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decision-making organs of the state. The report states that this po-
litical milestone bolstered business participation by granting wom-
en the right to own and inherit land and property.

“Research shows that Rwanda fares better than its neighbor-
ing East African states in the number of women that own land and
property in their own names,” the report reads.

“[Being a female entrepreneur in Rwanda] has been both chal-
lenging and incredibly fulfilling,” Kirezi says. “Rwanda’s progress
in empowering women has transformed how we do business. We
are encouraged to innovate, to lead, and to compete on merit. I've
seen first-hand how supportive policies and networks have allowed

women entrepreneurs to thrive-not just as business owners, but as
industry shapers.” In a 2024 statement, Rwanda’s President Paul
Kagame said women are an important pillar of development in the
country. “You referred to the gold that is hidden inside a woman,”
he said in the statement. “For me, it is not hidden, T have always seen
it. It is not something we had to discover, it has always been visible.
That is why it is easy to promote gender equality. When it comes to
rights and fighting for them, T start with reminding women to fight
for their own rights, but I also remind every Rwandan that they
should not expect anyone else to give them their rights. You have to
stand up, fight, and give yourself the rights you have been denied.”

SPUD TO SPIRIT

by Chanel Retief

ENTREPRENEUR KAREN SHERMAN IS TRANSFORMING POTATOES INTO PREMIUM
& VODKA ALREADY EARNING GLOBAL ACCLAIM.

Almost three hours away from the nation’s
capital lies Musanze, Rwanda’s most mountainous district and home
to much of the Volcanoes National Park. Known as a hassle-free yet

vibrant town, Musanze offers a wide selection of restaurants, reliable
access to ATMs, lively nightlife, bustling markets and artisanal trades.
Tt is here that Karen Sherman founded Kari Vodka, a premium craft potato
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vodka made of “unloved potatoes” sourced from
local farmer cooperatives.

In 2013, after working for Women for Wom-
en International, she moved back to the United
States, the land of her birth. Women for Women
is an organization that enables women survi-
vors of war to restart their lives. Soon after, she
returned to Rwanda to join the country’s first
and only women’s college, the Akilah Institute.
She was inspired by the institution’s hospital-
ity graduates working across Rwanda’s hotels,
lodges, and restaurants, all striving to build bet-
ter lives for themselves and their families.

“T always thought of them as the proverbial
daughters of the Women for Women cohort—
the women who sacrificed everything so their
daughters could have an education and a bet-
ter life. That was incredibly compelling to me,”
Sherman says. “And it’s so fascinating to see the
businesses they have.”

Motivated by this experience, Sherman knew she wanted to
move from development to business.

“I had spent years teaching women about economic devel-
opment and entrepreneurship, and T felt it was finally my time
to practice what I’d been preaching and build something of my
own. To be honest, T was tired of working for other people, T
wanted to create my own business.”

During her visits to Musanze, Sherman noticed that many of
the area’s beautiful lodges served exclusive imported alcohol,
highlighting a gap in locally-produced, high-quality beverages.
She also recognized the need for product diversification beyond
Rwanda’s famed gorilla tourism, noting that many visitors looked
for more to do after their gorilla-trekking adventures.

“This idea addressed several key pillars of Rwanda’s develop-
ment strategy: promoting ‘Made in Rwanda’ products, creating
high-quality goods for both local and export markets, strength-
ening the potato value chain, encouraging import substitution,
and advancing agrotourism. Since we operate farm-to-table and
field-to-bottle, we're taking these unloved potatoes and trans-
forming them into a beautiful, premium product. Everything we
source comes directly from Musanze.”

Vodka is traditionally made from fermented cereal grains
such as wheat, rye, or corn. However, the idea of using discarded
potatoes for a product that could be considered distinctly home-
grown, appealed to Sherman.

The vodka market in Rwanda is reportedly small, with projected
revenue of about $213,000 in 2025 and a total production volume
of approximately 24,510 liters. Statista notes that most of this
revenue comes from at-home sales ($209,450), while out-of-
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home consumption (bars and
restaurants), is significantly
smaller ($3,620). The at-home
market is expected to grow by
6.65% annually.

“T wanted to create a sip-
ping vodka, the way they do
it in the vodka belt countries:
Russia, Ukraine, the Cauca-
sus, Central Asia, Poland. That
was my vision: something that
could hold its own alongside
those countries,” Sherman ex-
plains. “I did an original mar-
ket assessment in 2014 and
2015 for this business, but the
trends weren’t there yet. The
assessment showed I'd have
to start exporting immediately
to make it profitable, which
wasn’t my vision. I wanted to create something
for the local market first.”

Sherman chose to shelve the idea for a few
years. “When I revisited the market in 2021,
all the trends were up. There was a growing
middle class in Rwanda, and the country had
become a hub for tourism, not just gorilla tour-
ism, but also conferences, exhibitions, and sport
events. It felt like the right time.”

Named after Rwanda’s tallest peak, Kari
Vodka was awarded Gold at the World Vodka
Awards 2025, an achievement Sherman hadn’t
expected, as a newcomer to the market.

“T wanted feedback on the vodka from peo-
ple beyond those who had been tasting and buy-
ing it, not just from people who love you, but
from those who don’t know you at all. T wanted
a true blind taste test, where someone could try
it and then turn around and say what they really
thought,” Sherman says.

“T love when people say, ‘I've never had
potato vodka before’. Only about 3% of vod-
kas worldwide are made from potatoes, so it’s
something most people haven’t experienced. 1
love the idea of introducing a completely new
product, a new blend, a new flavor profile, and
seeing people fall in love with it. What’s even
better is that half the people who visit our dis-
tillery are Rwandans.”
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