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Making Profit (And Saving Lives): West 

African 'Women's Gold' 
 

Making shea butter in Togo, West Africa. 

Growing up in Togo, West Africa, Olowo-n’djo Tchala shared an 8-by-10’ home with his mother and 

seven siblings. Now, as CEO of Washington-based natural products company, Alaffia, he’s using abundant 

natural resources to help empower communities in his home country through fair trade prices for crops and 

spearheading donation initiatives. 

“I thought that if we could mobilize the resources based on traditional knowledge and give women like my 

mother – that never set foot in school – an opportunity to gain a job, it would be a better way than a 

handout,” said Tchala, who is 37. “At the same time it’s using the knowledge that exists right now without 

needing to go back to school and learn the French way or the American way.” 

 

Founded in 2003, Alaffia produces personal products made from Togolese shea butter, known in the region 

as “women’s gold” due to a long history of being made by ladies. It generated $9.5 million in sales in 2012 

and is on track to pull in $13 million this year, enjoying 47% growth year over year since 2009, largely 

through word of mouth (Tchala is a one-man marketing department). On average, profit margins run 

between 20% and 30%. 

An optimistic pragmatist, Tchala claims the billions of dollars spent to develop the country since it won 

independence from France in the early 1960s have done little to better the lives of the country’s poor. A 

better remedy, he claims, is to give the populace the chance to take advantage of their skills and resources. 

“We can’t get out of poverty if we don’t participate in economic activity,” Tchala said. 

That economic activity comes in the form of harvesting and selling shea butter and other goods through a 

co-op system. Over 4 million women in rural West Africa support families through shea butter production. 

Demand for the raw product has grown 1,200% in the past decade. 

 

Alaffia, under the entrepreneur’s guidance, has become the preferred buyer in Togo for many farmers and 

workers primarily because the company is willing to pay between 25 and 60 cents per kilogram—20% over 

market price. Those extra pennies can go a long way to changing lives. 

Various groups totaling 4,000 harvesters in Alaffia’s co-op in Togo pick the nuts from the wild-growing 

shea trees, and bring their crop to a force of over 500 workers (mostly women) that produce oils and 

butters. Another 60 personnel in Washington turn the ingredients into products like shampoos, skin creams, 

lip balm and soap. 

Rose Hyde, an American, met Tchala when she was a Peace Corps volunteer in Togo. At the time he was a 

rice, bean and yam farmer who had dropped out of school in the sixth grade. The two fell in love and 

moved to the California in 1999. During Tchala’s last year of college at U.C. Davis, the couple founded 

Alaffia, selling raw shea butter to personal care companies.Hyde now heads company R&D. 

A year later, after graduation and a move to Olympia, Washington, they decided to bypass their clients 

altogether. “We needed to put those products into the jars and then we can sell to retailers directly.” By 

2006, with an assortment of products packaged and ready to ship, Alaffia was picked up by Whole Foods 

stores in northern California. In 2008 the company released a premium product and was embraced by the 

retailer nationwide. 

Today Alaffia is sold in about 900 stores in the United States and is being tested in 200 Target stores 

nationwide. 

In addition to its fair trade policy, many have also been won over by the company’s community 

development missions. Since 2004, Alaffia has donated over 4,000 bicycles to Togolese communities, 

helping children get to school and have more time for education and other domestic responsibilities. The 

company also developed a maternal health initiative which provides pre and delivery care to mothers; as 
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well as educational resources touching on nutrition, family planning and the prevention of female genital 

mutilation practices. 

The company has also paid for school uniforms and learning supplies for several communities, and built a 

secondary school in Kouloumi. “In the long run we need to have a formal education system,” Tchala 

explains. “That’s how we can be part of the world.” 

Though convinced that outside investment would allow the company to grow through sales and marketing 

channels, Tchala has reservations about taking capital. Any new money in would have to come from a 

source aligned with the organization’s co-op, Togolese community-based philosophy. “It’s keeping it 

natural and keeping the ethics of the fair trade.” 

 


