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Let’s be blunt – 2020 has been a tough year for just about everyone. The COVID-19 
pandemic reached all corners of the world and continues to impact families, commu-
nities, businesses and public institutions.

When we started compiling this, our first sustainability report, our primary goal was 
to share with you Mifuko’s product sustainability efforts and our diverse work in 
sub-Saharan African. With the pandemic, this report takes on even more meaning.
Like in many countries, Kenya was locked down during spring, rode out an uneasy 
summer, and faced a new wave of cases late in the year. Machakos and Makueni 
counties, home to most Mifuko artisans, were at first relatively unaffected. Mifuko 
provided guidance on how to prevent the virus from spreading, and even in the re-
mote villages, artisans were able to get masks and practice social distancing.

A good harvest from 2019 also helped alleviate the pressure and allowed artisans to 
continue filling orders. However, school closures meant there were extra mouths to 
feed at home during the day and opened the door to many other problems.  School 
fees could not be refunded, which was painful financially. This was further com-
pounded by husbands having less work or losing jobs entirely as businesses slowed 
or closed down.

Fortunately, at least so far, the number of cases and mortality rate remain low in 
Kenya. Despite many of our artisans being in the high-risk age groups, there was no 
significant increase in funerals for 2020. 

Nevertheless, the social and economic impact of this pandemic are severe. Teenage 
pregnancies are on the rise, domestic violence and mental health issues are becoming 
more prevalent. Sub-Saharan Africa may end up being the hardest it economically  
when this is all over.

  1 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/26/impact-covid-19-childrens-education-africa
  2 https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/impact-covid-19-coronavirus-global-poverty-why-sub-saha-
ran-africa-might-be-region-hardest

A timely report
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Despite the 2020 hardships, there is hope. With promising vaccines on the horizon 
and the efforts aid organizations and Fair Trade businesses like Mifuko, the future 
looks better every day. 

Meet our artisan
Josephine is a charming lady who is always smil-
ing. Josephine admired handicrafts her friend's 
handcraft skills which led her to learn basket 
weaving as well. In year 2001 she joined the 
Mutini women’s group. Josephine likes to weave 
in the morning and in the afternoon after she is 
done with household chores. The most import-
ant thing for Josephine’s life is her family and 
time with her grandchildren. Her favorite meal 
is rice and ugali and her favorite color is pink.
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The Mifuko story

The idea of Mifuko was born amongst the colourful bustle of a market in Nairobi, 
Kenya. Minna Impiö lived in Kenya at the time, and her close friend Mari Marti-
kainen was visiting. As they wandered around the market after their time together 
studying textile design at Aalto University, they were amazed by the craftsmanship 
of the artisans selling their goods.

Shortly thereafter in 2009, Minna and Mari founded Mifuko with a clear goal: com-
bine Nordic design and traditional African handicraft skills to form a business that 
directly benefits the people of  rural Kenya.

Today Mifuko is a successful Fair Trade company certified by the World Fair Trade 
Organisation (WFTO), and our work is ever more urgent. In Kenya, climate change 
has led to recurring droughts making farming, traditionally the primary source of 
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income and sustenance, an unreliable foundation for a stable livelihood.

Many of the artisans we work with face this dilemma. The income they earn from 
Mifuko helps ensure families are fed and cared for when crops can no longer provide 
security.

Our Mission
Mifuko’s mission is to bring joy to our customers while improving the welfare of 
communities in rural Africa. We aim to support Fair Trade practices and show how 
a Fair Trade company can be successful ethically, socially and financially.

Mifuko products promote sustainable home décor and fashion, and they contribute 
to the well-being of artisans, their families and the greater community by empower-
ing women and nurturing traditional African craftsmanship.

We are guided by our core values of uniqueness, joy and responsibility. These values 
are reflected in every aspect of our business and in the work that artisans do for Mi-
fuko and for their communities.
Our mission and values are more than mere words. They are practical guidance for 
the choices and actions we take day to day. We have been radically sustainable from 
the beginning, striving for sustainability in everything we do.

We approach sustainability with a wide perspective, which we believe is fundamen-
tally necessary to address the health of global society and planet earth. This is why 
our sustainability report touches on all three facets of sustainability: economic, social 
and environmental.
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In 2014 Mifuko became a member of the World Fair Trade Organisation (WFTO). 
The vision of WFTO is  “a world in which trade structures and practices have been 
transformed to work in favour of the poor and promote sustainable development 
and justice.” 3  As a certified member, Mifuko commits to all ten WFTO principles.
 
Mifuko is independently audited, and the entire business operation is regularly in-
spected to confirm our adherence to WFTO membership requirements. Mifuko also 
submits reports to the WFTO about our work and actively promotes the WFTO by 
collaborating with organisations such as Made51.

    3 https://wfto.com/about-us/vision-and-mission#:~:text=WFTO’s%20mission%20is%20to%20enable,ensur-
ing%20producer%20voices%20are%20heard.
   4https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=The%20Sustainable%20
Development%20Goals%20are,environmental%20degradation%2C%20peace%20and%20justice

Sustainable Development Goals
Mifuko is determined to be a part of building a better, sustainable future. We want 
to contribute to solving the issues humanity faces, such as poverty, gender inequality, 
pollution and loss of biodiversity.
Our efforts are guided by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United 
Nations. “They address the global challenges we face, including poverty, inequality, 
climate change, environmental degradation, peace and justice.” 4 

WFTO membership
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Some of these goals are more prominent than others given the industry where we 
operate. Our primary SDGs are outlined in the following sections.

Reduce Poverty
Nearly 10% of the world’s population live in extreme poverty, defined by the World 
Bank as living on less than 1.90 USD per day.5  Poverty affects rural areas most, with 
women and children making up the majority. Sub-Saharan Africa remains one of the 
poorest regions in the world.

As a WFTO member, Mifuko provides a verifiable fair-trade income for artisans. 
The social, economic and environmental needs of artisans are factored into our busi-
ness model. 

Improve Health and Wellbeing
Mifuko promotes good health and wellbeing by providing safe and flexible work for 
artisans. The work itself is does not include making potentially dangerous trips to 
sell baskets or purchase materials. Instead, we arrange for the materials to be deliv-
ered to the artisans, and ready baskets are collected from the villages. 

We use materials in our baskets, bags and ornaments that are free of toxins and 
safe to handle. Artisans can also work when it suits them best or when other work 
(typically farming) is not possible, such as during pregnancy or while breast feeding.

  5https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
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Improve Gender Equality
The economic and social gap between women and men remains significant.6  Howev-
er, a focus on investing in women can have a great impact on poverty.7  Women also 
more typically spend in ways that support family nutrition, health and wellbeing.8  
The income from weaving baskets for Mifuko helps many women pay expenses such 
as their children’s education.

The majority of Mifuko’s artisans are women between 29 and 70 years of age. Self-
help groups are a vital part of our gender equality goal. Women support each other 
and learning new skills, from basket weaving to entrepreneurship, adding new paths 
towards independence and the social benefits of new-found confidence.

Although the majority of the artisans are currently women, all adults, regardless of 
gender, are welcome to join self-help groups and weave baskets for Mifuko.

Provide Clean Water and Sanitation 
Many of our artisans or someone in their family have suffered from illnesses stem-
ming from a lack of clean water or poor sanitation. According to a survey we con-
ducted, 70% of respondents said they or someone in their family have suffered from 
illnesses, such as diarrhoea and malaria.

In 2012, we founded the non-profit organisation Mifuko Trust to address quali-
ty-of-life issues in the Machakos region in Kenya. Through donations and projects, 
Mifuko Trust has worked to provide clean water and sanitation facilities in the re-
gion.

Create Fair Work and Growth Opportunities
Over 90% of the artisans Mifuko works with come from a rural background and are 
economically disadvantaged. We have a network of over 700 artisans, and with the 
extra income from Mifuko, the artisans can buy products and services from others in 
their villages. This way, the whole community benefits. 

Mifuko helps artisans improve their skills, and we seek to increase positive devel-
opmental impacts for small and marginalized producers. We encourage self-help 

  6https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2018/2/press-release-launch-of-sdg-monitoring-report-gender-
equality-in-the-2030-agenda
   7https://www.oxfam.org/en/why-majority-worlds-poor-are-women
   8https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/investinginwomenandgirls.htm
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gorups to save money collectively so that members can take out a loan, for example, 
to invest in new business or education.

Encourage Responsible Consumption and Production
Mifuko products are designed for durability and longevity, using ecological and re-
cycled or upcycled materials. We also work to avoid any waste throughout the pro-
duction process. All ordered baskets are also bought by Mifuko. No basket goes to 
waste, and no work goes unpaid.

Promoting responsible consumption is a work in progress. Fast fashion still domi-
nates the world. The fashion industry is the second biggest polluter, its greenhouse 
gas emissions as big as maritime shipping and international flights combined. The 
amount of clothes produced has doubled since the start of the millennium and just 
keeps growing. At the current rate, by 2050 the fashion and textile industry will de-
vour a fourth of the carbon budget.

Through our designs, our material choices and our marketing and communications 
with both business partners and end customers, Mifuko hopes to help turn the tide. 
Our message of slow fashion and sustainable production practices is consistent, and 
next we need to get everyone to turn up the volume.
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Contribute to Climate Action
We are committed to actively fight climate change. We achieve this through two 
strategies: strengthening people’s resilience to disasters caused by climate change and 
limiting our own environmental impact.

Resilience comes in part through employment that is both fair and reliable. Educa-
tion also plays a crucial role. Through self-help groups, we teach artisans and their 
communities how to deal with climate change and create sustainable forms of living.
All Mifuko products are handmade from materials selected based on their sustaina-
bility credentials. The entire supply chain is transparent and prioritizes sustainability 
over convenience. Mifuko always offsets the carbon emissions from the shipping be-
tween Kenya and Finland.
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The backbone of Mifuko operations is an inclusive business model that makes creat-
ing positive change in low-income communities a fundamental strategy for success. 
In this model, low-income communities function as “suppliers, distributors, retailers, 
or customers while providing solutions to global challenges.” 9

The starting point is establishing a fair income in exchange for the products arti-
sans produce. A decent standard of living must cover food, water, housing, education, 
health care, transport, clothing and the ability to save for unexpected events. We 
determine what is a living wage using the Living Wage Ladder tool provided by the 
WFTO. In practice, payments for Mifuko orders are agreed upon together with the 
local community.

Mifuko provides 50% advance payment on placed orders, and the remaining half is 
paid when the order is completed. We ensure all payments are passed on to the arti-
sans, and we actively work to establish long-term relationships with artisans. These 
relationships are based on trust and mutual respect which support the development 
and growth of the cooperation. 

Further, we never cancel orders or reject deliveries. We negotiate and agree on com-
pensation for lower quality products as Mifuko understands new artisans need some 
time to reach the required quality standard. Mifuko also buys the substandard prod-
ucts, encouraging experienced artisans to pass on their skills and help artisan groups 
employ more workers.

 9 https://www.iicpsd.undp.org/content/istanbul/en/home/thematic-areas/inclusive-business.html

Economic Impact
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Collaboration with Made51 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) founded Made51 
to bring together refugee artisans and international companies. Companies that col-
laborate with MADE51 use the refugees’ skills in the design process, in production 
and also for marketing the products. The refugee artisans work directly with these 
companies when developing new products.

Mifuko started its journey with MADE51 in 2019, collaborating with Kapya 
Kitungwa and his workshop in the production of ornamental wooden birds. Mr. 
Kitungwa is a Congolese refugee now living in Nairobi, Kenya. His workshop em-
ploys other Congolese refugees living in Kenya. Through this collaboration Mifuko is 
able to expand its support to communities beyond women in rural Kenya.

Risks linked to economic sustainability 
Making products for Mifuko gives artisans and their families important income. 
However, we also want to avoid artisans becoming too dependent on this source of 
income. To alleviate this risk, we pro-actively help establish and develop self-help 
groups that build skills and foster other economic growth opportunities for group 
members.

This is also why Mifuko considers the artisans as partners from whom we buy prod-
ucts, rather than being our employees. We maintain our sensitivity toward the local 
culture, providing artisans with opportunities and tools for building a better future 
on their own terms from their own cultural perspective. There is always room for 
improvement when it comes to cross-cultural understanding, so we do make it a 
point to visit the villages regularly and educate ourselves about each other’s culture. 

Mifuko’s inclusive business model is much more than simply offering work and 
teaching handicraft skills. We actively support women and their communities to be-
come self-sufficient, healthy contributors to the global good.

“I told [my father], ‘I want to do this,’” recalled Kap-
ya, 44, who was forced to flee the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and now lives in Kenya. “He would make 
something, then I would make something. That’s how 
he taught me.” 10

 10 https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2020/11/5fb407194/proud-camels-peaceful-doves-gifts-
meaning.html
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Meet our artisan
If you ask for the best vegetables in Manyala 
village you will be directed to Janet. Janet has 
been a skilled farmer for most of her life. This 
energetic mother of two boys came to think 
to harvest water into a small pond which now 
enables her to water her farm even during dry 
seasons. Janet wants to give her boys a good 
education which has been her motivation to 
learn to weave baskets. Janet loves color blue 
and her favorite meal is ugali and vegetables like 
sukuma.
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   11https://www.un.org/en/un-chronicle/rural-women%E2%80%99s-economic-empower-
ment-and-road-2030-agency-climate-action

Mifuko is a social enterprise that fuses Nordic design with African handicraft. Our prod-
ucts bring joy and utility to customers while empowering women in rural areas of Kenya. 
This is the essence of our social impact.

Our focus is on women in Kenya because, like in many countries, gender inequality is an 
issue. We also know that empowering women is an effective way to improve the living 
standards of the whole community.  In addition to providing fair wages, through self-help 
groups and the Mifuko Trust, we contribute to the overall wellbeing of the community. 11

Self-help groups
Mifuko works with over two dozen self-help groups that play a significant role in our social 
sustainability goals. The motivation behind this setup is that as a collective group, the mem-
bers have access to more resources and more opportunities that they would not necessarily 
have if they would only make products by themselves. Some groups Mifuko has helped 
establish (12 to date), while others organized themselves first before starting to work with 
Mifuko.

Self-help groups are formed for various purposes, usually for saving money together for 
future needs. Group members regularly contribute a small part of their salaries to the com-
mon fund. This fund they supervise together, which means the members have access to the 
savings when needed. This kind of financial arrangement within self-help groups is signifi-
cant because of the very limited access to financial institutions such as banks. Through these 
groups, the artisans can obtain a loan to make an investment or to pay for an unexpected 
expense, like a hospital bill.

The purpose of these self-help groups is not only to function as additional economic 
support, but also to provide social and emotional support. The group meetings, usually 
held once a week, allow members to meet and socialize on a regular basis. These gatherings 
strengthen social security through the personal bonds built upon trust and commitment. 
Apart from functioning as a social event, there is also space to ask questions and to learn 
from each other. 

Social Impact



17

An essential way of enhancing the social impact of Mifuko is to make sure the benefits arti-
sans receive are passed on to the next generation. This may be in the direct form of passing 
on the traditional handicraft skills to younger generations. Another way is that mothers 
are able to send their children to school with the money earned from Mifuko. Supporting 
future generations is a central tenet of the self-help groups where young women learn new 
skills and strengthen their economic and social mobility.

Each self-help group adheres to agreed by-laws and has an elected chairwoman, secretary 
and treasurer. The values guiding these groups are transparency, communication, democ-
racy and trust. To help foster group development, Mifuko has established a 3-level system. 
Groups start off at level 3 with the aim of reaching level 1. Each level has a specific set of 
criteria, defined implications in terms of external support from Mifuko and others, as well 
as explicit goals that guide the group to the next level.
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Mifuko Trust is a non-profit organisation founded in 2012 to further support the 
social mission of Mifuko. Through donations and projects, Mifuko Trust improves 
the quality of life of artisans and communities in the Machakos region. Mifuko Trust 
works with over two dozen self-help groups (up to 35 women per group), reaching 
approximately 700 low-income families. Families have five members on average, so 
the Trust directly and positively impacts the lives of some 3,500 women, men and 
children in the region.

Mifuko Trust is a fully independent organization. Mifuko does not have influence 
over the choices or spending of Mifuko Trust. Mifuko does, however, support Mifu-
ko Trust, for instance, by buying the trees that are planted to offset carbon emissions 
or giving donations or presents to self-help groups. Here we present the latest initi-
atives of Mifuko Trust.

Project - Rain Water 
Collection Tanks
Mifuko Trust has installed in 
the regions of Machakos and 
Makueni ten rain water col-
lection tanks that help secure 
access to safe and clean water 
during dry seasons. This was 
made possible by donations 
to the Trust and a financial 
contribution from Mifuko.

Mifuko Trust
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Project - Tile-pressing Machine
Mifuko Trust bought a 
hand-operated tile-press-
ing machine can form tiles 
from local soil and a small 
amount of cement (less than 
5% of the tile). The pressed 
tiles do not need to be fired 
before use, so in addition to 
not requiring electricity, the 
machine reduces the strain on the environment caused by burning.
The machine is installed in the village of Kikima where Mifuko maintains its stock 
of raw materials for artisans. A trained operator is available to make the tiles for local 
communities. The first tiles used for our Wash and Grow! Initiative, but can be used 
for many types of constructions.

Project - Wash and Grow!

The Wash and Grow! Initiative, with support from the Finnish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, combines improve sanitation with agricultural benefits. Illnesses caused by 
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poor hygiene are unfortunately common in rural Kenya. Illness directly impacts in-
come, usually farming, and thus can lead to or worsen food safety.  

The initiative started in 2017 when Mifuko designed and built a compostable toilet 
under guidance and direction from Huussi ry and Ukumbi ry. This was a pilot pro-
ject with the goal of coming up with a solution that could be easily replicated in other 
communities.

A composting toilet is hygienic and provides free fertilizer. According to users of the 
pilot toilet, the organic fertilizer is better for their crops than chemical fertilizers.
Wash and Grow! will grow further in 2021 as several more pilot lavatories are built 
in the villages where the artisans live. Households that have compostable lavatories 
will in turn function as promotors and educators of organic composting and good 
hygiene. The initiative will also be training sanitation ambassadors in business skills 
to generate business opportunities. These toilets are available for the community, so 
everyone benefits.

Project - Planting Trees 
Mifuko offsets carbon emissions (mainly shipping) by buying trees and donating 
them to Mifuko Trust. The Trust works with local self-help groups to determine 
what kinds of trees are needed, and the groups take care of planting trees. These 
could be shade trees or fruit-bearing trees such as mango or banana trees.
This ongoing cooperation started in 2019 when Mifuko donated 600 trees. In 2020 
an addition 600 trees are being planted. This effort not only offsets emission, but 
provides additional income for the community selling the trees.
The work of course continues after trees are planted. After trees are planted, we have 
been following up on how planted trees are growing as part of our check in with 
the self-help groups. As expected, the ladies are taking good care of the trees. We 
consider this sort of follow up a necessary part of tree-planting as a means to offset 
carbon emissions.

Challenges in social sustainability 
The self-help groups are vital for the overall social impact of Mifuko. Despite the 
groups working well so far, we recognize that the success of a particular group is 
heavily dependent on the leading figures of the group – the president, treasurer and 
secretary.
To ensure all groups are successful, we aim to enhance the skills of the leading fig-
ures even further. We believe this can achieved by providing training for all leading 
figures. This training will focus on enhancing the central values of the groups and 
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building strong leaders.

In addition, Mifuko collaborates with well-established non-profit organisations, 
such as Caritas, and major international operations like the WFTO and UNHCR. 
By cooperating with major players in the region, we have solid backing for our work 
that further mitigates potential risks in our social sustainability activities.
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Climate change and the loss of biodiversity are arguably the greatest challenges of 
our time. Each part of the world faces unique threats.
In addition to the work done by Mifuko Trust to help communities become more 
sustainable, Mifuko has worked to minimize the environmental impact of our prod-
ucts. To date, we have primarily focussed on two areas: materials and transportation.

Material choices  
The materials used in Mifuko products are locally sourced from Kenya, both to pro-
mote sustainable Kenyan industries and to minimize transportation emissions. 
The plastic and paper used in our baskets and bags are designed together with local 
factories. Organic materials are primarily locally grown sisal and palm leaves. The 
handles are made from locally sourced vegetable tanned leather, a process that avoids 
the harmful chemicals of traditional industrial-scale tanning.

For our basket line that is 50/50 plastic and sisal, we use recycled plastic as much 
as possible. The amount of recycled or upcycled plastic varies. Black, white and grey 

Environmental Impact
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baskets have at least 30% recycled plastic. Unfortunately, the local factory that makes 
our plastic is currently not able produce other colours with recycled plastic. 

Our ornaments are made from fallen branches of jacaranda trees. For products 
such as boxes and spoons, the wood is responsibly sourced with the assistance of 
MADE51.

We continuously work towards more sustainable material choices. Plastic has been 
used thus far due to its durability and predictable quality. However, we are searching 
for alternatives that will help us ensure all our product lines are 100% biodegradable.
The longevity of our product remains the cornerstone of their sustainability. Timeli-
ness designs and high-quality construction give them a long life which can be further 
extended through repairs and proper care, following the instruction we provide with 
our products.

Carbon emissions
Mifuko is a company that operates necessarily in two parts of the world. The found-
ers of Mifuko visit Kenya twice a year and meet with the local artisans and other 
important stakeholders. These trips and the logistics involved in the supply chain 
form the main sources of carbon emissions.

The transportation of goods from Kenya to Finland generates the majority of our 
emissions. We use sea cargo to ship the products to our warehouse in Helsinki, Fin-
land. Air transport would be much faster, but the emissions are significantly higher. 
Fortunately, we use air transport for goods only rarely.
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Despite the loss of flexibility due to long delivery times, we will continue to use sea 
cargo in the future. Long-term planning will help ensure our supply meets customer 
demand.

Transparency is an important aspect of environmental sustainability. It provides as-
surance to stakeholders that Mifuko runs a clean operation. The following outline 
describes how our supply chain operates.

Raw materials are either bought by the artisans themselves or the material is deliv-
ered directly to the artisans. All materials are locally sourced.
Each product is handmade so the manufacturing itself is essentially carbon neutral. 
Mifuko’s partner company in Kenya, Tasku Ltd., gathers products from villages to 
our warehouse in Machakos where they carry out quality inspections.
Local leather artisans attach the handles and straps to the products at the warehouse.
Products are transported to Finland mainly by sea, and only on rare occasions by air.
When the cargo arrives to Finland, we unpack the boxes and store products in our 
local warehouse.

Products are packaged to order and sent to customers or re-
sellers. 
Throughout the supply chain, careful attention is paid to packaging materials. In 
bulk shipments, Mifuko products are folded or flattened and stacked to minimize 
empty space and make the shipping boxes as compact as possible. We avoid sin-
gle-use plastic whenever possible, for example, by wrapping the entire shipping box 
rather than wrapping individual products inside the box.
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Looking ahead

Let’s end this report by where we began with the dominate theme of 2020, COV-
ID-19. As these words are typed, the first vaccine deliveries are underway. It will take 
time to get enough people vaccinated to contain this virus, and some regions of the 
world may experience extreme hardships in the meantime.

We need to keep our wits about us and stay focussed. For Mifuko, that means focus-
sing on our goals for the next year and beyond while keeping our employees, partners 
and artisans safe and healthy in the face of a pandemic.

As we continue to work on improving the sustainability of our operations and our 
products, our strategy for 2021 and beyond includes important expansion. We will 
be incorporating other African countries into our artisan network and building new 
partnerships with local Fair Trade businesses. Part of this new business development 
includes providing targeted small business training for women in Africa.

We are excited about what the future holds and are anxious to share more good 
news as it comes. We will be incorporating the UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights into our sustainability toolbox as we work to make our activities 
more visible throughout our online and real-world presence.
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