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INTRODUCTION
The first case of Corona virus was announced in Ethiopia 
on March 13th, 2020. Following this, several progressive 
measures have been taken by the Ethiopian government to 
ensure national safety, along with a stabilized economy. A 
state of emergency was announced to facilitate this better. 
Despite these measures, the pandemic has managed to reach 
close to 50,000 confirmed cases as of end of August with 
nearly 800 deaths and over a 1000 cases being admitted daily. 
What is worse, the spread is not expected to slow down in the 
coming months, with exponential increments forecasted on 
the number of people expected to get infected. 

Like most nations across the world, the pandemic has not only 
threatened people’s health but also their livelihood and the 
national economy as a whole. As such, Ethiopia has also felt 
the wrath of this epidemic, shaking its economy where some 
sectors are more devastated than others by the change in the 
way of life that has come about following COVID-19. Agriculture 
is one of the sectors that are expected to be affected by this 
sudden change. 

Among the golden agricultural commodities, soybean is one 
of the high potential export commodities of the country. Over 
210 thousand smallholder farmers produce the crop as cash 
crop to change their livelihood, with annual production of 
more than 0.13 million metric tons and more than this volume 
is produced by commercial farms, where over 150 commercial 
farms are engaged in the production due to its promising 
future. As a whole Ethiopia produces more than 0.26 million MT 
of soybean yearly and local consumption or processing is not 
higher than 10%. It mainly gets exported to Asian and the 
Middle East markets. There is over USD 1.5 million annual 
revenue earned from soybean. Increasing demand from 
countries like China and growth in local oil processing indus-
tries, livestock sector and packaged foods makes soybean 
one of the high value crops of the country. 

This report was produced through a rapid assessment done 
to capture the COVID-19 effect on the soybean value chain 
within the major production and market belts. The study 
was conducted by BENEFIT-ISSD, BENEFIT-SBN, BENEFIT-
CASCAPE and BENEFIT-ENTAG. 
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METHODOLOGY

The rapid assessment was done by first identifying key 
stakeholders in the soybean value chain, including major 
enablers. Data collection was done through interview with 
these major stakeholders and review of secondary data. 
A total of 85 key informants were interviewed. The data 
collection focused on northwestern, western and south-
western parts of Ethiopia for production and primary market 
while it focused on central Ethiopia, mainly Addis Ababa for 
trade and export data. 

It is good to mention that while the quick assessment was 
conducted the beginning of the rainy season a validation 
was done on some of the findings mid-season and several 
conclusions were amended. The report mainly focused on 
access to input, production, mobility and market.

EFFECT ON ACCESS TO AGRICULTURAL INPUTS
The assessment showed that most stakeholders expected 
that accessing inputs such as fertilizers and improved 
variety seeds would be highly negatively affected by 
COVID-19 given the movement restriction regulation and 
fear of physical contact among community. The Ethiopian 
government has done intensive work to ensure the value 
of input is not compromised with the changes following 
COVID-19. The government stated it has thereby, reached 
over 70%1 of the planned fertilizer distribution throughout 
the country by early May with plan to further maximize 
distribution. On the other hand, 697,000 quintals² of 
improved seed was planned to be distributed. The assess-
ment showed that sufficient seeds and fertilizer were 
available in the soybean production belts. There was 
even surplus in some parts of Ethiopia. This then means 
most farmers are using their own farm saved seed or seed 
accessed through informal seed value chain. As such, the 
effect of COVID-19 in accessing inputs was not significant 
in the case of soybean production.

EFFECT ON PRODUCTION

One of the most important facilitators of production and 
productivity of soybean is technical support provided 
by development agents (DAs) and experts from various 
institutions. The assessment showed that provision of 
trainings to these experts and development agents was 
negatively affected due to the restriction on public gath-
erings. Research centers, universities and development 
organizations were not able to provide capacity building 
activities to ground level experts, including the DAs. 
About 53% of the respondents confirmed that COVID-19 
has highly negatively affected capacity building plans 
where as 35.3% ranked the effect as slightly negatively 
affected (Figure 1).  

The pandemic has also affected technical support 
provided by experts and DAs to farmers. A total of 94% 
of the respondents stated that the pandemic has affected 
training provision slightly negatively and highly negatively, 
with equal share between the two ranges (Figure 2). Experts 
were not able to demonstrate new varieties or organize 
field days for knowledge dissemination. Respondents also 
expressed concern over slight to high level of negative 
effect of the pandemic on farmers’ ability to manage their 
field.

On the other hand, despite the various negative effects 
of COVID-19 including the change in global economies, 
the survey showed that smallholders are keen to produce 
soybean in 2020 production season. About 29% of the 
respondents stated the pandemic will not affect farmers’ 
decision to produce while, 16% and 27.6% stated it would 
slightly positively and highly positively affect farmers’ 
motivation to produce soybean, respectively. This could 
be linked to the increase in soybean demand from Asian 
market and low labor requirement of the crop for weeding, 
following the pandemic, hence increasing soybean trade 
in local markets. 

FIGURE 1. LEVEL OF IMPACT ON PROVIDING TRAINING TO EXPERTS AND DAS FIGURE 2. LEVEL MOTIVATION OF FARMERS TO PRODUCE SOYBEAN

HIGHLY NEGATIVELY
AFFECTED (52.9%)

SLIGHTLY POSITIVELY
AFFECTED (5.9%)

NO EFFECT
(5.9%)

SLIGHTLY NEGATIVELY
AFFECTED (35.3%)

HIGHLY NEGATIVELY
AFFECTED (15.2%)

SLIGHTLY POSITIVELY
AFFECTED (16.0%)

HIGHLY POSITIVELY 
AFFECTED (27.6%)

NO EFFECT
(24.9%)

SLIGHTLY 
NEGATIVELY
AFFECTED (16.4%)

1 https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/ethiopia-plans-consume-17-mln-
metric-tons-fertilizer
² http://trendsnafrica.com/2020/05/22/ethiopia-to-distribute-fertilizers-and-
seeds-to-farmers/

https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/ethiopia-plans-consume-17-mln-metric-tons-fertilizer
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/ethiopia-plans-consume-17-mln-metric-tons-fertilizer
http://trendsnafrica.com/2020/05/22/ethiopia-to-distribute-fertilizers-and-seeds-to-farmers/
http://trendsnafrica.com/2020/05/22/ethiopia-to-distribute-fertilizers-and-seeds-to-farmers/
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While the motivation of smallholders to produce soybean 
is high, the Ministry of Agriculture expects a slight decline 
in overall production in 2020, following the pandemic. 
On the other hand, estimation by the International Trade 
Administration published in July³ shows a slim increment 
(1.01%) in production of oilseeds in 2020 in comparison 
to 2019. Ethiopia produced 0.13 million MT of soybean in 
2019/2020 from smallholders alone and produces around 
the same amount from commercial farms. 

EFFECT ON MOBILITY OF VALUE CHAIN ACTORS
Movement of actors is essential for the proper functioning 
of a value chain. Farmers need to move to access inputs 
and sell their produce while extension workers need to 
move around and provide technical support. Traders 
require getting from one market to the other without 
restriction and processors and exports require their 
bulk and produce to get from warehouses to factories to 
markets and ports. However, the pandemic has caused 
regional and federal governments to put in place various 
movement restrictions which hampered the functioning 
of value chains including soybean as reflected on the 
chart. However, this trend changed quickly after a couple 
of months when actors understood the full spirit of the 
restriction which did not include economical activities 
and also started exercising their adjusted way of doing 
business. This being true for most cases the  challenge of 
higher transportation cost for chain actors and difficulty 
to use motorbike services as passengers for DAs to get 
from place to place is still a challenge. 

One speculation with regard to production challenges 
was the issue of access to labor. Given the movement 
restriction, increased cost of transport and general panic it 
was expected that there will be shortage of labor needed 
for production of soybean. About 39% and 43% of the 
respondents expected slight and high negative effect by 
the pandemic, respectively. However, the validation work 
showed that there was actually an influx of labor which 
surpassed demand in some areas. This may be due to 
lack of employment opportunities in other sectors and 
the closure of schools and universities caused by the 
pandemic.

EFFECT ON MARKET
Soybean is one of the commodities that recently came to 
the limelight with its rapid growth performance in the 
export market. The Ethiopian government has put the 
crop under the list of mandatory commodities traded in 
the Ethiopian Commodity Exchange (ECX) end of 2018 
following the boom in demand from the international 
market. The crop also has high potential with several mega 
projects being developed in the country to process edible 
oil and the livestock sector’s growing demand for soy cake.  
The rapid assessment showed 74.5% of the respondents 
predicted slight to high level of negative effect on income 
generation from soybean due to the pandemic. However, 
the validation work showed that soybean trading was 
not highly negatively affected. The slight challenge was 
the fear of transport service providers to move around 
following the announcement of several positive cases 
among truck drivers. Aside from that cost of transport 
has increased by about 32% for export cargo from central 
market to Djibouti. 

General inflation of most commodities has also been 
experienced in the country following the pandemic. 
Despite this being the case, many respondents at the 
time of interview (July) feared the price of soybean would 
decline with the stagnation of world economies. 

However, data from Ministry of Trade and Industry price 
indication shows a steady rise in local buying price and 
export price over the past couple of months (Figure 4). 
A pulse export data extracted from 8 exporters showed 
that export sharply declined from January to beginning of 
March 2020, then the trend was flat between March and 
mid of May 2020. Export then started picking up slowly 
from end of May 2020 onwards. 

FIGURE 3. LEVEL OF IMPACT OF THE STATE OF EMERGENCY ON MOBILITY 
OF THE MAIN SOYA BEAN VALUE CHAIN ACTORS
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FIGURE 4. SOYBEAN PRICE TREND MAY–SEPT 2020
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³ https://www.trade.gov/knowledge-product/ethiopia-agricultural-sector

https://www.trade.gov/knowledge-product/ethiopia-agricultural-sector
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CONCLUSION 

This quick assessment was conducted to briefly highlight 
the effect of COVID-19 in the soybean production and 
marketing. The pandemic has distorted the day-to-day 
functions of communities, businesses and the government. 
Within the soybean value chain, access to input, produc-
tion, mobility and market were affected to different degrees 
by the pandemic. Input provision to smallholders has been 
managed very well and smallholders have access to the 
necessary inputs. On the other hand, technical support 
to ground level experts and development agents was 
highly affected by the pandemic. These experts also face 
the challenge of getting to farms and coordinating field 
trainings. On the production side, it is expected to decline 
due to the pandemic however farmers are keen to do their 
part in ensuring high production. Mobility of the chain 
actors has improved in the last couple of months enabling 
good performance where the higher cost of transport still 
remains for the few actors in the chain managing bulk. The 
market side of the crop also demonstrated that it has not 
been negatively affected to a great extent except for the 
higher cost of transport. The sub-sector actually is bene-
fiting from higher demand from Asia during this period. 
Therefore, it can be concluded that with minimal effect on 
most part of the soybean value chain along with enablers, 
no or minor decline can be expected from the production 
and productivity volume previously planned or estimated, 
given other things remain the same.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

With the above stated findings of the quick assessments the 
following recommendations are proposed for consideration:

 » Facilitation of DAs and experts’ support on farm manage-
ment to ensure productivity and post-harvest handling. 

 » Putting in place and monitoring safety measures for DAs 
& experts to move from place to place. A modality 
where outdoor trainings could be given in a safe set up 
should also be considered and facilitated.

 » Subsidizing inland transport cost to maintain previous 
margins of value chain actors which otherwise; will 
increase selling price and in turn increase the export 
cost making exporters less competitive in the interna-
tional market. 

 » Consider adjusting previous working modalities towards 
the new way of working with COVID so as to maximize 
performance. These include further smoothening ECX, 
customs and related operation to facilitate the local 
trade and export process and rip the benefits. 


