
In Ethiopia, pulses and spices/herbs accounted for 11% of 

the total export and in 2019 the country earned more than 

USD$ 290 million Dollar in 2019 alone. Both played 

irrevocable role in the livelihoods of more than 12 million 

households (around 60% of the total population) as cheap 

source of protein, affordable medicine and income.1 

The issue 

The Ethiopia pulses and spices/herbs sector is still at its 

infant stage with many challenges related to improper use 

of harvesting and post harvesting technologies, low yield, 

poor quality management and awareness, undeveloped 

marketing systems, poor infrastructure development and 

finance source. Compared to the country’s potential, 

production, export and consumption of spice/herbs and 

pulses is very low.  

 

The recent increasing global attention given to food safety 

and quality standards is highly affecting the many efforts 

happening at different levels to strengthen the sector. 

Especially the issue of aflatoxin in Ethiopia spices and pulse 

export is by far becoming a major quality and food safety 

issue that has been raised repeatedly in 2014, 2015 and 

2016.  

 

Ethiopia has 4, 5 and 10 aflatoxin Rapid Alert System for 

Food and Feed (RASFF) notifications in year 2014, 2015, 

and 2016 respectively.2 As a result, EU amended its 

regulation No 884/2014 and issued EU 2016/2106 which 

imposes special conditions governing the import of certain 

feed and food from certain third world countries (including 

Ethiopia). Hence, annual export of spices/herbs from 

Ethiopia has continuously declined over the years. Statistics 

show export in 2014 was USD $9.55 million and 3875MT 

and in 2016 USD $2.7million and 852MT, a 78% decline in 

volume and 71% in value. 3 
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Aflatoxin is also becoming an issue in pulses. Red 

kidney beans which earned more than $20USD million 

per year, recently received compliant from the Russian 

Federation, and Pakistan buyers in 2015.4 

 

In addition, a study conducted by Addis Ababa 

University  in 1996 showed that from 60 red pepper  

samples collected from domestic market, 13% of the 

samples showed positive aflatoxin detection with a total 

aflatoxin level range from 100 to 500 ppb which is 

much higher than MRL(20ppb) set by Codex.5 High 

aflatoxin level in Ethiopian milk, egg, maize and peanut 

products were also reported by other studies in 2016. 

This high prevalence of aflatoxin in domestic products 

increased the risk factors of dietary aflatoxin exposure 

which leads to development of hepatocellular carcinoma 

(HCC) causing liver cancer, childhood stunting and 

immune suppression. Aflatoxin contributes to up to 

28% all cases of liver cancer, which is the 8th highest 

most common cancer (CIR6 1.7/100,000 population) in 

Ethiopia with 100% fatality rate. All other cancers 

accounted for 5.8% of the total national mortality of the 

country. 7  

 

In the case of aflatoxin contamination of spices/herbs 

and pulses in Ethiopia, experts from Bahirdar University 

observed that moisture is among the primary causes. 

Insufficient drying, slow drying, and moisture re-

introduction during storage/transportation are the 

principal culprits causing mold growth and aflatoxin 

contamination. Traditional practices of harvesting, 

drying, storing, transportation, and adulterations were 

considered as the secondary causes, creating conducive 

conditions for increased moisture, mold spore 

germination, growth, and aflatoxin formation. One can 

generally argue that the current postharvest handling 

does not guarantee prevention of contamination in 



Since 2016, BENEFIT-ENTAG conducted regular quarterly 

platform meetings using multi-stakeholder approach. 

Following the concern of spices/herbs exporters, BENEFIT-

ENTAG in collaboration with Knowledge Institute (Bahirdar 

University) conducted analysis to assess the extent and 

the root causes of the aflatoxin problem.  

 

Simultaneously, BENEFIT-ENTAG started working with a 

private company that lost its export market to the 

European Union (EU) due to aflatoxin problem. BENEFIT-

ENTAG studied the whole value chain of this company 

used to process and export spices and herbs to identify 

possible source of contamination (critical points). And 

based on the findings, BENEFIT-ENTAG recommended 

changing the procurement process, the processing method 

and the blending formulation.  

 

This effort has resulted in regaining the market and trust 

of the EU. The case study was documented in the form of 

video and newsletter and disseminated to various 

stakeholders with the aim influencing practices and getting 

the attention of policy makers. 

 

During a consultative meeting conducted in July 2018, the 

analysis of the case was presented to raise the awareness 

of policy makers on food safety issues related to spice and 

pulses. The discussion highlighted the capacity gap of 

policy makers, private companies, and smallholder farmers 

to address issues associated with aflatoxin problem. As a 

result, BENEFIT-ENTAG in collaboration with Wagningen 

UR and local agriculture research institutes organized two 

separate trainings for stakeholders, private companies, 

smallholder farmers and development agents. 

Stakeholders invited included Ministry of Health, Ministry 

of Agriculture, Biotechnology Research Institute, and 

Science and Technology Minister, and Private Sector 

Associations. Furthermore, trade missions to India (Karala 

Hyderabad, Tamilandu in 2017 and 2019) and Vietnam 

(Gialai and Daklak in 2018), were organized to share post-

harvest handling experiences where delegates from the 

government and the private companies participated.  

The intervention 

1. Aflatoxin is a burning issue that is becoming one of 

the main causes of death in the country. 

2. Aflatoxin is a manageable issue that can be 

strategically addressed using multi-stakeholders 

approach.  

3. Food safety particularly aflatoxin is a multi-sectoral 

issue that requires the active involvement, 

contribution and commitment of many stakeholders.  

4. Higher attention and involvement of the Ethiopian 

Agricultural Researchers and Extension System on 

spice and legumes is required to strengthen the 

sector and ensure the quality of products. 

5. There should be clear regulation, institutional 

capacity and capable law enforcement bodies to 

control aflatoxin.  

6. Even though Ethiopia has food safety policy in place, 

attention should be given to developing an 

implementation strategy and build the capacity of 

key stakeholders such as Ethiopian Food and Drug 

Authority, Ethiopian Public Health Institute, Ministry 

of Agriculture, the private sector etc.  

 

The Case of Fasica Plc. 
 

 

Fasica Plc. used to buy its raw materials from 

whole sellers. After the intervention of BENEFIT-

ENTAG, it started a farm purchasing system to 

avoid moisture re-introduction during storage and 

transportation - main causes of aflatoxin. BENEFIT-

ENTAG also trained the staff of the company on 

clearing and sorting including on how to manually 

identify the aflatoxin contaminated peppers. The 

company changed its packaging system from 

manual to machine, separated raw materials, 

processed and finished products and was also 

advised to use pallets for raw materials, processed 

and finished product storage system.  

 

Lessons learned  

This briefing note is prepared by Selamawit Firdissa (BENEFIT Partnership Gender and nutrition expert) in collaboration with 

Addisu Alemayehu, (ENTAG sector platform coordinator for the herb and spice sector), Helen Getaw (ENTAG Deputy Manage), 

Katherine Pittore (Nutrition and Food Security Advisor-WUR- CDI)  

 

The Ethiopia- Netherlands Trade for Agricultural Growth (ENTAG) is a project initiated to support agribusinesses & 

entrepreneurs operating in Ethiopia in specific and develop the agricultural sector in general.  

https://entag.org/ 

 

The Bilateral Ethiopia-Netherlands Effort for Food, Income and Trade (BENEFIT) Partnership unites five programmes (ISSD, 

CASCPAE, ENTAG, SBN and REALISE). The BENEFIT Partnership works to help achieve increased quantity and quality of 

sustainable agricultural production, improved markets and trade and strengthened enabling institutional environment for the 

agricultural sector for rural people in Ethiopia. It is funded by the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands and is 

implemented with support from Wageningen University and Research (WUR).  

www.BENEFITethiopia.org 


