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OvERvIEw Of THE ETHIOPIA STRATEGY SUPPORT 
PROGRAM (ESSP) And ITS ObjEcTIvES
The Ethiopia Strategy Support Program (ESSP), the first major 
IFPRI country strategy support program managed by the 
Development Strategy and Governance Division (DSGD), was 
undertaken in close collaboration with the Ethiopian Develop-
ment Research Institute (EDRI) from September 2004 through 
December 2007.

The program arose because many complex issues con-
cerning the design, implementation, and monitoring of a pro-
poor rural development strategy in Ethiopia remained to be 
resolved, despite the commitment of government and donors 
and their articulation of a strategy. Important knowledge gaps 
related to prioritizing and sequencing activities; targeting 
investments among regions; determining types of investment 
and household types to best achieve growth, food security, 
and poverty reduction; making the rural development strategy 
actionable; designing feasible instruments for implementa-
tion; and monitoring and evaluating the implementation and 
impact of the rural development strategy.

The ESSP had three major pillars: 
a Rural Economy Knowledge Support System (REKSS) •	
to integrate knowledge, to conduct analyses on the 
rural economy, and to track the impact of rural 
investments and activities;
actionable applied research to improve or fill gaps in •	
knowledge on rural development; and
policy analysis capacity strengthening through tar-•	
geted training and related activities.

The ESSP also had several special and unique features:
Five donors agreed to support IFPRI and pool 1. 
their funding.
The donors agreed to place control over the ESSP 2. 
agenda and priority setting in the hands of Ethiopian 
government representatives in a specially formed 
high-level National Advisory Committee (NAC).
The director of the host organization, EDRI, had strong 3. 
links to the higher echelons of government, since he 
is chief economic adviser to the prime minister. This 
link allowed for more direct transmission of the poli-
cy implications of ESSP’s work to policymakers.

EDRI itself, as a semi-autonomous institution, has 4. 
more capacity to make decisions than most Ethio-
pian government-related institutes.

The program leader, Eleni Gabre-Madhin, played a crucial 
role. Her professional judgment as an agricultural economist 
was readily accepted. As an Ethiopian national, she was able 
to establish links to the top of the rural development policy-
making hierarchy in a way that would have been difficult for 
any other incumbent to match.

RESEARcH OUTPUTS Of ESSP
The core of the ESSP output and impact consists of a large 
body of published research. 

The ESSP was able to design and organize large surveys 
and maintain a continuous research output stream. The col-
laborative mode of research produced a number of important 
papers that enhanced the policymaking process in Ethiopia, 
and it was the main driver of phase one. Highlights from the 
research include the following:

Research showed that the growth of cereal output 1. 
in Ethiopia has been low for nearly two decades, 
and that the growth that has occurred is due to area 
expansion. Yields have declined or just held their 
own despite government efforts to increase the use 
of artificial fertilizers and improved seeds. The con-
clusion drawn is that Ethiopia needs new policies for 
cereal intensification, which will be a key engine for 
growth and poverty reduction.
Researchers developed a social accounting matrix to 2. 
simulate the effects of alternative growth strategies 
and identified agricultural growth-led strategies 
(that is, based on cereals) as the ones that would 
have the largest impact in reducing poverty.
Several papers highlighted the significant returns to 3. 
investments in road building. The poverty-reducing 
impact of roads is complementary to agricultural 
growth, and successful investment in agricultural 
growth would assure a positive outcome from infra-
structure investment. 
Perhaps most significant, research showed that a 4. 
commodity exchange in Ethiopia could help improve 
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market transparency and efficiency and minimize 
price instability. The response to this work has been 
very positive, with plans for implementing a com-
modity exchange already in place and adoption also 
possible in other African countries. The commodity 
exchange is a tangible, impact-oriented result of 
the ESSP.

The program handed two other tools/outputs over to 
Ethiopian institutions: the atlas of the Ethiopian rural Econ-
omy and the agricultural Growth linkage models. the atlas of 
the Ethiopian rural Economy, with its supporting geographic 
information system (GIS) software, is a major research resource 
that was assembled for use by any public or private institution 
in Ethiopia. It gathered a wealth of agronomic, climatic, eco-
nomic, and socio-demographic data on a geographical basis 
and made it available in hard copy and CD form. It is also 
being developed for general website access. Responsibility 
for maintaining, distributing, and developing this product has 
been transferred to the local host organization, EDRI, which 
has installed a GIS suite. This is a clear example of capacity 
building, especially since EDRI is the key institution to develop 
into a top-class policy research organization. The creation of 
the atlas also demonstrates the ESSP’s willingness to engage 
in vigorous institution building. It bodes well for future 
institution-building efforts as sister institutions such as EDRI 
develop capacity to absorb the ESSP input. 

The ESSP has also transferred the agricultural Growth 
linkage models to the Central Statistical Agency. As valuable 
policy planning aids, the models will require regular updating 
and reparameterizing, and it is encouraging that CSA has been 
prepared to take on their management and development at an 
early stage. Again, this experience shows the effectiveness of 
ESSP in capacity building where even a small base exists.

dissemination and Policy Impact
Dissemination of research results was substantial and effec-
tive. Three elements of the approach explain this favorable 
result. First, the processes oriented the research in direc-
tions that are most relevant and most in demand for policy 
development and change. Second, the research was turned 
into published documents in an unusually short time. In gen-
eral the publications point to the policy issues and are in rea-
sonable form to contribute to the policy dialogue. Third, the 
program leader played a critical role in bringing results into 
the policy arena in discussions with the NAC, with donors, 
and with broader audiences and in helping extrapolate those 
results into the form needed for policy decisions. The structure 
of advisory bodies greatly assisted in that process.

capacity Strengthening
The ESSP generated various strands of capacity strengthen-
ing. One important strand was the funding for higher-degree 
training abroad (three person-years per year). The director of 
EDRI sees the flow of returning U.S.-trained M.A. students as 
greatly strengthening EDRI’s research capacity in the immedi-
ate future. By 2011 this flow of highly trained locals will be 
strengthened by a number of Ph.D. holders (possibly six). 

EDRI staff members also worked alongside Washington- 
and Addis Ababa–based staff in a variety of projects. In addi-
tion, the program offered a number of training courses that 
helped embed the key products of ESSP research into Ethio-
pian institutions.

The creation of the GIS suite at the EDRI offices to provide 
research access to the atlas of the Ethiopian rural Economy is 
a key piece of capacity building. There is widespread interest 
in using the information contained in this electronic tool, and 
EDRI will gain enhanced visibility from managing access to it 
and developing the website version of it. The Central Statis-
tical Agency (CSA) has decided to do further work with the 
agricultural Growth linkage models. The CSA may need further 
capacity building to develop and apply these models.

Overall, the ESSP has achieved a fair amount of capacity 
building, but the main effects will be felt when all those being 
trained abroad have returned. Then attention will need to be 
given to how to retain them in a reasonably tight network 
researching rural development policy.

cOnclUSIOnS
With only modest resources, the ESSP team generated a large, 
steady flow of high-quality research results that are relevant 
to policy decisions and implementation. It also delivered 
a stronger and more integrated knowledge support system. 
Through its program leader, it reached into both national and 
donor policy decision areas.

ESSP also played a major role in developing Ethiopian 
capacity in policy-oriented research, through three approach-
es. First, it created a role model for such development in the 
way it has operated as an integrated, policy-driven institution. 
Second, through the NAC and its interactions with EDRI, it 
contributed to EDRI’s development as a national institution, 
and it as included EDRI staff as an integral part of its research 
efforts. The ESSP effort in providing training at the M.Sc. and 
Ph.D. levels was also an important effort that will show results 
over the next several years. Third, ESSP worked closely with 
the Central Statistical Agency to transfer the atlas modeling 
operation to CSA. It has also engaged in informal interaction 
with the university research community. 
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