
It is generally assumed that 30% of harvestable sesame is lost. Action research has been conducted to substantiate this claim. 
The study revealed that 13% losses occur, mainly at field level. Although the research did not cover all the important stages, this 
number represents a very important loss that is a value of more than 1 billion ETB (40 million Euro). The Sesame Business       
Network (SBN) Support Programme is working in close collaboration with farmers and other stakeholders to reduce losses by 
30% by the end of 2015. 

Research for action 
Key activities in the sesame supply chain that causes losses 
include harvesting, stacking and drying, threshing, bagging, 
storage, transport and the rejection of poor quality product 
at marketing centres. Field research was conducted to have a 
clearer picture for the stages mentioned in the table below.  
 

It should be observed that some stages during which losses 
can occur were covered: losses due to green harvest, thresh-
ing of hillas, storage losses due to pests, storage and grading 
losses at ECX and different transport losses.  
 
An enormous source of income is lost 
In 2013, in northwest Ethiopia almost 500,000 ha of land was 
covered by sesame. The action research shows on average a 
farmer loses 56 kg/ha. This means hat 277,800 quintals are 
lost. This equates to a 13% loss, based upon our measured 
average productivity of 4.5 quintal/ha. At the ECX selling 
price of 4,000 ETB/quintal (average 2013-14 season), the 
total loss exceeds ETB 1 billion, which is more than 40 million 
Euro. This translates in an important missed income for the 
country as well as for farmers (around 2,200 ETB/ha). 

It’s not only about quantity, quality matters 
Significant quantities of sesame are lost as a result of their 
inferior quality, rejected during grading at marketing      
centres. In addition to quantity, quality is also determined 
by the efficiency of the entire supply chain, which includes 
production in the field. Better pre-and post-harvest        
practices lead to improved sesame quality. For farmers and 
marketing agents alike, this translates in opportunities to 
fetch higher prices. This is crucial as competition on quality 
may become more important in the near future. 
 
Simple solutions to reduce losses 
This study concludes that a number of improved practices in 
the management of sesame harvests are achievable, and 
these have been included in the “20 Important Steps to 
Double Yields and Improve Quality of Sesame” guide,     
published in May 2014.  
 
The post-harvest loss study indicated the use of simple 
techniques in stacking, threshing, transporting and storing 
sesame can significantly reduce losses. Among the field  
level practices recommended to harvest better yields are:  

 Sesame should be harvested when 2/3 of plants and 
pods turn from green to yellow and prior to shattering.  
Too early and too late harvesting  lead to high losses 

 Hillas should be placed in dry, levelled and well cleaned 
high spots 

 Put 10 hillas together and use the same site for      
threshing, because this can reduce the important losses 
of relocating dried sesame from the hilla to the threshing 
site. Another advantage is that larger hillas are more   
resistant to wind damage 

 Stacking hillas on plastic sheets might save up to 25 kg 
sesame per hectare  

 Drying hillas should not last for more than two weeks 

 It is recommended to use canvas or plastic sheets for 
threshing 

 During  transporting, bagged seed should be placed on 
smooth surfaces (carts, wheel-barrows, trucks). Placing 
plastic sheets in the floor of the trucks is advisable 

 
 
 

The sesame sector is losing one billion ETB! 

 

Loss factor Kg/ha % loss 

Loss due to shattering before harvest 13.62 3.25 

Loss due to unharvested capsules 0.68 0.15 

Drying of hillas 24.98 5.54 

Hilla  relocation  to threshing floor 8.34 1.85 

Loss due to transport to the market 0.46 0.1 

Storage loss (measured partially) 0.13 0.03 

Loss due to re-bagging at market     
centres 

4.71 1.12 

Estimated losses at ECX for depositors 0.63 0.15 

Estimated losses at ECX for exporters 0.105 0.02 

Processing loss 1.91 0.46 

Total loss in % 55.56 12.67 



Women see the value in this lost opportunity 

Due to the considerable amount of losses in the field, 
harvesting time comes as a blessing for some Kunama 
women. For them, fallen sesame is as an important 
source of income.  Hawa (pictured below) first collects 
the sesame still laying in the field, along with the dirt 
and other aggregates that clings to it. She can collect 
between 5 and 35 kg of sesame in a day. In areas that 
are prone to windy conditions, the rates are even    
higher, up to 50 kg, as a result of damages to hillas. She 
sieves what she collects using mosquito nets and     
porous cloth. After sieving, she takes the already some-
what cleaned sesame to the nearby river or water 
source to wash and dry it. In some cases she is able to 
harvest and clean one quintal of sesame within two 
days. In recent years, she managed to collect 300 kg, 
which she sold for ETB 2,300 (approximately 92 Euro). 
Her more valuable harvest fetched ETB 7,000 (280  
Euro). This incomes was generated without any       
investment in ploughing, planting, weeding, harvesting 
and threshing ! 
  

 
Hawa Anesha, separating the trash from the sesame seed 

Contact as through: sbnethiopia@gmail.com                    
For more information please visit the SBN official     
website: http://www.sbnethiopia.org                           
You can also find us on our facebook page:           
https://www.facebook.com/SBNEthiopia 

 
 

Other recommendations to prevent losses 
In order to minimise sesame losses and maintain quality, the 
application of recommended best practices during production 
and harvest; the use of improved (standardised) storage and 
store management techniques; the use of hermetic storage 
technologies for long storage and export durations; increasing 
the efficiency of operations during transport, loading and     
unloading; and improved sampling and grading procedures at 
both ECX and market centers are recommended by the study.  

 

Companies are ready to provide some solutions 

Some companies are ready to provide their products that can 
help reduce the post-harvest losses of sesame. The use of    
Hermetic storage devices, porous plastic sheets, combine     
harvesters and other technologies will help minimise these  
losses. The SBN Support Programme has a database of       
stakeholders working in the sector, along with product        
specifications and contact details. Please feel free to contact us 
and we will put you in touch.  
 
Reducing harvest, storage and transport losses by 30% 
This is one of the economic objectives set by the stakeholders 
of the SBN. 30% reduction is bringing 56 kgs down to less than 
40kgs/ha. Based upon the findings of the Support  Programme’s 
action oriented study, this is achievable by applying the       
aforementioned improved agricultural management practices 
and through more efficient handling of sesame during harvest 
and post-harvest operations. Loss reduction is especially       
possible during field drying and transport.  

Recovering losses  

The key message of this story is that there is an income 
in recovering sesame’s lost harvests. In some cases there 
are arrangements made between farmers and women 
groups, who collect sesame on a recovery deal specifying 
a 50-50 share of the collected harvest. Because not all 
losses can be avoided, these arrangements are very    
important to recover losses.  
 
A short documentary has been produced  
The SBN Support Programme has produced a short    
documentary entitled “The Long Road of Sesame and the 
Many Losses along the Way”, which was shown during 
the Annual Business Meeting of 2014. The documentary 
has also been shown in the field on the SBN mobile    
cinema, where a greater number of farmers can enjoy 
access to this information. This brings the significance of 
harvest, storage and transport losses to the attention of 
many farmers, cooperatives and other stakeholders . 

Investing in infrastructural improvements 
Investment in infrastructure can contribute a lot to reduce 
the post-harvest loss in northwest Ethiopia. Observations 
include: 

 Storage facilities are inadequate and result in many loss-
es due to relatively high rates of humidity and rodent, 
sesame bug and other pest infestations 

 Poor access to good materials for packaging and storing 
sesame is a big contributor to losses 

 Transport is delayed and constrained by inadequate 
road and communication networks 

 Lack of basic infrastructure results in sparse distribution 
of spot markets for trading sesame 

Way forward and strategic issues 

 Training and coaching in pre-and post-harvest manage-
ment techniques, as part of the scaling out of the ‘ 20 steps’  

 Monitoring and evaluation of the use of plastic sheets at 
hilla sites 

  More emphasis on storage handling practices 

 Investments in infrastructure, storage and transportation, 
in collaboration with several stakeholders, including other 
projects 

 Improving the sampling and grading system at ECX and 
other spot markets 

 Further exploration of possibility of non-shattering   varie-
ties  


