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Teff is the staple food of Ethiopia and its biggest 

cash crop. Teff is nutritious and well adapted 

to the growing conditions in Ethiopia, but little has 

been invested to improve the crop’s productivity or 

to expand domestic or international markets. Given 

high levels of poverty and food insecurity in Ethiopia, 

coupled with the large dependency  on agriculture, 

agricultural transformation is a critical development 

goal. Identifying opportunities to improve agricultural 

performance, and confronting the challenges to 

doing so, is essential. The Economics of Teff: Exploring 

Ethiopia’s Biggest Cash Crop examines the potential 

of teff and offers recommendations on how to 

increase production and expand markets in order to 

benefit both farmers and consumers.

Teff, like other cereals, is part of the grass family. It is 
hardy and able to withstand adverse weather conditions, 
making it a relatively low-risk crop. Teff provides caloric 
value comparable to other cereals, as well as considerable 
nutrient content, and is gluten-free. The crop is grown 
at middle elevations, between 1,800 and 2,200 meters 
above sea level, in regions with adequate rainfall. These 
characteristics, together with the ease with which the crop 
can be stored, explain its sustained importance in the 
country. Teff is mainly used for making injera, a spongy 

flatbread that is Ethiopia’s national dish. Teff accounts for 
22 percent of cultivated area in Ethiopia, and an estimated 
6.6 million smallholders (that is, 43 percent of all farmers in 
the country) were involved in teff production in 2013/2014. 
Teff’s commercial surplus (the share of production 
that is sold) during that same period was as high as 
US$750 million, equal in value terms to the commercial 
surplus of all other cereals in the country combined. As 
the leading cash crop, teff contributes considerably to the 
income of many agricultural producers, particularly that 



Figure 1 Challenges for policy change and proposed actions

• Invest in basic research and researchers.
• Invest in a breeding program that addresses multiple traits.
• Consider climate change in technology development.

Improving productivity and 
resilience

• Consider gender impacts.
• Improve monitoring and evaluation of uptake of improved technologies.
• Conduct rigorous and regular evaluations of outcomes.

Selecting and scaling up 
new technologies

• Experiment with alternative input delivery mechanisms involving different
arrangements, actors, and payment modalities.

• Improve market efficiencies by stimulating involvement of cooperatives.

Establishing fit - for -purpose 
distribution systems

• Provide sturdy, multipurpose, cheap mechanized planters and
harvesters.

• Invest in storage technology.

Managing labor demand 
and postharvest operations

• Devote time for study and exploration of output options and to mitigate
marketing challenges. 

• Promote appropriate deepening of credit, insurance, and labor markets.
Extending markets

Challenge Response

Source: Authors.

of poor smallholders. For consumers, teff accounts for as 
much as 12 percent of all food expenditures, making it 
the leading food crop in the consumption basket of many 
households. Moreover, teff has the potential to attract 
considerable demand in international markets because it 
is both gluten-free and rich in nutrients. 

Increasing teff production involves challenges, 
however. The crop’s low productivity discourages using 
it to ensure food security for a fast-growing population. 
Teff’s low yields mean that its calorie output per hectare is 
limited compared with other crops. Given the increasing 
scarcity of land in the mid-altitude highland eco-zones 
to which it is well adapted, low yields constitute a 
considerable constraint on expansion of teff. Its expansion 
at the expense of other, higher-yield crops—such as maize, 
wheat, sorghum, and enset (false banana)—would pose 
significant challenges to achieving food security and food 
self-sufficiency nationally, especially for poor families who 
cannot afford to farm or purchase this crop. Maintaining 
the mixed farming systems that combine teff and high-
yield crops, as well as legumes and livestock, while 
promoting production and consumption of teff is crucial.

Nevertheless, the potential of teff to improve food 
security and reduce poverty deserves more recognition 
locally and globally. The Economics of Teff examines the 
challenges to further growth.

CHALLENGES AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
Ethiopian teff production and marketing systems 
face five principal challenges (Figure 1): improving 
productivity and resilience, selecting and scaling up 
new technologies, establishing distribution systems 
adapted to different areas’ needs, managing labor 
demand and postharvest operations, and increasing 
access to larger and more diverse markets.

Challenge 1: Improving Productivity  
and Resilience
Limited investment has been made in improving 
teff productivity in Ethiopia, and research and 
development expenditures have been inadequate. 
Strengthening agricultural research and extension 
can lead to higher generation and adoption rates of 
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improved, high-performing, and resilient seeds and is 
likely to deliver large payoffs. To stimulate adoption 
of improved seeds, better supply and marketing 
conditions and better provision of information are 
required in the seed sector. Although the public 
sector plays an important role on the supply 
side, a more active private sector as well as more 
resources for the development of improved seeds 
at local research centers would reap higher returns. 
Furthermore, because climate change will likely lead 
to large crop yield decreases, developing more teff 
seeds that are adapted to weather stress and shocks 
will become increasingly necessary to assure the 
sector’s resilience.

Challenge 2: Selecting and Scaling Up  
New Technologies
Once improved technologies have been developed 
and tested in research settings, they should go 
through careful on-farm trials accompanied by 
rigorous impact evaluations before their use is scaled 
up. Important lessons can be learned from such 
evaluations,  allowing for fine-tuning of technologies, 
extension packages, and messages—which, in turn, 
leads to more successful scaling-up of improved 
and adapted technologies. Appropriate monitoring 
and evaluation schemes must also be in place at the 
national level. This would assure that appropriate 
lessons are learned about adopting and discarding 
new technologies and about which policy instruments 
(for example, access to credit, extension, distribution, 
and incentives) can be tailored to improve uptake of 
superior technologies.

Challenge 3: Establishing Fit-for-Purpose 
Distribution Systems
Land constraints mean that intensification of teff 
production will be central to increasing output. 
Intensification will require widespread adoption of 
modern inputs and improved technologies. Chemical 
fertilizer and improved seeds, both already widely 
used in teff production and delivered through 
extensive national distribution systems, are critical 
for intensification. Because chemical fertilizer use 
is central to the Ethiopian government’s efforts 
to increase agricultural productivity overall, the 
government has initiated a unique soil mapping 
exercise to adjust fertilizer packages to specific 
soil conditions. However, chemical fertilizers are 
sometimes unavailable to poor farmers or priced too 
high for them. Access to good distribution systems, 

whether for seed or for fertilizer, that are adapted to 
different areas’ needs (that is, “fit-for-purpose”) can 
help to encourage adoption. Alternative and more 
inclusive distribution systems should be considered to 
boost uptake of modern inputs.

Challenge 4: Managing Labor Demand  
and Postharvest Operations
The economic transformation occurring in Ethiopia 
is resulting in higher real wages in rural areas. In 
the future, these higher rural wages will provide the 
impetus and incentives for innovative labor-reducing 
technologies. Demand for mechanization will increase, 
especially during peak labor-demand periods such as 
planting and harvesting. Adequate availability, at an 
affordable price, of sturdy multipurpose mechanized 
planters and harvesters and their spare parts to 
meet growing demand is also important for higher 
teff productivity.

Investments will also be required to fund new off-
farm technologies, such as storage and processing, 
that could help to meet rapidly increasing demand 
from urban consumers. Current storage, mostly 
at the farm level and often rudimentary, needs to 
be upgraded to reduce losses and smooth out the 
teff supply over the year. The milling sector, driven 
by rising consumer demand, should also upgrade 
and modernize.

Challenge 5: Extending Markets 
A richer and more urbanized Ethiopian population will 
lead to changing food demand, different consumption 
baskets, and transformation of the agricultural sector 
overall. Relatively better-off consumers will show 
an increasing willingness-to-pay for quality and 
convenience when purchasing teff food products—this 
will likely be reflected in two major changes in future 
market demand. First, demand for both teff flour and 
injera will grow rapidly, and purchases of unprocessed 
teff grain by consumers will decrease, given the 
increasing opportunity costs of grinding flour and 
making bread. This is especially true among women, 
who will increasingly demand convenient and ready-
to-use products. Second, branded teff products may 
take off. Adulteration has been reported to be a major 
issue in urban teff markets, and branded products 
offer quality assurance for consumers willing to pay. 
Policies to support expansion of the private modern 
retail sector—which currently has little involvement in 
teff trade—could also lead to better quality assurance 
for teff consumers.
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International markets offer another opportunity 
for growth, especially given the increasing interest in 
gluten-free food products, which could lead to a surge 
in international demand for teff. Positioning Ethiopia 
to take full advantage of these emerging opportunities 
would benefit exports of teff. However, Ethiopia will 
need to build up supply chains that can reliably and 
sustainably deliver quality products in sufficient 
quantities to serve international markets. This could 
demand considerable time and effort.

Can small-scale Ethiopian teff farmers benefit 
from such export opportunities without jeopardizing 
domestic consumption? The potential to significantly 
raise teff productivity through better technologies 
suggests that there are considerable opportunities 
for current and new producers and suppliers (both 
individuals and companies) to rapidly increase 
production and tap into the expanding export market. 
Rapid growth in supply for the export market could be 
supported in situations where tradeoffs with domestic 
consumption are limited and agronomic and climatic 
conditions permit increased yields. To take advantage 
of such situations, the government is considering 
encouraging large-scale commercial farming in less 
land-constrained parts of Ethiopia, with a focus on 
export markets. 

Efforts to address these challenges should be 
complemented by efforts to strengthen insurance, 
credit, and labor markets. Demand for improved 
insurance and credit services is likely to arise both 
because of the requirements of a more complex 
teff value chain and in response to climate change. 
Experimenting with different methods of insurance and 
credit services—such as index insurance and innovative 
credit schemes for inputs—should continue and be 
scaled up as appropriate. Similarly, labor markets must 
become more efficient to address the expansion and 
reallocation of wage labor that will occur as modern 
production techniques become more prevalent and 
agricultural labor productivity increases. 

Teff makes a considerable contribution to 
Ethiopians’ incomes and food security and has 
potential to provide still greater benefits if exported 
more widely to global markets. Realizing this 
potential requires further public-sector leadership 
and investment as well as a substantial expansion of 
private-sector participation supported by more active 
public policy and public-private partnerships. These 
efforts to expand teff production and consumption 
must be supported by rigorous evidence and a 
deepening understanding of the challenges involved 
and the potential solutions.  
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