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TWO WOMEN ARE HARD AT 
work in the front yard of Kurata 
Pepper’s office and flagship 
store. Leaning over flat, round 
baskets covered in peppercorns 
drying in the sun, they labori-
ously sort each peppercorn one 
by one. They are separating 
the first grade pepper from the 
second grade, explains busi-
ness founder Kurata Hironobu. 
The former are sold as whole 
peppercorns, while the lesser 
quality pepper may end up in a 
powdered form. It’s a meticulous 
task, but one essential for main-
taining quality.

 SEARCHiNG fOR OppORTUNiTy
Kurata first came to Cambodia 
from his native Japan in 1992, 
drawn to the country by NGO 
work, as were many foreigners 
at the time. His initial goal was 
to help build a primary school, 
though his thoughts soon turned 
to business. While improving 
education was on his agenda, 
he believed this alone was not 
enough in order for Cambo-
dian people to get back on their 
feet in a country lacking work 
opportunities. “There had to 
be some industry, and in rural 
areas,” he says.

Kurata believed tapping 
into Cambodia’s agriculture 
was the key to developing 
a successful business that 
would be mutually beneficial. 
“Cambodia has good heat, 
climate and water,” he says, 
“and agriculture is easy for 
people to access.” In 1994 he 
set up an exporting business, 
believing the domestic market 
wasn’t yet sophisticated enough 
to target. The large, spiky and 
pungent durian fruit was his 
initial product of choice, though 
this proved more difficult to 
export than anticipated.

He then stumbled upon 
some information produced 
by the Ministry of Commerce 
and Agriculture. “It was a 
survey about products and 
where they were exported to, 
from 1963 to 1968,” he says. 

He noted that Cambodian 
pepper was among the most 
popular exports of the time. 
His interest was further piqued 
after reading some literature 
by a Chinese explorer who 
visited Cambodia in the 13th 
century and wrote of its highly 
regarded pepper. “It has at least 
a 700-year history already,” says 
Kurata of Cambodian pepper, 
“so it doesn’t need any new 
technology to grow it.”

 THE biRTH Of KURATA pEppER
In 1997 he met a pepper farmer 
in Koh Kong Province who had 
maintained his plantations from 

pre-war days, and promptly 
formed a business partnership 
with him.

This time around Kurata’s 
focus was not purely on ex-
ports. While his high quality 
pepper is now exported to 
Japan, Paris and most recently 
to a business in Denmark, the 
pepper sells in various local 
outlets to the tourist market. 
Raffles Hotel Le Royal, Phnom 
Penh café and store Sap Bay 
and Siem Reap’s Hotel de la 
Paix are among the businesses 
selling his pepper here.

Demand, says Kurata, is due 
to the high quality of the organic 

pepper, its intense flavour, and 
the attention the pepper is now 
receiving again as one of the best 
in the world. 

“Foreigners take it home, and 
people recognise the quality,” 
says Kurata. “There is more de-
mand, so the price has gone up.”

While most people have 
heard of Kampot pepper, Kurata 
explains his Koh Kong pepper 
is identical. “It is grown in the 
same weather conditions, it’s 
just a different province,” he ex-
plains. However, pepper grown 
away from Cambodia’s coastline 
is quite different, according to 
him. “Some pepper is grown in 
Kampong Cham province, but 
it’s not quite the same quality or 
flavour,” he says.

 GETTiNG dOWN TO bUSiNESS
Kurata is quick to emphasise 
that Kurata Pepper is no 
NGO. Providing a livelihood 
for rural pepper farmers, as 
well as his staff in Phnom 
Penh, Kurata acts as the link 
between the local producers 
and the customers who buy the 
pepper. “If I just gave them the 
equipment, they wouldn’t be 
able to sell,” he explains.

But it is not just the local 
producers that have benefited. 
“When I came here I didn’t know 
how to make a business or be-
long to the society,” he says. 

He wants to set up a new 
business once his staff are able 
to manage the business on their 
own. “If it is run without me and 
by Cambodian people alone, that 
will be a success,” he says.

Kurata Pepper, 206Eo Street 63 
(cnr. Street 322), Tel: 023 726 480 
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While promoting a product steeped in history, Kurata Hironobu has his sights set firmly on 
the future. Words by liz ledden.

Kurata Hironobu Recognises the long history of Cambodian pepper

 It has at least  
a 700-year history 

already, so it  
doesn’t need any 
new technology  

to grow it 




