
Funded by the Science Granting Councils Initiative 
(SGCI) and coordinated by the Uganda National 
Council for Science and Technology (UNCST), the 
project seeks to reduce the country’s reliance on 
synthetic imports while promoting the use of natural, 
locally sourced oils to enhance health and economic 
outcomes. 

The project has achieved significant milestones, 
including establishing model farms across key 
districts, training farmers in cultivation and value 
addition, and developing essential oil products 
for the local market. These efforts have led to the 
production of high-quality essential oils, verified by 
the Uganda Bureau of Standards (UBOS) for their 
suitability in national and international markets. The 
successful formulation of market-ready products, 
such as herbal jellies, mosquito repellents, and liquid 
soaps, showcases Uganda’s potential to scale up and 
compete in the global essential oils market.
Local production of essential oils holds considerable 
promise for Uganda’s economy and public health. 
By fostering domestic supply chains, the project 
strengthens the livelihoods of smallholder farmers, 
enhances rural development, and reduces the 
health risks associated with synthetic products. 
Recommendations include further government 
support through subsidies, infrastructure investments 
for processing and distribution, and the expansion of 
farmer training programs. Continued growth in this 
sector will align with Uganda’s National Development 

Plan III goals, promoting sustainable economic 
growth, food security, and poverty reduction through 
innovation in the essential oils industry.

Introduction

Essential oils are gaining global recognition for 
their versatility and efficacy in various industries, 
particularly in pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, 
aromatherapy, and agriculture. In Uganda, demand 
for these oils is on the rise due to their applications 
as natural antimicrobial, antioxidant, and anti-
inflammatory agents, making them valuable for 
public health products. Despite the potential of 
locally grown aromatic crops such as lemongrass, 
rosemary, and eucalyptus, Uganda relies heavily on 
imported essential oils to meet industrial needs. This 
reliance creates a demand-supply gap, exposing 
consumers to synthetic alternatives, which can pose 
health risks due to possible side effects.

Local production of essential oils in Uganda faces 
several challenges, including limited awareness and 
expertise in crop cultivation, inadequate infrastructure 
for oil extraction, and a lack of value addition 
skills among smallholder farmers. Furthermore, 
without organized farming and processing systems, 
ensuring consistent quality and quantity of essential 
oils remains difficult, limiting the potential for 
commercialization and export.
The Essential Oils Commercialization Project aims to 
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POLICY BRIEF:

Executive Summary	

The Essential Oils Commercialization Project is a strategic initiative aimed 
at transforming Uganda’s essential oil sector by cultivating, processing, and 
commercializing aromatic crops for public health applications. With a strong 
focus on meeting the growing demand in the pharmaceutical, cosmetic, 
and aromatherapy industries, the project targets sustainable development 
through the large-scale production of essential oils from crops like lemongrass, 
rosemary, and lemon eucalyptus. 
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address these challenges by strengthening Uganda’s 
essential oil sector through targeted interventions. 
The project’s objectives include expanding the 
knowledge base on essential oil crops, establishing a 
sustainable out-grower scheme to support farmers, 
and developing high-quality, market-ready essential 
oil products. By fostering a competitive local essential 
oils industry, this initiative seeks to enhance public 
health, create economic opportunities, and reduce 
dependence on imports.

Methodology

The project employed a participatory approach, 
engaging farmers, district agricultural officers, and 
local experts to ensure effective knowledge transfer 
and capacity building. Model farms were established 
in key districts to demonstrate best practices in the 
cultivation of aromatic crops like lemongrass and 
rosemary. Farmers received hands-on training in 
agronomic practices to improve crop quality and 
yield. For essential oil extraction, the project utilized 
steam distillation methods, providing high-quality 
outputs suitable for public health products. Data was 
collected through surveys and field observations, 
with collaboration from district agricultural officers. 
The Uganda Bureau of Standards (UBOS) conducted 
quality testing, confirming the oils’ compliance with 
national and export standards.

Key Findings and Results

The Essential Oils Commercialization Project has 
delivered transformative outcomes across cultivation, 
production, and product development, presenting 
promising opportunities for Uganda’s essential oils 
industry. These achievements underscore the sector’s 
potential to reduce reliance on imports, improve public 
health, and provide economic benefits to communities 
involved in aromatic crop farming.

Cultivation and Production
The project has successfully expanded the cultivation 
of aromatic crops across Uganda, particularly in the 
districts of Isingiro, Mbarara, and Bushenyi. Through 
the establishment of model farms and organized 
out-grower schemes, farmers have adopted essential 
oil crops like lemongrass, rosemary, and lemon 
eucalyptus. These crops have shown adaptability 
to Uganda’s diverse agro-ecological zones, with 
significant contributions from local agricultural officers 
who identified optimal farming practices for each 
district. In Isingiro alone, over 25% of essential oil 
crops are now cultivated, followed by 22.8% in Tororo, 
17.5% in Kampala, and 12% in Mbarara, which has 
diversified production across Uganda. Additionally, 
model farms serve as demonstration plots, 

encouraging further adoption by local farmers and 
supporting a steady supply chain of raw materials.

Product Development
The project has successfully formulated a range of 
essential oil-based products, responding to growing 
demand in Uganda’s pharmaceutical, cosmetic, and 
wellness industries. Key products developed include 
herbal jellies, mosquito repellents, cough syrups, 
and liquid soaps, each leveraging the antimicrobial, 
antioxidant, and insect-repellent properties of 
essential oils. These products have been showcased at 
local and national exhibitions, gaining public interest 
and acceptance. They provide not only alternatives to 
synthetic products but also potential revenue streams 
for farmers engaged in value addition. Essential oil 
products, particularly mosquito repellents and cough 
syrups, hold high market potential in Uganda and 
beyond due to rising health awareness and demand 
for natural products. By diversifying into consumer-
ready products, the project has set the stage for 
Uganda to become a competitive player in the 
essential oils industry.

Quality and Standards
Quality assurance is essential to the competitiveness 
of Uganda’s essential oil industry. All products 
developed under the project underwent rigorous 
testing by the Uganda Bureau of Standards (UBOS) to 
ensure compliance with both local and international 
standards. Parameters assessed included viscosity, 
refractive index, and relative density, confirming that 
the oils met the necessary requirements for safe, 
effective use in food, pharmaceuticals, and cosmetics. 
This certification underscores Uganda’s capability to 
produce high-grade essential oils suitable for local 
use and export. The attainment of UBOS quality 
standards strengthens the marketability of these 
products and assures potential consumers of their 
safety and effectiveness, opening up opportunities in 
regional and international markets.

Economic and Health Implications
The project has yielded significant economic and 
health benefits, especially for rural communities 
engaged in aromatic crop farming. By integrating 
smallholder farmers into the essential oils value chain, 
the project has created new income opportunities, 
contributing to rural development and poverty 
alleviation. The knowledge and skills gained through 
training in cultivation and value addition have 
empowered farmers, positioning them as vital players 
in a high-value industry. Health-wise, the availability 
of locally produced, natural essential oils offers safer 
alternatives to synthetic oils, reducing health risks 
associated with chemical additives in conventional 
products. Additionally, products like mosquito 
repellents contribute to public health by helping to 
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control malaria, a major health concern in Uganda.
Overall, the Essential Oils Commercialization Project is 
contributing significantly to Uganda’s economic and 
public health landscape. By addressing the demand-
supply gap with locally produced, high-quality 
essential oils and providing economic empowerment 
to smallholder farmers, the project demonstrates a 
sustainable path to development. The combination 
of farmer engagement, quality assurance, and 
product innovation has set the groundwork for 
Uganda’s essential oils industry to thrive both locally 
and internationally, aligning with the National 
Development Plan III goals and the broader 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aimed at 
economic growth and public health improvement.

Policy Implications and 
Recommendations

The Essential Oils Commercialization Project 
presents an opportunity for Uganda to advance its 
food and health security, economic development, 
and agricultural competitiveness by reducing 
dependency on imported synthetic oils. Local 
production of essential oils not only meets the rising 
demand in Uganda’s cosmetic, pharmaceutical, and 
aromatherapy sectors but also provides healthier, 
safer alternatives to synthetic oils, which can pose 
health risks. By promoting the use of natural essential 
oils, Uganda can ensure that consumers have access 
to high-quality, locally produced products that 
support public health, particularly with products like 
mosquito repellents that aid in disease prevention.

Economic Development
The project aligns closely with Uganda’s National 
Development Plan III, which emphasizes job creation, 
poverty reduction, and agricultural transformation 
as key pillars of economic growth. Essential oil 
production, by supporting smallholder farmers 
and expanding Uganda’s value-added production 
capabilities, offers substantial potential for income 
generation. The establishment of out-grower schemes 
has enabled farmers in districts like Isingiro, Mbarara, 
and Bushenyi to benefit directly from the project. 
With increased demand for high-value essential oil 
products in both domestic and international markets, 
Uganda has the opportunity to create new jobs, 
boost rural incomes, and enhance the livelihoods of 
communities involved in the cultivation and processing 
of aromatic crops.

Agricultural Competitiveness
To compete in the global essential oils market, 
Uganda must strengthen its agricultural infrastructure 
and marketing capacity. Establishing essential oil 
extraction facilities in high-production areas will 

significantly lower transportation costs and increase 
efficiency, making Uganda’s essential oil industry more 
competitive. Furthermore, organizing farmers into 
cooperatives for essential oil production and marketing 
would empower them with greater bargaining power, 
helping to secure fair prices for their crops and ensure 
more consistent quality and supply. A strong local 
essential oil industry would position Uganda as a key 
player in the essential oils market, attracting investment 
and expanding its agricultural export portfolio.

Specific Recommendations

Government Support: For the essential oils industry 
to grow sustainably, the Ugandan government should 
prioritize and promote essential oil production through 
incentives such as subsidies, grants, and tax reliefs. 
Government-backed initiatives could include offering 
subsidies on essential oil extraction equipment or 
providing grants to establish extraction plants in 
high-yield regions. This support would stimulate local 
production, help meet industry demand, and promote 
Uganda’s economic resilience.

Farmer Training and Technical Assistance: Ongoing 
training programs are critical to ensure quality and 
consistency in essential oil production. Training should 
cover best practices in crop management, post-harvest 
handling, and value addition techniques. Programs 
should also include record-keeping and basic business 
management skills to empower farmers to operate 
sustainably and profitably. Technical assistance in 
advanced processing techniques, such as improved 
extraction methods, can further enhance product 
quality.

Market Infrastructure: Infrastructure investments, 
particularly in rural areas, will support the efficient 
movement of raw materials and finished products. 
Improved transport and storage facilities will reduce 
post-harvest losses and increase the reliability of 
supply chains. Such infrastructure will be essential as 
Uganda expands its essential oils market both locally 
and internationally, providing the logistical foundation 
needed to attract and retain buyers.

Research and Innovation: Continuous research 
funding is needed to improve crop varieties, increase 
essential oil yields, and diversify product offerings. 
Investment in research institutions to enhance seed 
quality, pest resistance, and climate adaptability 
of essential oil crops will benefit farmers directly by 
increasing their productivity. Innovation grants could 
also support small enterprises in developing new 
products, helping Uganda’s essential oils industry 
remain competitive in a rapidly evolving market.
Uganda’s essential oils industry has the potential to 
drive sustainable economic growth, improve public 
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health, and reduce reliance on synthetic imports. 
Through government support, training, infrastructure 
investment, and a commitment to research, Uganda 
can unlock the full potential of its essential oils 
sector, creating a robust industry that supports 
rural development, contributes to the National 
Development Plan III, and advances Uganda’s position 
in the global market.

Future Outlook and Aspirations

Looking ahead, the project aims to expand the 
out-growers scheme, deploy mobile extraction units 
for efficient processing, and establish a dedicated 
packaging line for commercial scaling. Uganda 
has significant export potential, with opportunities 
to become a key supplier of natural essential oils 
to international markets, supporting SDGs and 
Agenda 2063. The long-term vision is to foster a bio-
economy centered around essential oils and related 
natural products, positioning Uganda as a leader in 
sustainable agricultural innovation and export.

Conclusion

The Essential Oils Commercialization Project 
highlights the transformative potential of scaling 
essential oil production in Uganda. By expanding 
local cultivation, enhancing product development, 
and improving processing standards, the project 
contributes to economic growth, public health, and 
rural development. The production of natural essential 
oils provides safer alternatives to synthetic products, 
supports job creation, and empowers smallholder 
farmers, thereby aligning with Uganda’s National 
Development Plan III goals and broader sustainable 
development objectives.

To fully realize this potential, ongoing commitment 
from government, private sector, and research 
institutions is essential. Stakeholders are encouraged 
to support continuous research into crop 
improvement, extend farmer training programs, 
and invest in essential infrastructure for processing 
and distribution. Such collaboration will ensure a 
sustainable and competitive essential oils industry, 
positioning Uganda as a leading producer of natural 
products in regional and global markets.
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