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INTRODUCTION 
 

2020 is a relatively special year for two reasons. The first is 

the COVID-19 crisis, which disrupted normal activities; and 

the second is the high rainfall Ethiopia registered, which 

meant good crop production for some areas while 

negatively affecting productivity in others [difficulty to 

plant, flood, high disease pressure].  

 

The Ethiopian government has been giving special attention 

to this year’s agricultural activities indicating the challenges 

expected in food import following the global COVID-19 

effect on crop production, and the fear of export restrictions 

imposed during the pandemic. In relation to the seed 

sector, efforts over the last two years, to establish a 

coordinated system of EGS production and supply, where 

certified seed producers make a contract agreement with 

EGS producers, made planning of seed production relatively 

easy.  

 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, BENEFIT-ISSD-

Ethiopia was involved in different efforts that aimed to 

minimize the effect of the pandemic in seed production. In 

addition to supporting the government, the programme has 

been informing stakeholders on the effect of the pandemic 

on seed marketing, EGS distribution and the overall seed 

sector, and supporting seed producers to make sure that 

enough seed is produced for the coming year. (see link 

below). Following up on these efforts, BENEFIT ISSD-

Ethiopia took the initiative to assess the status of seed 

production in 2020 so as to inform stakeholders on issues  

that need attention.  

Seed Alert #01 May 2020 —https://issdethiopiablog.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/covid-19-seed-alert01-ethiopia.pdf;  

Seed Alert #02 June 2020— https://issdethiopiablog.files.wordpress.com/2020/06/covid-19-seed-alert-ethiopia-02-june.pdf]  

At the outset of the pandemic, it was difficult to exactly predict 
the outcome of the 2020 seed production given all factors 
mentioned above. To better understand the situation, the 
programme took the initiative to assess the status of seed 
production at the end of September 2020. Although the timing 
was early to estimate production, it was thought that the 
indicative data will provide information to prepare for next 
steps. A survey was undertaken with major seed producers in 
the four regional states (Amhara, Oromia, SNNPR and Tigray), 
mainly focusing on seed production of grain crops (maize and 
wheat).  

The results of the survey show that this year’s seed production 
will increase as high as two fold. There is high variability across 
regions in terms of the increase and among producers.  Current 
rough estimates of production from major seed producers are 
expected to reach 175 thousand tons. Assuming 80% of this 
production is realized about 140k tons will be available for 
markets. This is about 42% more than what has been supplied 
early this year.  

In 2019, out of nearly 100 thousand tons of seed produced for 
major grain crops (maize and wheat), only about 74 thousand 
tons were distributed in 2020. Although the increase in 2020 
may relieve actors from the usual seed shortage problem, it 
also brings a challenge in collection and marketing and 
ultimately ensuring it is actually planted and used by farmers 
on time.  

If seed production increases in 2020 as 
expected, it will create pressure on seed 
producers’ resources and capacity in terms of 
seed collection, processes and storage, 
affecting  timely certification and distribution 
of seed. In addition, existing structural 
problems that limit access to fertilizer, agro-
chemicals and credit will further discourage 
active engagement of private seed  
companies, increasing dependency on public 
companies.   

https://issdethiopiablog.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/covid-19-seed-alert01-ethiopia.pdf
https://issdethiopiablog.files.wordpress.com/2020/06/covid-19-seed-alert-ethiopia-02-june.pdf


Table 1. Seed production in 2019 and expectation of 2020 by regions 

 
# - 10,000 tons of maize seed is estimated to be produced by Corteva  

Region Seed production (Qt) 

2019 production 2020 expected 

Amhara 130,211 176,954 

Oromia 627,914 1,036,944 

SNNPR 44,631 192,785 

Tigray 3,929 21,374 

Federal 181,314 324,150# 

Total 988,000 1,754,325 

If seed production increases as expected, this will create pressure on resources in terms of collecting seed, process and storage; 
and will put pressure on seed producers’ seed marketing capacity and resource requirement for timely certification of seed. Given 
these expectations, BENEFIT-ISSD Ethiopia held initial discussion with big producers and public seed enterprises; who constitute 
more than 70% of the share.  

Table 2. Estimated production and share of different producers 

 

The reaction of four public seed enterprises differs depending on their current production. Ethiopian Seed Enterprise (ESE) is not 
worried since they have not increased seed production compared to other years. For them it is more or less a normal year. South 
Seed Enterprise has some worries related to seed collection from production areas. Amhara Seed Enterprise (ASE) worry is twofold, 
mainly related to processing. ASE used to provide cleaning service for some private companies, but that will be challenging this 
year considering that their expected seed production has doubled. Oromia Seed Enterprise (OSE) is particularly worried about the 
increased production of maize rather than the increased production of wheat. This is because of a request for OSE to provide seed 
for a new market  (irrigated wheat production). But there is still a concern since there is also increased production from the unions 
side.   

Regions 
Total expected production (Qt) 

Share of producers 

Private Public Union/SPC 

Amhara 176954 39% 41% 20% 

Oromia 1,036,944 2% 87% 11% 

SNNPR 192785 26% 49% 25% 

Tigray 21492 35% 0% 65% 

Federal 324150 31% 69% 0% 

Total 1,754,325 15% 74% 12% 

Given this type of reactions from the major public producers, and variability across regions, it was necessary to organize a meeting 
with major actors in each region. Accordingly, discussions were held in SNNPR, Oromia and Amhara. The expected production in 
Tigray was not too high to create great concern. 

Table 3: Number of participants who participated in the regional discussions 

 
#Also includes cooperative promotion agency 

Region Producers BoA Regulatory Research Total 

private public union   

SNNPR 3 1 3 2   1 10 

Amhara 5 1 2 4 1   13 

Oromia 3 2 4 4# 2 2 17 



DISCUSSION OUTCOMES 

The three regional discussions focused on three major 
challenges related to the current increase of seed production.  

(i) challenges related to collection of raw seed from out-
growers;  
(ii) cleaning and certification of seed; and 
(iii) seed marketing.  

In addition, some structural issues were raised during the 
discussions.  
 

Collection of raw seed 

Part of seed production is still through out-growers system, 
particularly in Amhara where 77% of the seed is produced by 
smallholder farmers. Unions exclusively produce seed in 
contractual arrangements with smallholder farmers, although 
primary cooperatives coordinate the process. A major challenges 
related to the capacity to collect raw seed are the process in 
setting raw seed price and/or shortage of cash to buy the seed. 
Some producers are not in a position to make a decision on their 
own, and cannot easily change the price to respond to a market 
signal. As a result, it is difficult for them to compete with grain 
traders, who commonly increase price when seed companies 
and unions buy raw seed. The second problem is related to cash 
shortage as not all seed producers have access to credit.  

Possible solutions to resolve these problems  

1. With regards to setting raw seed price, while seed 
producers need to decide their own purchasing price for 
sustainability, in regions where price is decided in common, 
it needs to be done as soon as possible to overcome the 
current problem. At the same time, they can also agree to 
buy at future price— pay the current market price and 
adjust payment later at the agreed time (planting time).  

2. In the case of cash shortage, regional governments are 
making efforts to link to credit sources. In Oromia, the 
Cooperative Promotion Office indicated that there is no 
problem to access credit; while in SNNPR, although the 
request has been submitted to the national bank, they are 
not sure on the response, partly because of previous debt of 
the region and partly because of bureaucratic inefficiency. In 
any case, BoA has informed the union to settle their debt as 
soon as possible and present their demand for processing. 
Similarly, unions in Amhara were told to present their 
demand for credit so that it will be presented to bureau of 
finance.  

 In the case of private companies, it is important to sort out 
companies who need credit and organize a discussion with 
financial sources. Discussions are underway with one private 
bank in Amhara. Even though the BoAs have no authority 
over the financial institutions, they can support the 
companies in their capacity if needed. The other option 
suggested was, to put down payments from the 
government/union into the distribution system as an option 
to overcome the problem of private seed producers cash 
shortage.  

Cleaning and certification problems 

The major discussion focused on how to clean the seed on time 
and make it ready for marketing. The increased seed production 
will compound the challenge of cleaning if it starts late as usual. 
In Amhara and SNNPR, it was indicated that there is enough 
capacity in the regions, but coordination and making the 
machinery ready for the service is critical. As power is a major 
problem related to cleaning, work is needed to connect them to 
power grids or find alternative solutions. BENEFIT-ISSD recently 
advised two SPCs to buy generators, and supported the 
installation to make then functional. But there are still many 
more new cleaning machines in place particularly with 
cooperatives and unions. Another problem related to seed 
cleaning is unavailability of chemicals because of limited access 
to foreign currency to import the chemical.  

Similarly, increased seed production will have pressure on 
provision of timely certification, affecting the cleaning process.  

Possible solutions suggested include:  

1. Seed processing plants can be connected to power grid only 
with the help of government. It is also important to note 
that some of the unions in Oromia have paid for the service 
3 years ago and they still don’t have any power yet. Oromia 
regional BoA already wrote a letter to power authority for 
both private companies and unions, but  didn’t get any 
response. Thus, the regions should go beyond writing a 
support letter to resolve the issue.  

2. Link seed companies with cooperatives who own seed 
cleaning machines but are not able to make it operational 
because of power. Based on the experience from Amhara, 
seed companies can buy a generator for about 200,000 
ETB, which is less than a service cost of cleaning 200 tons of 
seed. Thus a company can buy the generator and use the 
machine of cooperatives that is already available.  

3. Planning for cleaning should also take into account if 
companies already have chemicals available. Those who 
have the chemicals can do the cleaning first. Thus, in 
Amhara, a team of 4 people was formed to evaluate the  
capacities available and plan accordingly. In Oromia, where 
the coordination that started last year was discontinued 
because of COVID-19, will reorganize the committee and 
develop operational plan. Another suggestion was to add 
exchange of information regularly in which the producers 
update their status by comparing with the data of the 
regulatory authority. The BoA agreed to organize the 
committee and develop the plan, which will be presented 
to the core group in two weeks. After discussing the draft, it 
will be signed as MoU among major actors. In addition to 
the plan, the committee will also revisit the 
recommendations listed above, particularly those for which 
direct responsibility was not indicated. 

4. Ethiopian Seed Association is organizing demand for 
chemical to request for the Ministry of Agriculture to give 
them priority for foreign currency. All seed producers were 
asked to submit their demand as soon as possible.  



Organizing seed marketing 

Organizing seed marketing is crucial to ensure seed produced 
is sold on time, either directly by the producers or through 
distribution. Common challenges of seed distribution is 
associated with delayed seed collection by districts/unions 
and in some cases inability to collect at all, leading to storage 
space problems and seed leftover, respectively. In regards to 
Direct Seed Marketing (DSM), in some cases companies are 
assigned to new districts, mainly to marginal districts, where  
they  have less interest to go and face challenges to create 
new customer base. 

There is also frequent observation that agents sell seed at 
higher price than what the seed producers agreed upon.   

The following actions were suggested to overcome these 
challenges: 

1. Seed marketing planning (for both districts included in 
DSM and those not included), should be known as soon 
as possible to enable companies to organize their 
marketing on time.  

2. In Amhara, it was discussed that for marginal and new 
districts assigned to DSM, companies can allocate 20% of 
their sale to these districts while they can sell 80% to 
areas where they have developed their market. This will 
require for regional government to consult the 
companies rather than simply assigning them to go to the 
new districts. 

3. In Oromia, BoA /regulatory body needs to evaluate the 
performance of the agents prior to renewing  their 
licenses, and companies should follow their agents to 
ensure agents are performing according to principles of 
seed marketing.  

Structural Problems 

In addition to current problems related to increased seed 
production, there are also structural problems raised in 
different regions.  

One structural problem discussed was about agricultural input 
marketing and how private farms including seed producers 
are seen by the government. Private companies face 
challenges in accessing fertilizer and agro-chemicals since 
fertilizer is imported by the government and smallholders are 
the focus of the government allocation system. Private 
companies are also required to access fertilizer from the main 
government stores, that are hundreds of kilometers far from 
the farms, since the near-by stores only serve smallholder 
farmers.  

While chemicals are imported by both private and parastatals 
organizations, the marketing structure prevents farmers easy 
access to the products except in case of government channels 
that are also limited to serve smallholder farmers.  

Another issue is related to access to credit, where high risk 
agricultural companies have no access to credit with low 
interest rate, while importing companies with nearly zero risk 
have privilege to access such credit services. As such, the 
attention given to agricultural companies in general is no 
more than lip service. This has resulted in a declining trend of 
private seed company contribution in Oromia, where OSE 
alone produces more than 87% of the seed (see table 2 
above). Currently only 2-3% of the seed is expected to be 
produced by private companies in Oromia, compared to 39% 
in Amhara, 35% in Tigray and 26% in SNNPR. This creates a  
high risk of dependency on only public companies, and needs 
special attention from the government. 

The Integrated Seed Sector Development Programme in Ethiopia (ISSD 

Ethiopia) aims to improve female and male smallholder farmer access to 

and use of quality seed of new, improved, and/or farmer preferred varieties 

to sustainably increase agricultural productivity.   

www.issdethiopia.org 

www.benefitethiopia.org  
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