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Constraints and opportunities for farmers and traders in the maize-based food systems are the subject of 
Lilian Kirimi’s research. “I want to ensure that farmers can earn a good income, while consumers can afford 
the maize grain/flour,” she says, “and to accomplish this, I need to influence policy at the national level with 
evidence-based research.”

Kirimi says her mother inspired her, and remains a role model. Widowed young in life with six children and 
little formal education, she sold firewood and charcoal to ensure that all five of her girls received an education. 
“My mother and I worked along the river at our farm one day, when I was in secondary school,” Kirimi recalls, 
“and she told me: ‘We don’t harvest from this land all that it can produce.’ I can still see that stunted maize 
in front of me, leading me to choose an agricultural course, even in school.” Guided by a headmistress who 
took pride in helping the girls make informed choices about suitable universities, Kirimi is still passionate 
about production economics and agricultural finance, even if her first steps into the field were challenging. 

With the goal of eventually becoming a professor in agricultural economics, Kirimi is leading a team 
investigating the impact of climate change on rural households, and together with others, is assessing 
how infrastructure influences the growth and diversification of household incomes. In collaboration with 
Winrock International, Kirimi worked on understanding the competitive position of indigenous poultry 
products, to help women producers seize opportunities.

The AWARD Fellowship has already helped Kirimi fulfill a dream: being mentored by one of the most 
renowned agricultural economists. “To fast-track my career, I knew I needed support from the best,” she 
asserts. Kirimi is looking forward to the AWARD Women’s Leadership and Management Course as she 
realizes that hard work alone won’t enable her to reach her goals—she also needs better people skills and 
increased visibility and networking. She hopes to improve her work-life balance to spend more time with 
her husband and two daughters.



Seeing people use available skills and technologies to produce their own food and improve their welfare is 
one of Kirimi’s greatest joys. One of her role models is Nobel Peace Laureate Wangari Maathai, because she 
persevered even when under pressure, and she is a visionary leader. “To young upcoming women, I would 
like to say:  ‘Learn to ask questions, don’t be shy. The worst that can happen is that you will not get an answer’ .”

Kirimi is one of 180 African woman scientists who have won an AWARD Fellowship. AWARD is a professional 
development program that strengthens the research and leadership skills of African women in agricultural 
science, empowering them to contribute more effectively to poverty alleviation and food security in sub-Saharan 
Africa. For more information, please visit www.awardfellowships.org


