
 

 FROM SUBSISTENCE TO COMMERCIALLY ORIENTED AGRICULTURE   

 Papaya production in Southern Zone of Tigray  

Raya Azebo is located in Southern Tigray, about 110km south of the Tigray 

Regional capital city, Mekelle. The area is known for its deep and fertile soils 

with rich ground water resource that presents great opportunities for 

agricultural production.  

 

Not too long ago, in spite of a small-scale flood irrigation scheme nearby, 

most of Raya Azebo farm lands were covered with cereal crops or typically 

used as natural grazing land. Kiflom Eyasu, a 21-year old newly wed farmer 

remembers how things used to be five years ago before the start of BENEFIT

-CASCAPE “Improved Papaya Production” intervention.  

 

“Even though I was just 16 at the time, I remember well how we used to 

live. We depended on cereal crops mainly sorghum and teff, which we 

harvested once a year and mostly consumed at home. We didn’t produce 

much so nothing to sell, and did not have any other source of income. In bad 

years, when there is drought we depended on government assistance 

(PSNP)” said Kiflom. PSNP is a government programme that supports food-

insecure households to enable them overcome their vulnerabilities without 

eroding their assets.  

 

BENEFIT-CASCAPE (CApacity 

building for SCaling up of evidence-

based best practices in Agricultural 

Production in Ethiopia) programme is 

a joint effort of Ethiopia and The 

Netherlands that aims to improve 

agricultural productivity through 

promoting evidence-based best 

agricultural practices. The 

programme assists the activities 

deployed under the Agricultural 

Growth Programme (AGP) by further 

strengthening the capacity of AGP 

stakeholders in identifying, 

validating, documenting and 

disseminating best practices in 

agricultural production.  

One of BENEFIT-CASCAPE (CApacity building and SCAling up of 

evidence-based best Practices in Ethiopia) intervention, “Improved 

Papaya Production”, is changing the farm lands of Raya Azebo into 

income producing assets. Through innovative evidence based 

approach, effective partnership and continuous support, the drought 

prone area with unreliable rainfall has changed into pockets of oasis 

covered with fruits and vegetables. Today, many farmers have 

moved away from traditional food staples farming to becoming cash 

crop producers. They have regular source of income, diversified their 

crops improving their household food security, improved their 

nutritional status and managed to increase their productive assets. 

The following is a testimony of one family who succeeded in 

completely changing their lives through selection of the right 

commodity, improved variety, technology and management. 

Remembering the old – nothing but cereal crops  

At just 16, Kiflom Eyasu had to support 

his mother who was struggling to raise 

3 children on her won. “Even though 

my mother was a strong woman, 

everyone in the family had to work to 

make ends meet. While not in school, I 

used to help out in the house and the 

farm - it can be weeding, clearing, 

directing water to our farm from the 

near by irrigation scheme, etc. We 

used to hire others to do the hard jobs 

we cannot do, like ploughing. By the 

end of the harvest, if we were lucky we 

produced just enough to sustain our 

family. Things were not easy.”  



All BENEFIT-CASCAPE initiatives start with a participatory 

bottom up planning. PRAs and scoping studies are used to 

identify demand driven innovative solutions and existing 

opportunities by relevant stakeholders.  

 

In 2012, following an in-depth study done by Mekelle 

University/CASCAPE to address issues related to irrigated 

water seepage control in the area, BENEFIT-CASCAPE, 

then known as CASCAPE I, conducted PRA to better 

understand the challenge of the farmers and assess 

existing potentials. The PRA and scoping study conducted 

by Mekelle University, BENEFIT-CASCAPE implementing 

partner in Tigray, highlighted lack of locally adapted, 

marketable and nutritious fruits as one major challenge in 

the area. In consultation with farmers, research and 

extension, papaya was selected as a priority commodity 

and the production and management of improved papaya 

variety was initiated to improve the income and nutrition, 

especially women and children, of small scale farmers.   

 

Kiflom said, “We did not know much about fruits and 

vegetables, and nothing about growing them. But after 

hearing its benefits and because of the relation and trust 

we built with BENEFIT-CASCAPE and the extension 

workers, the community was happy to try it.”  

“First of all, it takes only 7-9 months to 

flower, which means in less than a year 

you can start selling your papayas. In 

addition, as you can see, one fruit plant 

can produce 10 or more big size papayas 

which means more money.” said Kiflom 

with a smile. 

 

But Maradol has many other advantages 

that makes it ideal for the community. In 

addition to its productivity and short 

maturing time, its short stature makes it 

earlier to harvest; it is disease-resistant 

fruit tree; and because of its thick skin it 

has  long shelf life and not easily damaged 

during transportation. Above all, Marado is 

what is know as a hermaphrodite plant; 

meaning has both sexes, able to self 

pollinate, not requiring the presence of 

male plants for pollination. 

Finding innovative solutions  

Starting with the right variety and its seed  

In 2013, the programme in partnership with Alamata 

Agriculture Research Center identified a high yielding 

and marketable improved papaya variety - Maradol. 

Maradol is believed to have originated from Southern 

Mexico and neighboring Central America and was first 

introduced in Ethiopia by Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO).  

 

There are many reasons why Kiflom and the farmers in 

Raya Azebo love their Maradol papaya trees, and why 

the programme find Maradol to be the best choice for 

the area. For Kiflom, it is all about its short maturing 

time, productivity, fruit size, ease to harvest and 

market demand.   

Verifying and gathering evidences - 

testing and validating , demonstrating, 

pre-scaling  

One added-value benefit of BENEFIT-CASCAPE 

programme is the fact that it shares the risk farmers 

shoulder in testing and validating new best practices. The 

programme works with farmers to prove that the ‘best 

practices' are suitable to the area and meet the 

expectation of the framers before sharing it to the wider 

population. Innovations are tested on farmers’ fields 

willing to see the potential of the practice. 

 

In 2013, since the area had relatively little prior 

knowledge of growing papaya, the programme started 

testing the new variety with 16 open minded, 

hardworking, exemplary farmers. Among them were five 

women - one of them Kiflom’s mother.   

 

“We were excited and not surprised that my mother was 

selected,” said Kiflom. “The community knows how hard 

she works and that she is always willing to try new 

things. She also had good relation with the development 

agents, and was willing to work with them closely.”   

 

For testing and validation phase, BENEFIT-CASCAPE 

distributed 1220 seedlings to 16 farmers to be planted on 

their 475m2 each. The framers, Developing Agents (DAs) 

and the programme technical experts worked closely in 

planting and managing the fruit trees. 

 

The result was impressive. The Maradol variety average 

yield was 90 fruits per tree, when compared to 70 fruits 

of the local variety. Additionally, Maradol fruit size is 

bigger with an average weight of 2-4 kgs than the fruit 

size of the local papaya, that are less than 2kgs.  

 

2014 was a year of pre-scaling demonstration, where the 

programme distributed 6635 seedlings to 103 farmers, 

and provided hands-on training and technical support. In 

2015, despite high demand and interest the area was hit 

by drought, thus further demonstration was conducted in 

2016 in three Woredas involving 123 farmers planting  

4500 seedling.   

The start of a productive journey; 

 it is all about using the right approach  



Raya Azebo farmers’ biggest concern at the 

beginning of the intervention is now the least 

of their worries - finding market for their 

produce. That was made possible by the 

programme’s efforts in organizing youth 

market groups and providing revolving fund 

to facilitate market linkages between Mekelle 

university, consumers and farmer producers.  

“At the beginning, my mother was nervous 

about not being able to sell our papayas,” 

Kiflom remembers. “But with the support of 

the programme and the extension service, we 

now have people who come all the way here 

to pick up our produce. We sell most of our 

papayas to shops in Mohoni town and Mekelle. 

We only have to agree on the price, confirm 

on the kilos we have and the agents handle 

any logistic arrangements. We have build 

trust with them on the price and they deposit 

our money in the bank for us.” The farmers 

most commonly sell their produce directly to 

wholesalers or have agents (middle men) 

coming directly to their farms.  

 

In general, lack of marketing and promotion 

knowledge is indeed one of the biggest 

challenges in Ethiopia. Even though 

consumption demand for fruits is growing, 

there is a need to make market linkage 

beforehand as production is expected to rise 

in the coming years. Due to its perishable 

nature, it is important that farmers get access 

to market where they can sell their produce 

on time.  

In 2017 and 2018, activities focused capacity 

development at all levels (on-farm training to 

farmers, DAs, ToT to SMS); market linkage; 

establishing papaya platform; pilot scaling and 

supporting regional extension and irrigation 

directorates to scale-up Maradol papaya to 

Agriculture Growth Program (AGP) reaching 

nine Western and Northwest Woredas.  

 

The support to AGP/BoAs (Bureau of 

Agriculture) in scaling included embedding 

CASCAPE practices/approach in the Woredas 

development plans, support in preparation of 

seedlings and distribution, providing 

theoretical and practical trainings and 

conducting follow-up visits to provide technical 

support where needed.  

 

Following three years of evaluation, Best Fit 

Manual (BFMs) that describe the intervention 

and how and where to scale was developed. 

The CASCAPE best fit manual was then 

developed in to Extension Training Material 

(ETM) for Subject Matter Specialists (SMS), 

Development Agents (DAs) and farmers in 

collaboration with Capacity Development 

Support Facility (CDSF), the Bureau, AGP and 

Tigray Agriculture Research Institute TARI.   

Signs of improved livelihood, new opportunities 

and a brighter future  

Walking around Kiflom’s farm, it is easy to see why papayas are 

now the new treasure of the community. Proudly showing his fruit 

trees laden with big and heavy papayas, Kiflom proudly told us, 

“Now we have regular income! No more support from the 

government. We live in a better home we constructed using over 60 

iron sheet, our house is always full. Our quality of life has improved 

- we eat better, sleep on comfortable bed and save regularly, about 

400birr per month.” He added with a smile “The benefit is like 

having a cow that gives milk but with even less work /

management.” 

 

A case study in Tsigea Kebele in Southern Tigray shows farmers who 

used to get 6000birr/ha from cereal production are now getting 

around 60,000birr/ha from Maradol papaya. The findings also show 

that 30% of the papaya produced is consumed at household level 

ensuring the family, especially women and children are getting good 

supply of vitamins and minerals. 

 

Another benefit of this intervention is related to increased job 

opportunity along the papaya value chain - seedling multiplication, 

production, traders and juice houses. The activity that linked  

unemployed youths with papaya growers and universities 

consumers was a key strategy that partially resolved the marketing 

challenge. 

 

Since its introduction, papaya was added as part of the regional 

Agricultural Commercialization Custer (ACC) fruits/crop; papaya 

value chain is strengthened; the old mentality of depending only on 

cereal crops is changing fast; and through nutrition education, you 

see  healthy behavior change. All these were unthinkable before.  

 

Overall the evidence shows, with efficient irrigation scheme and the 

right seed, technology and practice, it is possible to bring 

transformative livelihood changes to the farming community.  

Years Number 
of 
farmers 
in 
papaya 
scaling 

Number 
of 
Woredas 

Location Number of 
seedlings 
distributed 

Area 
covere
d by 
papaya 
(ha) 

2015 308 2 S. Tigray 7750 1400 

2016 2105 11 S, NW, W 52625 9568 

2017 6622 11 S, NW, W 165550 30100 

2018 9250 11 S, NW, W 231250 42045 

Taking marketing one step further  



              www.BENEFITethiopia.org 

The Bilateral Ethiopia-Netherlands Effort for Food, Income 

and Trade (BENEFIT) Partnership unites five programmes 

(ISSD, CASCPAE, REALISE, ENTAG and SBN). It is funded 

by the Directorate-General for International Cooperation  

(DGIS) of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs and is 

implemented with support from Wageningen University 

and Research (WUR).  
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Key component of BENEFIT-CASCAPE is providing 

support to the Ethiopian government to develop 

strategies for up scaling best practices. Even though 

interventions are implemented independently of the 

government, the programme works closely with AGP for 

further scaling up of best fit practices.  

To ensure technologies reach beyond those directly 

supported by the programme and promote 

sustainability, interventions are implemented and 

evaluated jointly with farmers, researchers, AGP and 

extension. Linkage along the papaya value chain is 

created among producers, seed suppliers, seedling 

producers, service providers and processors thorough 

platforms. Frequent field days and demonstration visits 

where farmers, local officials, NGOs and the media 

participate; development of improved extension training 

materials; continuous capacity development throughout 

the implementation process; and backstopping activities 

are crucial to ensure institutionalization and promoting 

ownership and accountability.   

Recognizing the great success of the programme, it is 

good to note, to bring fundamental change and 

institutionalize the practice we need to go beyond 

improving agricultural practices and increasing 

productivity of the farmers. Due attention to challenges 

related to access to credit, finance, inputs, improved 

fruit seedling & seed supply, adequate market linkage, 

continuous training, efficient irrigation schemes is 

needed to ensure lasting systematic changes.    

Partnership for sustainable  

Gender and nutrition central in all activities  

Mainstreaming social inclusion and nutrition is given due 

attention in all BENEFIT-CASCAPE activities. To ensure 

high level of women participation (minimum of 30%) 

the programme uses both Female Headed Households 

and wives of Male Headed Households. In addition, the 

programme provides continuous training on gender 

mainstreaming in agriculture at all levels.  

 

Realizing the value of intercropping vegetables with 

fruit, BENEFIT-CASCAPE initiated a home gardening 

activities in 2018, by introducing nutrient dense leafy 

vegetables (e.g. head cabbage, Swiss chard, lettuce, 

carrot and orange fleshed sweet potato). The 

programme provided seedlings and trainings necessary 

to sensitize farmers, DAs, and health extensions worker 

on Nutrition Sensitive Agriculture (NSA) and how to 

manage their gardens. After few months the 

intervention is already contributing to improving the 

nutritional status at household level and generating 

income from surplus produce. 

 

On Kiflom’s farm you see patches of vegetables growing 

under his papaya trees. “Now we know the advantage of 

eating vegetables and its contribution to our health, we 

try to eat it regularly. They do taste good, especially the 

potatoes,” said Kiflom with a smile. 

www.benefit-cascape.org 
Capacity building for scaling up of evidence-based best 

practices in agricultural production (CASCAPE) - aims to 

improve agricultural productivity through promoting 

evidence-based best agricultural practices in agriculture 

production.  

Girmay Gebresamuel(PhD) 

Mekelle University Cluster Manager 

+251 914157189 

girmaygsab@yahoo.com 

CASCAPE is jointly executed by Ethiopian 

researchers from five local universities (one of 

them Mekelle University) and Dutch 

researchers from WUR. In each site 

researchers from the universities and from the 

Regional Agriculture Research Institutes 

(RARIs) from different disciplines work on the 

CASCAPE project.   


