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[bookmark: sec0]1. The opportunity — the coastal export tree (and the value left on the table)

Cashew is the flagship cash crop of East Africa's coastal lowlands — above all southern Tanzania (Mtwara, Lindi, Ruvuma, Pwani), a major world producer, and Kenya's coast (Kilifi, Kwale). It is a hardy, drought-tolerant tree that crops for decades on sandy coastal soils where little else thrives commercially, and it earns hard currency. The crop also has a large, mostly untapped value-addition opportunity: most of the region's raw cashew nut (RCN) is currently exported unprocessed to Asia for shelling, meaning the lucrative kernel-processing margin (and jobs) leaves the region. In-country shelling, roasting and grading is the single biggest opportunity in the value chain.
Two field essentials define yield: powdery mildew control (sulphur dusting at flowering is non-negotiable on the coast) and improved/grafted, well-spaced trees rather than old, crowded seedling stands.
	Country
	Main zones
	Note

	Tanzania
	Mtwara, Lindi, Ruvuma, Pwani
	Major producer; mostly exports RCN

	Kenya
	Kilifi, Kwale (coast)
	Smaller; revival efforts



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

1. Location: Hot coastal lowland (0–750 m) with sandy soil and a dry season for flowering/harvest?
1. Patience & capital: Trees bear in 3–4 years, full at 8–10 — can you wait and intercrop?
1. Mildew control: Can you dust sulphur at flowering? Without it, coastal yields collapse.
1. Market/processing: Sell RCN to a buyer, or pursue processing for far higher margins?
[bookmark: sec2]3. Agro-ecological requirements

	Factor
	Requirement
	Why it matters

	Altitude
	0–750 m
	Coastal lowland crop

	Temperature
	20–35 °C
	Heat-loving; frost-intolerant

	Rainfall
	800–1,500 mm with a dry season
	Dry spell needed for flowering/harvest; wet at flowering brings mildew

	Soil
	Sandy, well-drained, coastal; pH 5.0–7.0
	Tolerates poor sandy soils where other crops fail
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	Type
	Examples
	Note

	Improved / grafted clones
	AC4, AC10 (TZ Naliendele selections); dwarf precocious types
	Earlier, higher, more uniform yield; better nut grade

	Seedling locals
	Traditional
	Variable, slower, lower grade



Use improved grafted clones where available — they bear earlier, yield more and give better, larger nuts (which grade and price higher). Precocious dwarf types allow closer spacing and earlier returns.
[bookmark: sec4]5. The establishment-to-bearing calendar

	Year
	Stage
	Key actions

	0
	Establishment
	Plant grafted/improved seedlings; intercrop (legumes/cassava)

	1–3
	Formation
	Weed, form canopy, protect young trees, intercrop

	3–4
	First bearing
	Light crops; begin flowering-time mildew control

	5–10+
	Full production
	Annual flower→nut cycle; sulphur dusting each flowering



[bookmark: sec5]6. Land preparation, planting & spacing

1. Spacing: ~10 × 10 m (≈40 trees/acre) to 12 × 12 m (≈28/acre); closer for dwarf clones.
1. Plant grafted/improved seedlings; intercrop (legumes, cassava, sesame) in early years for income.
1. Keep stands open — crowded canopies worsen mildew and cut yield.
[bookmark: sec6]7. The nutrition programme

Cashew is undemanding on its native sandy soils but responds to nutrition once bearing: organic matter plus modest balanced NPK, with attention to the tree's needs at flowering/nut-set. Manure/compost at establishment helps young trees on poor sands. Avoid overfeeding nitrogen at the expense of flowering.
[bookmark: sec7]8. Water & moisture

Highly drought-tolerant once established; rain-fed across the coastal belt. The key is the dry season at flowering and nut development — rain or high humidity then triggers powdery mildew and spoils the crop, which is why coastal cashew lives or dies by mildew management timing.
[bookmark: sec8]9. Pest & disease management (powdery mildew rules)

	Problem
	Type
	Symptoms
	Management

	Powdery mildew
	Fungal
	White coating on flowers/young nuts; massive yield loss
	Sulphur dusting at flowering (repeated) — the decisive, non-negotiable measure on the coast

	Helopeltis (mosquito bug)
	Pest
	Lesions on shoots/nuts; dieback
	Monitoring + targeted control at flush/flowering

	Thrips
	Pest
	Flower/nut damage, scarring
	Scouting, control at flowering

	Stem/root borers
	Pests
	Tunnelling, tree decline
	Sanitation, remove/treat affected trees

	Anthracnose
	Fungal
	Lesions on shoots/nuts
	Sanitation, fungicide where needed
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Nuts are harvested after the cashew apple ripens and the nut drops (or is picked mature). Separate the nut from the apple, dry the raw nuts to safe moisture, and store dry (raw nuts keep well when properly dried). Grade by size and soundness — larger, well-dried nuts grade and price higher. The cashew apple (highly perishable) can be used for juice, jam or spirit if processing is available, otherwise it is usually left.
[bookmark: sec10]11. Markets, prices & value addition (the processing opportunity)

	Channel
	Wants
	Notes

	Raw cashew nut (RCN) export
	Dried, graded raw nuts
	The current default; value/jobs leave the region

	In-country processing
	RCN → shelled, roasted, graded kernels
	The big opportunity — far higher margin + jobs

	Cashew nut shell liquid (CNSL)
	Shell byproduct
	Industrial value-add from processing

	Cashew apple products
	Juice, jam, spirit
	Niche; uses the perishable apple



The strategic message is clear: process in-country. Shelling, roasting and grading kernels (plus CNSL recovery) captures the margin currently exported with raw nuts. Smallholders typically sell RCN via cooperatives/auction; the value-chain upgrade is local processing capacity.
[bookmark: sec11]12. The economics — the orchard investment curve

Indicative, per acre (Tanzania example). Update with current local prices.
	Item (TZS)
	Establishment yr
	Mature year

	Grafted seedlings (~35)
	200,000
	—

	Land prep + intercrop establishment
	250,000
	—

	Sulphur + crop protection
	80,000
	250,000

	Weeding/pruning/labour
	150,000
	200,000

	Harvest + drying + bags
	—
	200,000

	Cash cost (indicative)
	~680,000
	~650,000



	Scenario (mature)
	Yield
	Channel
	Revenue
	Net margin

	Worst (no mildew control, old stand)
	8 kg/tree × 35 ≈ 0.3 t
	RCN low
	~600,000
	~ –50,000

	Base (improved, sulphur, RCN)
	15 kg/tree ≈ 0.5 t
	RCN mid
	~1,400,000
	~750,000

	Best (high yield + processing)
	25–30 kg/tree ≈ 0.9 t
	kernels
	~3,000,000+
	~2,350,000+



The investment curve again — years to first crop, then decades of income — and the processing premium dramatically changes the "best" case.
[bookmark: sec12]13. Common mistakes that destroy cashew profit

1. Skipping sulphur dusting at flowering → mildew wipes out the crop.
1. Old, crowded seedling stands instead of improved grafted, well-spaced trees.
1. Exporting only RCN when processing captures far more value.
1. Poor drying of raw nuts → quality and price loss.
1. No income plan for years 1–4.
[bookmark: sec13]14. Risk management matrix

	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Mitigation

	Powdery mildew
	High
	Very high
	Sulphur dusting at flowering (repeated)

	Helopeltis/thrips
	Medium
	High
	Monitoring + control at flush/flowering

	RCN price volatility
	High
	Medium
	Cooperative bulking; pursue processing

	Long payback
	Certain
	Medium
	Intercrop years 1–4

	Value left to importers
	High
	High
	In-country shelling/roasting/grading



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

1. Plant improved grafted clones, well spaced, on coastal sandy soil.
1. Intercrop years 1–4 for income (cassava, legumes, sesame).
1. Dust sulphur at flowering — every season, repeated.
1. Control helopeltis/thrips at flush and flowering.
1. Harvest, dry raw nuts well, grade by size.
1. Bulk via cooperative; pursue in-country processing for the real margin.
FAQ — Why did my cashew crop fail despite flowering well? Almost certainly powdery mildew — control it with repeated sulphur dusting from flowering. It is the decisive coastal disease.
FAQ — Improved or local seedlings? Improved grafted clones bear earlier, yield more and give better-grading nuts — worth the higher establishment cost.
FAQ — Why is so much value lost? Most raw nuts are exported unprocessed; shelling, roasting and grading kernels in-country captures the big margin (and creates jobs).
FAQ — How long to first income? Light crops in 3–4 years, full production by 8–10. Intercrop in the meantime.
FAQ — What about the cashew apple? It's highly perishable; where processing exists it makes juice/jam/spirit, otherwise it's usually left in the field.

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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