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About this newsletter

The purpose of the SBN 
newsletter is to provide relevant 
and timely information on the 
Sesame Business Network 
and its support programme - 
Benefit-SBN.

In this issue we highlight the 
major activities that have been 
taken place between mid April 
and July 2020.
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COVID-19 affectes labour availability and welfare in the sesame sector

The COVID-19 crisis is having a significant 
effect on the agriculture sector. Its effect 
on the economy and labour market is 

likely to continue in the future. In the case 
of the sesame sector in northwest Ethiopia 
lots of labourers have been directly impacted 
by the virus itself, movement restrictions, Continued on page 3

Weather forecast information for sesame farmers in Northwest Ethiopia
The sesame production zone in Northwest Ethiopia 
has challenges of production such as poor or 
limited technology availability, lack of quality seed, 
shortage of finance, anomalies weather condition. 
An additional cloud in the horizon is the COVID-19 
pandemic which is affecting the sesame and other 
crops production in the area. 

This is a critical time, farmers badly need to make 
informed decisions on different farming practices 
as the pandemic has already an impact on labour 
movement, input supply, accessibility of machinery 
spare parts, and supply of improved seed etc. 
Weather forecasts are one of the most important 
sources of information that help farmers to decide 
on different farm activities.

Farmers who benefit from location specific weather 
forecasting services manage weather related 
farm activities better and are able to minimise 

increased cost of transport and food prices. 
The major sesame production areas like 
Metema and May-kadra became an epic 
center for the spread of the virus because it is 
a border area with Sudan and most confirmed 
cases are labourers coming back from there. 

Continued on page 5
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Supporting the extension communication activity in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Because of the prevalence of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, it is 
hard to pursue the extension 

communication activities that have 
been used before such as organising 
training sessions, mobilisation 
meetings and workshops and field 
days. In view of the COVID--19 
context, Ministry of Agriculture 
and Natural Resources (MoANR) 
developed a new strategy that 
promotes the use of radio, television, 
email, posters, microphone, leaflets 
and tele or videoconferences and 
8028 hotline. 

In line with this, Benefit-SBN 
undertakes different activities that 
enable the communication between 

stakeholders of the SBN in Northwest 
Ethiopia, in the context of the 
coronavirus pandemic.

To facilitate the intra and inter-
organisational communication in the 
Agriculture offices, the programme 
installed a Wi-Fi internet connection 
for Offices of Agriculture in 11 
sesame producing woredas and 
two farmer cooperative unions, in 
the Amhara and Tigray regions. The 
Wi-Fi internet connection not only 
allows Woreda Agriculture Offices to 
communicate with their respective 
departments and bureaus at zone 
and regional level but it also helps 
them to communicate with other 
stakeholders in the woredas.

Also, the programme has renewed 
its agreement with Amhara Mass 
Media Agency and Dimtsi Woyane 
Tigray radio stations and restarted 
the ‘White gold’ radio programme. 
The radio programmes support the 
extension activities in the low lands. 
It also supports the production and 
broadcasting of discussion forums 
and documentaries on Amhara 
television. 

What is more, the programme has 
been producing and distributing a 
bi-weekly update which covers the 
activities of the stakeholders and the 
support programme in the context of 
Covid-19.

Benefit-SBN has provided 
electronic and printed 
soya bean and mung bean 

production guides, and a guide to the 
identification and control of sesame 
pests, diseases and weeds for seven 
woreda agricultural offices in the 
West Gondar and Awi Zones, on the 
8th of June 2020. The programme 
also compiled soft copies of all the 
extension materials including short 
videos, training manuals, broachers, 
leaflets, power point presentations 
and other resources and provided to 
the woreda representatives with a 
USB stick. The extension materials 
were developed in collaboration with 
Gondar and Humera Agricultural 
Research Centers (GARC and HuARC).

During the event at GARC, 5,340 
sesame pest management guide, 
nearly 9,000 soy bean and 7,000 
mung bean production guides were 
handed over to representatives 
from woreda agriculture offices. Mr 
Andualem Mulu, head of the Central 
Gondar Agriculture Department, 
who handover the materials said: 
“This year, COVID-19 is causing 
problems in our country and in the 
region. The sesame sector, which is 
our main source of foreign currency, 
is one of the areas affected by this 
pandemic. We need to overcome 
this problem and strengthen our 
extension communication activities.” 
He appreciated Benefit-SBN and 

Benefit-SBN provides extension materials to Woreda Agriculture Offices

GARC for their effort in producing 
the materials. He added: “This kind 
of attractive and easy-to-understand 
guides are especially important in the 
field of crop protection in our areas.” 
He added, “We have to use the 
guides vary carefully and enhance the 
knowledge and skills of our experts 
and farmers.”

Mr. Asfaw Azanaw, director of GARC 
said: “The printed materials provided 
in softcopies are very important 
resources that can be used for a long 
time. The materials are prepared 
based on research results and 
practical evidences. At this time 
of pandemic, these publications 
are valuable resources that can 

facilitate door-to-door extension and 
counselling services by maintaining 
physical distances.”

Finally, representatives of the 
Agriculture Office from Mirab 
Armachiho, Tach Armachiho, Tegede 
and Metema woredas received the 
publication in hard copies and other 
extension communication resources 
in softcopies with USB stick. The 
representatives said that publications 
would not only make their work 
easier and more effective, especially 
during this pandemic, but they would 
also allow them maintain their social 
distance while effectively carrying out 
their extension and advisory services.

Mr Andualem, providing the extension materials to WoA representatives  
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Zone and Woreda Agriculture Office 
reports and field observations 
indicate there is a reduction in 
area cultivated for crop this year. 
Most farmers also shifted the type 
of crop, from sesame to sorghum, 
soya bean and mung bean. This 
is mainly because most farmers 
anticipate there could be shortage 
of labour and reduced demand 
for sesame. A rapid assessment 

COVID-19 affectes labour 
availability and welfare...

Continued from page 1 

Cash is a scarce resource in 
sesame growing areas and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, resulted 

in even more pressing liquidity 
challenges for financial institutions. 
Since the outbreak of COVID-19, just 
before the start of the new sesame 
production season, finance streams 
have been interrupted and default 
risks increasing. Therefore, financing 
the sesame sector became even 
more challenging this season. 

Throughout the last four years, a 
risk sharing financing scheme was 
developed, piloted and scaled to 
support the loan provision to unions, 
cooperatives and smallholder 
farmers. Benefit-SBN and Agriterra 
established a cash guarantee for 
financial institutions (CBO, Abay Bank 
S.C. and Lion international bank S.C.) 
that provided a marketing credit loan 
to unions or cooperatives. Financial 
institutions progressively shared a 
larger part of the risk, reaching 80% 
in the last year. Unions on lend the 
marketing credit to cooperatives that 
provide production loans to farmers 
for weeding and harvesting activities. 
This helped sesame farmers to 
reduce production costs by saving 
on credit costs compared to the 
extremely high interest rates normally 
paid to informal money lenders 
(IMLs). More than 50 million ETB of 
loans were provided by the financial 
institutions to three unions, reaching 
24 cooperatives and more than 12 
thousand farmers (25% female).

Financial institutions and farmer 
organisations developed a 
relationship through the risk 

Union and cooperatives establish cash guarantees themselves

sharing financing scheme. The high 
repayment rates over the years 
established trust and increased the 
interest from both sides. Union and 
cooperatives were able to increase 
their marketing participation and 
improve the relationship with 
members. Special attention was 
given to capacity building, such as 
financial administration and loan 
management training for unions and 
cooperatives and financial literacy 
training for farmers.  

From the start, the intention was 
to develop a sustainable financing 
modality for the agricultural sector. 
Several factors are important for a 
successful exit of the cash guarantee 
by the supporting organisations: What 
is the interest of the stakeholders 
involved? What is the financial 
capacity of unions and cooperatives 
to continue themselves? What 
are the resources of the bank to 

takeover coordinating and risk 
mitigating efforts? How can ongoing 
capacity building be organised? To 
answer these questions, Benefit-
SBN thoroughly discussed with 
the involved stakeholders on the 
challenges and opportunities. 

In Amhara region, after finalising the 
2019/20 loan repayment, unions and 
cooperatives started to collect 20% 
of the new loan request from their 
own resources to replace the previous 
cash guarantee of Benefit-SBN. They 
are currently negotating to get a new 
loan with the bank to get loan. This 
is a remarkable and promising step 
to continue the financing relationship 
between farmer organisations in 
the sesame area and financial 
institutions without the interference 
of a third party. Banks and farmers 
can become long term business 
partners with mutual benefits during 
good and more difficult seasons.

Kokit Cooperative: purchasing sesame from its members, Metema Woreda 

survey facilitated by Benefit-SBN 
also proved farmers worry regarding 
availability of labour and welfare 
of labourers. The pandemic and 
movement restriction measure to 
combat the spread resulted higher 
transport costs which led to higher 
production cost to farmers. Current 
observations however showed that 
there is no significant labour shortage 
as expected.

In conjunction with labour and 
social affairs office Benefit-SBN it is 
creating awareness about Covid-19 

pandemic and practice of required 
social distancing and hygiene. It is 
also informing the result of the rapid 
assessment including the suggestions 
through the ‘White Gold’ radio 
programme, televised documentary, 
biweekly update and by bilateral 
talks with key stakeholders. To curb 
the impact of the pandemic and 
the restriction measures on labour 
availability and welfare in the sesame 
sector all responsible stakeholders 
need to collaborate and proactively 
act based on available information. 



  Issue   24 August  2020                              Sesame Business Network Newsletter                                       Page 4

High-level officials from Amhara 
region including the regional 
state president Mr. Temesgen 

Tiruneh and bureau heads and 
directors visited to the various 
research activities undertaken 
by Gondar Agricultural Research 
Center (GARC) in the Western and 
Central Gondar zones, on the 1st 
of August 2020. GARC has been 
working to improve the productivity of 
different low land crop species. The 
delegate visited GARC’s sub-centre at 
Gendawuha and the research station 
at Abrehajira town. 

In his welcoming speech, Dr. Tilaye 
Teklewolde, director of Amhara 
Region Agricultural Research Institute 
(ARARI) informed participants that 
the research activities of the center 
are mainly on sesame and rotational 
crops such as cotton, sorghum, soya 
bean, sunflower, mung bean. He 
added that the productivity of these 
crops has been improved due to the 
introduction of new varieties and 
improved agronomic practices. 

Mr. Asfaw Azanaw, director of GARC, 
said that sesame is not the only 
golden crop in the lowland area, 
but there is also soya bean which is 
highly productive in the area. Also, 
the area has a potential to sunflower, 
which can be used for edible oil, and 
for cotton production. He added that 
the potential of the area for irrigation 
and aquaculture production can be 
exploited, as there are more than 
seven cross border rivers. Apart from 
this, the area is suitable for livestock 
production and natural forest 
resources.

Both Dr. Tilaye and Mr. Asfaw stated 
that shortage of land has been a 
challenge to address the improved 
seed demand of the area. They both 
emphasised on the importance of 
having enough land for technology 
generation and seed multiplication 

Amhara region higher officials visit research efforts in the lowland areas 

which are key not only to improve the 
productivity but also to be become 
more competitive in the international 
markets.  

Mr. Asfaw informed visitors about 
the efforts being made by GARC 
and Benefit-SBN in creating market 
opportunities to soya bean producer 
commercial farmers by linking them 
with an oil processing company.  

The president of the regional 
state together with the Rural Land 
Administration Bureau promised to 
provide at least 250 hectares of land 

to upgrade the research stations. 
Office building and stores will be built 
in collaboration with the University of 
Gondar.

In attendance were Dr. Fanta 
Mandefiro, vice president of the 
region, Mr. Agegnehu Teshager head 
of Regional Prosperity Party, Mrs. 
Worksemu Mammo regional house 
of speaker, Dr. Melese Mekonnen, 
head of Bureau of Agriculture Mr. 
Gizat Abiyu head of Rural Land 
Administration Bureau and other 
higher officials of the region. 

High-level officials visit GARC’s sub-centres in Metema, 
Mirab Armachiho and Tach Armachiho woredas
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Labour and labourers in the sesame lowlands: Analysis and action for health and wealth

Benefit-SBN has conducted 
a thorough analysis of the 
labour situation in the sesame 

zone. The study underscored the 
importance of labour for the success 
of the sesame sector and the 
employment opportunities for a huge 
number of seasonal labourers. The 
focus is to deal responsibly with the 
particular situation of this year and 
to ensure a safe match between 
labour demand and supply. The 
paper highlighted main challenges 
related to availability and welfare of 
labourers and provided background 
on labour characteristics. It suggests 
action points on how to balance and 
deal with health and socio-economic 
risks; provide recommendations 
for teams of stakeholders working 
together to manage agricultural 
production and labour as good 

the risks. Based on the three years 
pilot the demand for weather 
forecast is increasing. All the 
farmers participated in the weather 
assessment surveys conducted in 
the previous years recommended the 
service to their peers.

The joint effort by National 
Meteorology Agency (NMA), Weather 
Impact (WI), Apposit and Benefit-
SBN build a sustainable location 
specific weather forecast service 
model. The key ingredients of this 
model are accurate weather forecast 
information and effective delivery. 

This year the parties are working 
extensively to provide weather 
forecast information on Short 
Message Service (SMS) to sesame 
farmers in Northwest Ethiopia. As of 
the 25th of June 2020 nearly 8,500 
farmers and agricultural experts from 
13 woredas and 83 kebeles, which is 
threefold compaired to the previous 
year, have been receiving weather 
forecast information of their specific 
location every week.

In addition to this, Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development (IGAD) 
provided seasonal and quarterly 
weather forecast. This information is 
shared via the SBN bi-weekly update.  
ICPAC (IGAD Climate Prediction and 

Application Center) July to September 
weather forecast presented below.
• A wetter than usual season 

continues to be expected in the 
northern part of Eastern Africa 
including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sudan, 
and South Sudan from July to 
November. This will continueto 
be expected through July, August 
and September, with much of 
Sudan expecting higher than 
usual rainfall. 

• The sesame growing NW part of 
Ethiopia will experience above 
normal rainfall.

• The temperature will be normal 
or below normal to some part of 
northwestern Ethiopia. 

as possible under prevailing 
circumstances; and put action points 
that can help for labour availability 

and welfare. The issue brief is 
available at: https://sbnethiopia.org/
category/briefs/

Continued from page 1 

Weather information...
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HuARC, in collaboration with 
farmers and stakeholders, 
has been conducting different 

research activities under the crop, 
livestock, natural resource and 
management, and socio-economic and 
extension departments. 

Most of the field experiments carried 
out by the research center in the 
lowlands are in HuARCs compound and 
in the sub centers at Dansha (kebabo), 
Banat, Korarit and on farmers fields at 
different locations.

This production season due to 
the unprecedented threat posed 
by COVID-19, the center is forced 
to exclude the Banat and Korarit 
experimental sites. 

Covid-19 is one of the major 
threats in boosting agricultural 
productivity and quality in 

the 2020 cropping season. It has a 
chance to overspread in the sesame 
production area of Northwest Ethiopia 
within a short period of time. The 
daily laborers are highly exposed to 
the virus since the way they travel, 
cook, spent the night and generally 
the way they live during their stay in 
the sesame farms lacks caution on 
protecting the COVID-19.

Mamay group farm, owned by Mr. 
Mamay Mihret, in Kafta Humera is 
an exemplary farmer. The farmer, 
cultivated 1,030 ha (300ha his own 
and other 730 hired) for sesame, 
sorghum and mung bean crops using 
row planters. He has a plan to use 
cultivators and harvesters for the 
different crops but still he needs daily 
labourers for most field activities. The 
farmer has three camps.

Bearing in mind the problem of 
Covid-19 pandemic, he bought 
about 63 infrared thermometers of 
which he donated the 60 devises to 
different institutions in the sesame 
area including Offices of Agriculture, 
Labour and Social Affairs, Health 
and others. The remaining three are 
in his farm in three camps. Every 
day labourers are inspected and get 
awareness regarding the virus. There 
are trained persons who are using 

Minimising the risk of COVID-19 in large scale farms 
the devices. These individuals raise 
labourers awareness. They inform 
labourers on what to do and what not 
in the campus. They isolate labourers 
whose temperature goes above 37oC 
for two days. Lebourers are expected 
to follow all the rules set by the farm 
managers. Fortunately, thus far no 
labourer is tested positive.

HuARC carries out different research activities

Practical training in row plater operations at Humera, Western Tigray

Mamay group organised training 
for 36 tractor operators and 
farm managers conveened 

from Tahtay Adyabo, Kafta-Humera 
and Tsedgede woredas on tractor, row 

Training for tractor operators

planter and other farm machinery 
operations and maintenance. The 
training was organised by Mamay 
Mihet Nega private company.  

In order to raise awareness among 
farmers about the use of technology, 
the company demonstrates row 
planters, cultivators and various farm 
machinery around Humera.

It also provides agricultural 
machinery maintenance service. The 
trained operators are working for 
investor farmers, cooperatives, and 
unions.

Left ,mungbean (Arkebe variety) and right, sesame (Setit 2) pre-basic seed multiplication
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The numbers of activities carried out 
this production season is relatively 
limited. In the face of this challenge, 
the researchers are committed 
to working together with farmers 
in conducting demonstrations, 
variety verification trials, large scale 
demonstrations and other activities, 
with optimum care for the COVID-19.

One major activity of the center 
is seed multiplication. In this 
regard, in the 2020 cropping 
season, the center decided 
to multiply more crops and 
varieties to fill the anticipated 
shortage of improved seed 
supply for 2021. HuARC 
planned to cover 126 hectare by 
different improved seeds. 

HuARC carries out...

Marketing directive not in favour of agro-processors 

The Ethiopian government 
is actively working on the 
expansion of industrial park to 

attract Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) and encourage national 
investors to participate in product 
transformation and industrialisation. 
This has created golden opportunity 
for selected agricultural products for 
the transformation of the product 
which would otherwise be exported in 
raw. Few but large-scale processing 
industries are in the verge of 
installation or completion and even in 
the pipeline of production.  

This process has witnessed local 
economic stimulus starting from 
its early stage by creating job 
opportunities and direct market 
linkages and providing to cooperative 
unions and private traders pre-
financing resources from industry 
owners. However, some of the 
attempts made between the 
processers and farmers’ cooperative 
unions have not been successful 
because of directives from Federal 
Trade and Industry which hinder 
the direct market linkage of farmer 
cooperatives and their unions with 
the processors. The current directive 
enforced unions either to directly 
export to foreign market or sale on 
ECX market, without having an option 
for in-country market linkages. 

Taking into account the high demand 
for soya bean in Bure Agro-industrial 
park of the Amhara region, Benefit-
SBN has taken the initiative to create 
market linkages between processing 
companies and unions with high soya 
bean production potential such as 
Admas and Metema unions. 

In order to creat market linkages, 
contract farming and pre-financing 

delivery, Benefit-SBN has discussed 
with Richland, which is one of the 
major soya bean processing plant. 
The company is keen, but seems 
dissatisfied with existing directive 
that restricts unions from entering 
into a contract with processing 
companies. This company alone has 
an annual demand of 1.5 million 
quintals of soya bean. It tried to 
establish market linkage with Admas 
Union but this attempt was blocked 
because of the government directive. 
Benefit-SBN has also discussed with 
Amhara Regional State Trade Bureau 
and Cooperative Promotion Agency, 
where any solution can be found to 
support not only the continuation of 
the agreement by Admas Union, but 
also the inclusion of Metema Union 
and other potential cooperatives in 
the sesame area but to no avail.  

The Ethiopian government is 
working strategically on import 
substitution and export promotion 
policies and has established a 
considerable number of industrial 
parks in various parts of the country, 

Soya bean seed cleaning at GARC: With the establishment of giant processing 
companies, soya bean is becoming an important cash crop in the years to come  

investing millions of USD. As federal 
policy makers often said, one of 
the major gaps to be bridged by 
this strategy is the import of edible 
oil for domestic consumption. For 
this purpose, very big processing 
industries are being established and 
on the verge of production. However, 
from the outset, these industries 
are faced with shortage of raw 
materials due to directives that can 
easily be amended. The benefit of 
such industries is multidirectional 
in creating job opportunities, 
sustainable and fair price to farmers, 
availing input fiance, and import 
substitution and export promotion 
to generate better currency for the 
nation at large. These, however, are 
being handicapped by directives, 
which lacks coherence with the 
existing government strategy. 

Before things get worse and become 
an obstacle to the nations’ effort, a 
revision of the existing directives and 
their positive reinforcement with the 
ongoing strategy will be essential.

Labourers, getting ready for work 

Continued from page 6



 Issue   24 August  2020                               Sesame Business Network Newsletter                                      Page 8

Contact us:
For more information, questions and comments you can contact us through: sbnethiopia@gmail.com 
More information about the SBN and its support programme can also be found on the SBN website: 
http://www. sbnethiopia.org
You can also find us on our facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/SBNEthiopia
Twitter:  https://twitter.com/SBNEthiopia

Producer: Anteneh Mekuria 

Contributors:  Anemut B; Flo, D; Fiseha B, Melisew M; Yonas W, Hana G; Andualem T ; Hagos, T and Anteneh M. 

 Inputs from all other Benefit-SBN staff members.

To subscribe to the online version of the SBN newsletter please contact: sbnethiopia@gmail.com 

Ted Schrader 
Benefit-SBN Coordinator 
E: ted.schrader@wur.nl 
T: +31 623 205 292

Geremew Terefe PhD) 
Benefit-SBN Manager
E: geremew.sbncoordinator@gmail.com 
T: +251911113897

Up coming activities
• Conducting a rapid assesment 
• Monitoring and evaluation of field activities
• Market linkage: organising and facilitating meetings for commercial 

farmers and processing companies
• Support unions and cooperatives to get marketing credit from banks
• Writing articles to the SBN and research books 
• Production and distribution of bi-weekly update

Collective effort to act upon the impact of COVID-19 in sesame areas
The COVID-19 pandemic is spreading 
globally and the impact affects 
countries, sectors and populations 
directly or indirectly. Similarly, the 
sesame production areas in North-West 
Ethiopia, face new challenges due to 
the pandemic and the related local, 
national or international measures 
and responses. Situational changes 
started to appear just before the 
planting season, influencing farmer 
decision making and various production 
activities. Sesame farmers and other 
stakeholders are looking for appropriate 
responses and support to adapt health 
safety and income generating activities 
in light of the new circumstances. 

In order to identify the most pressing 
challenges, a rapid assessment is 
performed with representatives of 
different stakeholder groups. Within a 
short time frame, the sesame sector 
areas that are most impacted during 
these COVID-19 times are identified. 
To facilitate collaborative action, 
coping strategies are discussed and 
responsibilities assigned.   

The first assessment was done in May 
in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Natural Resources 
(MoANR), Amhara Region Agricultural 
Research Institute (ARARI) and Tigray 

Agricultural Institute (TARI). Four alert 
areas were identified: 1) expected 
sesame acreage, 2) labour availability 
and welfare, 3) input and extension 
services and 4) production costs 
and credit. The alert document, 
summarising the impact and action 
points, has been widely distributed. 
Different media channels including 
Amhara Mass Media Agency- radio 
and Television programmes, Demtsi 
Woyane Tigray Radio Station gave 
attention to the most important 
findings. See the documents in 
this link: https://sbnethiopia.
org/2020/06/03/rapid-assessment/

The main purpose of performing 
rapid sesame sector assessments is 
to identify challenges which needs 

immediate attention and guide 
collective action in COVID-19 times. 
Therefore, monthly repetitions are 
planned to detect rapidly changing 
circumstances and formulate timely 
responses. This effort contributes to 
the essential collaboration among 
stakeholders and reliable information 
provision about the impact of the 
pandemic on the sesame sector. 
Benefit-SBN and its partners facilitate 
stakeholder discussions, raise 
awareness on the outcomes and where 
possible support the follow up on the 
selected action points. The second 
rapid assessment cycle was expected 
to be released on early July but the 
assessment was interrupted due to the 
internet blockage in the country.


