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[bookmark: sec0]1. The opportunity — the reliable mass-market vegetable

Cabbage is a dependable, high-volume vegetable with steady, year-round demand from households, hotels, schools and institutions across the East African highlands. It is comparatively easy to grow, stores and transports better than most leafy vegetables, and a well-managed acre produces a large tonnage. It suits the cool highland zones of Kenya, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi. Because it is a staple-volume crop rather than a niche premium one, cabbage pays through good yield, low cost per head and smart timing — and, like all popular vegetables, it is glut-prone, so growers who stagger plantings and target shortage windows do best.
The defining pest battle is diamondback moth (DBM), which has developed resistance to many chemicals — making genuine integrated pest management (IPM), not calendar spraying, the key to both profit and marketable quality.
	Country
	Main zones
	Note

	Kenya
	Kinangop, Nyandarua, Rift, Meru, Kisii
	Large highland supply

	Ethiopia
	Highlands
	Strong domestic demand

	Tanzania
	Northern & southern highlands
	Iringa, Mbeya, Arusha

	Rwanda / Burundi
	Hills
	Highland vegetable staple



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

1. Climate: Cool highland (10–24 °C)? Cabbage heads poorly in heat.
1. Water: Can you irrigate in the dry season (the higher-price window)?
1. Pest management: Can you run DBM-focused IPM rather than just spraying?
1. Market timing: Will you stagger plantings to avoid the glut?
[bookmark: sec2]3. Agro-ecological requirements

	Factor
	Requirement
	Why it matters

	Altitude
	500–2,500 m (best in highlands)
	Cool temperatures for firm heads

	Temperature
	10–24 °C
	Heat causes loose heads/bolting

	Rainfall
	700–1,200 mm; irrigation for dry season
	Steady moisture for uniform heads

	Soil
	Fertile, well-drained loam; pH 6.0–7.0
	Acidic soils risk clubroot; lime if low
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	Type
	Examples
	Note

	Hybrid (commercial)
	Gloria F1, Pruktor F1, Riana F1, Queen F1, Fortuna F1
	Uniform, high-yield, disease-tolerant

	Open-pollinated
	Copenhagen Market, Sugarloaf, Drumhead
	Cheaper seed; less uniform



Choose head size to match the market (large heads for wholesale/institutions; medium for retail) and maturity to plan staggered harvests. Hybrids dominate commercial production for uniformity and yield.
[bookmark: sec4]5. The cabbage crop calendar

	Stage
	Timing
	Key actions

	Nursery
	Weeks 0–4
	Raise seedlings in clean nursery; harden off

	Transplant
	Day 0
	Move 4–5 week seedlings to manured beds

	Establishment
	Weeks 1–3
	Gap-fill, first weeding, begin DBM scouting

	Vegetative (frame)
	Weeks 3–7
	Top-dress N, scout pests, irrigate

	Heading
	Weeks 7–11
	Steady moisture + N; protect heads from DBM

	Harvest
	Weeks 10–16
	Cut firm heads; grade; market promptly



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

Raise seedlings in a clean nursery (~0.2–0.3 kg seed/acre); transplant vigorous 4–5 week seedlings. Spacing: 0.6 × 0.45 m (or 0.5 × 0.4 m) → ~9,000–17,000 plants/acre depending on head size. Plant into deeply worked, manured, well-drained beds; rotate away from other brassicas (kale, broccoli) to limit clubroot and black rot.
[bookmark: sec6]7. The nutrition programme

Cabbage is a heavy nitrogen feeder.
	Stage
	Product (indicative)
	Rate/acre
	Purpose

	Basal
	DAP + manure
	DAP ~80 kg + 8 t manure
	Roots, establishment

	Vegetative
	CAN/UREA (split)
	~100 kg
	Frame and leaf growth (N)

	Heading
	CAN + potassium
	top-dress
	Firm, heavy heads



Adequate, well-split nitrogen builds the frame and heads; lime acidic soils to prevent clubroot and aid uptake.
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Cabbage needs consistent moisture for uniform heading; fluctuation causes splitting and loose heads. Irrigation enables the higher-value dry-season crop. Even watering during heading is critical — sudden water after a dry spell splits mature heads (unsaleable).
[bookmark: sec8]9. Pest & disease management (diamondback moth)

	Problem
	Type
	Symptoms
	Management

	Diamondback moth (DBM)
	Pest
	Windowed/holed leaves; resistant to many chemicals
	IPM: scouting, biopesticides (Bt), rotate actives, biocontrol — calendar spraying fails

	Aphids
	Pest/vector
	Curling, sooty mould, virus
	Scouting, targeted control

	Cabbage looper, cutworms
	Pests
	Leaf/seedling damage
	Monitoring, control young stages

	Black rot
	Bacterial
	V-shaped yellow leaf-margin lesions
	Clean seed, rotation, drainage — no cure

	Clubroot
	Fungal (soil)
	Swollen roots, wilting
	Lime to raise pH, rotation, resistant varieties

	Downy mildew, ring spot
	Fungal
	Leaf spots
	Airflow, fungicide, rotation



DBM is the defining challenge — its resistance means rotating modes of action, using Bt/biopesticides, and scouting to thresholds rather than spraying on a calendar.
[bookmark: sec9]10. Harvesting & post-harvest

Harvest when heads are firm and well-filled (compact, solid to the squeeze). Cut with a few wrapper leaves for protection, handle to avoid bruising, and market promptly — cabbage holds better than leafy greens but still loses value as it yellows. Grade by size and firmness; trimmed, uniform heads fetch better prices. Cool storage extends shelf life for staggered marketing.
[bookmark: sec10]11. Markets, prices & value addition

	Channel
	Wants
	Notes

	Open-air/wholesale
	Volume, firm heads
	The main market; glut-prone

	Supermarkets/hotels
	Graded, uniform heads
	Premium + reliability

	Institutions (schools, camps)
	Bulk heads
	Steady bulk demand

	Processing (coleslaw, kraut)
	Specific types
	Limited but growing



Cabbage has limited value addition, so the profit levers are yield, low cost per head, staggered timing to avoid gluts, and grading. Selling into the dry-season/shortage window and to institutions/contracts beats dumping into a peak-season glut.
[bookmark: sec11]12. The economics — full gross-margin model

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

	Seed (hybrid)
	15,000

	Manure + fertiliser
	30,000

	Crop protection (DBM/IPM)
	30,000

	Irrigation
	20,000

	Labour (nursery→harvest)
	40,000

	Transport, misc.
	20,000

	Total cash cost (indicative)
	~155,000



	Scenario
	Yield (heads)
	Price
	Revenue
	Net margin

	Worst (DBM, glut)
	~8,000 small
	low
	~160,000
	~5,000

	Base (good mgmt)
	~12,000
	mid
	~360,000
	~205,000

	Best (dry-season, graded, institutions)
	~15,000 large
	high
	~600,000
	~445,000



A dependable earner with modest per-head value — profit comes from good heads, low cost and avoiding the glut.
[bookmark: sec12]13. Common mistakes that destroy cabbage profit

1. Calendar-spraying DBM (resistance) instead of IPM/Bt and rotation.
1. Planting into the peak-season glut rather than staggering for shortage windows.
1. Inconsistent watering at heading → split, loose heads.
1. Re-cropping brassica land → clubroot and black rot.
1. Under-feeding nitrogen → small, loose heads.
[bookmark: sec13]14. Risk management matrix

	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Mitigation

	Diamondback moth
	High
	High
	IPM, Bt/biopesticides, rotate actives, scouting

	Price glut
	High
	Medium
	Stagger plantings; target shortage windows/institutions

	Black rot / clubroot
	Medium
	High
	Clean seed, rotation, lime, resistant varieties

	Head splitting
	Medium
	Medium
	Even moisture; timely harvest

	Heat (poor heading)
	Medium
	Medium
	Grow in cool highlands/season



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

1. Grow in a cool highland zone/season; choose a market-matched hybrid.
1. Raise clean seedlings; transplant into manured, limed, well-drained beds; rotate off brassicas.
1. Feed nitrogen well (split); keep even moisture through heading.
1. Run DBM-focused IPM — scout, use Bt, rotate modes of action.
1. Stagger plantings to dodge the glut; aim for dry-season/shortage windows.
1. Harvest firm heads; grade; sell promptly (ideally on contract/to institutions).
FAQ — Why is my cabbage full of holes despite spraying? Diamondback moth, which resists many chemicals. Switch to IPM: scout, use Bt/biopesticides, rotate modes of action, and avoid calendar spraying.
FAQ — Why did my heads split? Inconsistent moisture — a heavy watering or rain after a dry spell, or delayed harvest. Keep even moisture and harvest firm heads promptly.
FAQ — Hybrid or open-pollinated? Hybrids give uniform, high-yielding, disease-tolerant heads for commercial markets; OPVs are cheaper but less uniform.
FAQ — How do I avoid the price glut? Stagger plantings, target the dry-season/shortage window, and sell to institutions/hotels on contract rather than into the peak-season open market.
FAQ — What causes swollen roots and wilting? Clubroot, a soil disease worsened by acidic soil and continuous brassicas. Lime to raise pH, rotate, and use resistant varieties.

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.
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