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We study the value chain of teff, Ethiopia’s most important staple food crop by area and value. Based on large-scale primary 
surveys, we find significant changes in the last decade. First, there is increasing adoption of modern inputs (chemical fertilizer, 
improved varieties, and herbicides) by farmers, especially by those living close to urban centers. Second, quality demands are 
rising and there are important shifts from the cheap red varieties to the more expensive white ones. Third, we see an increasing 
willingness-to-pay for convenience in urban areas, as illustrated by the emergence of one-stop retail shops—that provide sales, 
cleaning, milling, and transport services—as well as by a sizable foodservice industry. Fourth, the share of rural–urban market-
ing, urban distribution, and milling margins in final retail prices is declining, indicating improved marketing efficiency over time. 
 
 
 

The purpose of the study is to understand to what extent do-
mestic agricultural value chains are changing in Ethiopia and 
which processes drive these changes. We present here the 
case of the teff value chain.  

Teff (Eragrostis tef) is a major staple food crop in Ethiopia, 
mostly used to prepare enjera, the main national dish. It is one 
of the most important crops for farm income and food security 
in Ethiopia. In 2011/12, it was estimated that teff made up 
20 percent of Ethiopia’s cultivated area, covering about 2.7 
million hectares. In that year, teff was grown by 6.3 million 
farmers and the total national production was evaluated at 3.5 
million tons and was valued at 1.6 billion USD. On the con-
sumption side, it is found that teff is more readily eaten by 
urban households (61kg/ person/year) than by rural house-
holds (20kg/person/year).  

We examined the teff value chain based on carefully fielded 
primary stacked surveys at different layers in the value chain. 
We rely on data from major teff producing areas and follow 
the value chain from there to Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethi-
opia, home to approximately 4 million people. Questionnaires 
for each level in the value chain were fielded at the end of 
2012. In total, we interviewed 1,200 farmers, 205 rural whole-
salers, 75 urban wholesalers/brokers, and 282 urban retailers. 

Changes in the teff value chain 
We note very rapid changes in the value chain in the last dec-
ade. Upstream, we find adoption of new varieties, though from 
a low base, and increasing use of chemical fertilizer (Table 1), 
especially by those farmers living close to urban centers. In 
addition, we note large changes in the type of teff produced: 
there is an increasing importance of magna (“superwhite”) and 
white teff at the expense of red and mixed teff (Table 1). 

The impact of transport costs from urban centers on the 
adoption of modern inputs is substantial: distance to Addis 
Ababa affects both the choice to adopt chemical fertilizers and 
improved seed, especially quncho (DZ-Cr-387) (Figure 1), as 
well as the quantity of chemical fertilizer applied. We further 
investigated how modern inputs contribute to higher teff pro-
duction. The results suggest that increased fertilizer use and 

improved seed adoption have led to significant increases in 
teff productivity. 
Table 1—Changes in production practices  

 10 years prior 
to survey 

At time 
of survey   

Modern inputs   Adoption of improved seed (percent) 6.5 35.2 
Use of chemical fertilizer: DAP (kg/ha) 50.6 87.9 
                                               Urea (kg/ha) 35.0 63.8 
Adoption of herbicides (percent) 31.0 62.9 
Adoption of pesticides (percent) 3.9 11.5 

Type of teff   Red teff (percent) 36.0 19.7 
Mixed teff (percent) 15.8 10.7 
White teff (percent) 42.6 54.9 
Magna teff (percent) 5.6 14.7 

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
 

Figure 1—Adoption of quncho variety by distance to Addis Ababa 

Source: Authors’ calculation using survey data. 
 

Downstream in the value chain, we find a transformation of 
the milling sector toward one-stop shops providing different 
additional services, like cleaning and transportation. This re-
flects an increasing willingness-to-pay for convenience by ur-
ban customers. Also, there seemingly is intensifying competi-
tion between retail outlets, with some retailers procuring teff 
directly from rural areas, bypassing urban wholesalers. 
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A sizable foodservice sector exists. It is estimated that 
about 20 percent of teff in Addis is sold as prepared enjera by 
enjera sellers. Mills and cereal shops sell the largest share of 
teff directly to individual consumers (82 percent of total turno-
ver). However, individual consumers also buy directly from 
wholesalers, representing 6 percent of their turnover, but that 
share has halved compared to ten years ago. Income of the 
urban consumers influences both the type of teff bought as 
well as the level of mixing of teff with other cereals. Richer 
consumers buy the more expensive white and magna type, 
and do less mixing than poorer consumers.  

Finally, we find improved marketing efficiency, indicated by 
significantly reduced shares of urban–rural marketing, urban 
distribution, and milling in final retail prices over the last dec-
ade.  

Drivers for change 
We link a number of drivers to the transformation of the teff 
sector discussed above.  

The public sector has played an active role in the better de-
livery of modern agricultural inputs. It has invested especially 
heavily in improving the spatial reach of agricultural extension 
in the country. This leads to a high percentage of farmers being 
aware of recommended fertilizer use and improved technolo-
gies. Fertilizer delivery also has improved and there are now 
less complaints about lack of fertilizer, especially so in the 
more accessible zones, compared to ten years earlier. 

There have been important changes in the last decade in 
the provision of road and communication infrastructure. Im-
proved infrastructure has led to significant declines in 
transport costs and better connectivity of rural to urban areas 
(Schmidt and Kedir 2009). This leads to rural transformation, as 
there is significantly higher adoption of improved agricultural 
technologies in areas that are better connected to Addis Aba-
ba. The increasing adoption of mobile phones presumably also 
has led to important efficiency gains. 

Teff is an important staple crop for urban populations and 
has high income elasticities, reflecting that teff demand rises 
when income increases (Berhane, Paulus, and Tafere 2011). As 
urbanization is increasing rapidly in Ethiopia and incomes are 
growing (as shown by national household surveys), teff de-
mand in Addis Ababa has rapidly augmented. No good data are 
available, but based on reasonable assumptions, both factors 
combined are estimated to have led to almost a doubling of 
teff demand in Addis Ababa over the last decade.  

Economic and income growth is often linked with higher 
opportunity costs of time, especially of women, leading to an 
increasing demand for prepared products. Therefore, there is a 
growing impulse toward the further take-off of ready-to-eat 
teff products delivered by the foodservice industry. 

To conclude, while there is often pessimism on how agricul-
tural production and market growth can be achieved in Africa, 

it seems that important changes can happen in a short period 
given an active public sector that delivers needed public goods 
coupled with proper incentives from the demand side. We also 
show that increasing intensification is happening especially 
quickly in those rural areas that are well connected to cities. 
This is important as, while Africa has much lower urbanization 
rates than in the rest of the world, urbanization is rapidly in-
creasing in Africa as well. This suggests that these growing cit-
ies will increasingly provide impetus to agricultural growth and 
rural transformation in Africa. 

Implications and future challenges 
While changes are happening, the transformation of the teff 
production and marketing systems in Ethiopia is still in an early 
stage of agricultural development. Despite the progress, there 
are however a number of constraints that need to be ad-
dressed to facilitate further transformation. 

First, investments toward the development of better teff 
varieties have been limited. While the quncho variety has 
quickly taken off, there is still major room for improved variety 
development, e.g., regarding lodging, pest, and disease re-
sistance, or taste preferences. Also, besides conventional 
cross-breeding and selection techniques, more sophisticated 
approaches to breeding new varieties should be employed.  

Second, we find that there are high pay-offs to public in-
vestments in improved teff varieties. The improved variety 
quncho has now been adopted by more than 30 percent of teff 
producers in major teff producing areas (the first farmers only 
started adopting this variety three years ago). Those teff pro-
ducers that adopted quncho achieved yields that were, on av-
erage, 10 percent higher than traditional varieties. If we as-
sume that 50 percent of the teff producers in Ethiopia would 
adopt quncho and that the benefits would be sustained for a 
20-year period, the internal rate of return for the investment
toward developing quncho would be greater than 150 percent.
As teff yields are still relatively low with room for significant
improvements, this clearly indicates the large potential bene-
fits and returns for public investments in improved teff seed
development.

Third, not enough is currently known on the effect of prom-
ising agronomic techniques—such as row planting and trans-
planting—to improve teff productivity. Careful monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning from efforts to introduce and up-scale 
such improved teff farming practices are therefore warranted.  
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