotation, clean land — no cure

	Basal/neck rot
	Fungal
	Rotting base/neck (esp. in storage)
	Dry off, cure well, avoid late N



[bookmark: sec9]10. Harvesting, curing & storage (the profit engine)

Harvest when 50–80% of tops fall over and necks soften. Cure in a dry, ventilated, shaded place for 1–3 weeks until skins are papery and necks tight — proper curing is what enables months of storage. Grade by size; store in well-ventilated, dry, cool conditions. Curing + storage is the entire profit strategy: cured, graded onions held into the shortage window earn the premium, while poorly cured bulbs rot and force a glut sale.
[bookmark: sec10]11. Markets, prices & value addition

	Channel
	Wants
	Notes

	Open-air/wholesale
	Cured, graded bulbs
	Huge daily demand; glut-prone at harvest

	Supermarkets/hotels
	Large, clean, cured bulbs
	Premium

	Storage-and-sell
	Cured bulbs
	Sell into shortage window for top price

	Processing
	Dried/flaked onion
	Value-added niche



The strategic play is store and time the market: produce into harvest, cure, and sell into the shortage window when imports would otherwise dominate. Grading by size lifts price; drying/flaking adds value to surplus.
[bookmark: sec11]12. The economics — full gross-margin model

Indicative, per acre, per cycle (Kenya example). Update with current local prices.
	Item (KES)
	

	Seed/seedlings
	18,000

	Manure + fertiliser
	30,000

	Crop protection (thrips/disease)
	25,000

	Irrigation
	25,000

	Labour (incl. weeding, curing)
	50,000

	Bags, transport, misc.
	20,000

	Total cash cost (indicative)
	~168,000



	Scenario
	Yield
	Price
	Revenue
	Net margin

	Worst (glut sale, poor curing)
	10 t
	low
	~250,000
	~82,000

	Base (good mgmt)
	18 t
	mid
	~500,000
	~332,000

	Best (cured, stored, off-peak)
	22 t
	premium
	~750,000
	~582,000



Margins swing sharply with timing — the storable, sell-late nature of onions is a profit lever most vegetables can't offer.
[bookmark: sec12]13. Common mistakes that destroy onion profit

1. Wrong day-length variety → leaves but no bulbs.
1. Late nitrogen → thick necks, poor storage.
1. Skipping/short curing → rot in storage, forced glut sale.
1. Weedy beds → lost yield.
1. Re-cropping white-rot land → soil-borne loss.
[bookmark: sec13]14. Risk management matrix

	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Mitigation

	Glut price-crash
	High
	Medium
	Cure + store; sell into shortage window

	Storage rot
	Medium
	High
	Dry off before harvest; cure well; ventilate

	Thrips/disease
	High
	Medium
	Scouting, rotation, drip

	White rot
	Medium
	High
	Rotation, clean land

	Bolting/splitting
	Medium
	Medium
	Adapted variety + steady moisture + correct N timing



[bookmark: sec14]15. Your season action plan + FAQ

1. Choose a locally adapted (short-day) red variety with good storage life.
1. Raise clean seedlings; transplant into fine, fertile, well-drained beds.
1. Keep beds weed-free; irrigate steadily; stop N at bulbing; add K/sulphur.
1. Scout thrips; rotate to avoid white rot.
1. Harvest at tops-down; dry off, then cure 1–3 weeks; grade.
1. Store and sell into the shortage window, graded by size.
FAQ — Why did my onions form leaves but no bulbs? Wrong day-length variety for your latitude. Use a locally adapted (usually short-day) type so the crop bulbs properly.
FAQ — Why did my stored onions rot? Late nitrogen, wet soil at harvest, or poor curing (thick necks). Stop N at bulbing, dry off before harvest, and cure 1–3 weeks until necks are tight.
FAQ — How long can I store onions? Well-cured bulbs of a storage variety keep for weeks to months — long enough to sell into the high-price shortage window.
FAQ — What's the biggest pest? Thrips — scout and control early; they also stress the crop and spread disease.
FAQ — How do I beat the price glut? Cure and store, then sell off-peak; that storability is onion's key advantage over perishable vegetables.

About this guide
Research by AppsValle for Kilimokwanza.org — East Africa Crop Value-Chain Series (deep edition). An original AppsValle research compilation. Visit www.kilimokwanza.org.
How to read the money sections. All prices, costs and margins are indicative planning figures in the stated local currency, based on typical recent ranges. Input costs and farm-gate prices change constantly and differ by district, season and season-to-season weather. Replace every figure with current local market data before you invest. Yield figures assume good agronomy, clean/certified planting material and the recommended variety; your result will vary with weather, soil and management. This is general educational information, not site-specific agronomic or financial advice — confirm with your national research and extension service (KALRO, TARI, NARO, RAB, ISABU, MAFS, EIAR) and a qualified agronomist before committing land or money.
kilimokwanza.org  ·  Agriculture First. Africa Forward.
Agriculture First. Africa Forward.  ·  kilimokwanza.org	Page  of 
b0f89071b660d48071cafcd5f37857f7f606d05b.png
® «ilimokwanza..




4366c9a605509f43cb0e2b8a629abd57e7f19d0f.png
@ «ilimokwanza....




