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In a situation of food shortages, farmers 
produce as much as they can. Production is important, 
affect their livelihoods. 
 
The figure below illustrates the actors along an agricultural value chain and, how
chain influences other stages. It also emphasises
technical advice, credits and other services to value
for two-way information flow, both horizontally and vertically.
 
 

The interaction of stakeholders along and within a value chain

 
The idea of value chain thinking is that the success of an individual act
production is conditioned by the success of other actors engaged in the same end product. For 
example: Seed and fertilizer suppliers depend on farmers’ ability to buy inputs; farmers depend on 
traders and retailers; and traders and retailers depend on what consumers buy. When farmers are aware 
of what retailers, the food industry and consumers prefer, they can adjust their production to meet the 
market needs. Information must move from “seed to plate” and also from “plate to seed”.
 
In addition to actors participating directly in a chain by cultivation, trading or consumption, there are 
external actors providing services to the chain
research and banks. The provision, access t
farming operations and on the overall profitability and efficiency of the value chain. Farmers must 
have a channel to inform service providers on their needs including capacity building, food indu
needs to inform of suitable government regulations to boost their business, and banks need to know 
what kind of financial products are wanted by the customers. In other words, to create an effective and 
efficient service sector to support production, 
value chain actors and vice versa.   
 
Access to information has continuously improved in Amhara Region. This forms a good starting point 
for Agro-BIG to further develop farmers' access to market informati
accurate information on markets 
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havebetter means to get a good price on the market, instead of solely focusing on production quantity. 
Agro-BIG will operate with value chains of products that are attractive on the market and that can thus 
fetch a good price.Both individuals and groups – in and along VCs - will benefit when the value chain 
concept is understood and developed extensively. Attention will be paid to the whole chain including 
production, processing, transport, trade and market demand. 
 
Efficient value chains allow for low transaction costs between producers and consumers, which in turn 
yields prospects for profitable farm production based on reasonable prices for the produce while also 
allowing for affordable food of good quality attractive to the end consumers. Further, efficient values 
chains may result in job creation and increased wealth of traders and processors along the value chain 
as with efficiency, the amount traded or processed will be expected to increase. 
 
 
 
Critera for Selection of value chains 
 
The criteria for selection value chainsadopted by Agro-BIG include: 
 

• Unmet market potential – there should be many opportunities to improve incomes via 
developing new businesses, improving production and marketability with new techniques and 
inputs, and via linking to unfilled markets. The market potential in general and the existence of 
unmet demand for the product are prerequisites for improving the competitiveness of the 
commodity in a local economy1. If there is unmet demand for that product it will be enhanced by 
a large domestic market for the benefit of quality-sensitive consumers. This provides the 
motivation for industries to continually improve quality, service, and value, preparing them for 
competition in the world market2. Hence the existence of market potential is the driving force for 
improving competitiveness, ensuring business and value chain sustainability, and providing 
incentive to the actors to make the business. This also has a spill-over effect on each level of the 
chain in generating income and creating jobs. 

• Environmental considerations – the product should do minimal harm to the environment and 
preferably should have environmental benefits. Neither potato nor onion production have 
significant negative impact on the environment. Possibilities for organic production and 
marketing should be investigated. Environmental issues (both positive and negative) in the value 
chain approach are linked to the specifics of the crop. Therefore environment and climate change 
analysis should be carried out before final selection of the commodity.  

• Inclusion of socially disadvantaged smallholders (for instance, offering production 
opportunities or employment opportunities for landless and women). To minimise socio-
economic risks these factors should be analysed before selecting a value chain. 

• Linkages with the existing irrigation development scheme 
This criterion is applied to ensure that relevant value chains are developed as more and more 
areas are opened for irrigation.  

• Priority commodity in the development plans of the region  
This criterion is applied to ensure that the priorities of the Regional Government are taken into 
account in the selection process.  

• Support of donors and NGOs in the area 
This criterion is considered to avoid duplications with other donor or Government-funded 
initiatives supporting value chain development in the area. Maize, wheat and sesame are the main 

                                                      
1 The local economy is one in which the local people are working, one in which local people own local businesses, one in which local people 

and business make investments in the community, one which money and energy circulate among the local people and one in which local 
people are active and connected in the business (John Kretzmann and John McKnight. A Guide to Mapping and Mobilizing the 
Economic Capacities of Local Residents. Acta Publications, Chicago.  1996) 

2Porter, M.1990. The Competitive Advantage of Nations, London, U.K.: Macmillan. 



produce of the Region and many smallholders are engaged in their production. They are already 
considered by the Agricultural Growth Program in the AGP Woredas. As value chains are not 
geographic specific, the smallholders of the non-AGP Woredas like Fogera and Mecha will also 
benefit to some extent through the spill-over effects of interventions made in neighbouring areas. 
In addition, the meat, dairy, hide and skins and poultry value chains will also be considered by 
the upcoming Livestock Growth Program. It is apparent that rice is the main cereal in Fogera, but 
currently CIDA provides support to the development of all stages of rice value chain. Agro-BIG 
should avoid duplication with such other programmes. 
 

The potato and onion value chains have been chosen for the initial Agro-BIG support.3 Similar criteria 
as the ones highlighted above will be applied when choosing other value chains for support later 
during Programme implementation. 
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This is a summary and overview of the value chain analyses for onions conducted by Agro-
BIG: 
 
Onion has become a product consumed by most of the Ethiopian households. At present the local 
production is not sufficient to satisfy the national demand and at certain periods of the year onions are 
imported (mainly from neighbouring countries).  
There are indications that the potential for the onion VC in Ethiopia in general and in Amhara Region 
in particular are good, and in practice this still has to be realised. 
 
One of the main constraints, mentioned by farmers and other actors alike, is the difficulty of getting 
quality seeds. The available quantities are limited and often not in time. The seed supply is still 
dominated by small informal supplier. A new seed proclamation has just been adopted and the impact 
(positive and/or negative) will become clear in the future.  
 
Another issue for the farmers are the labour constraints in peak periods, e.g. when weeding has to be 
done. This may result in production losses as onion is a crop that does not compete well with weeds.  
 
Furthermore, there are reports on substantial post-harvest losses. Although these could not yet be 
quantified in detail, mere observations and conversations with key people in the sector confirm this 
finding. One factor that contributes to these losses is the lack of application of good agricultural 
practices (for whatever good or bad reasons). Other factors are that there are limited storage facilities, 
no proper packaging for the onions during transport resulting in mechanical damage which reduces 
considerably the storage life and no processing facilities.  
 
In any case, and this at all levels involved, from the farmer up to the bureaus at Regional level, the 
marketing aspects are still receiving little attention when compared to attention for production. Many 
of the actors in the Value Chain have heard about VC but are not yet fully familiarized with the 
concept. This is quite logic but needs (and will get) due attention of the project.  
 
Most of the farmers have been and/or still are subsistence farmers and are not geared towards 
commercial production. The same applies for the supporting services: they have been working mainly 
with subsistence farmers and are not yet familiar with all the requirements for commercial farming. As 
no staggering is practiced, and all the produce is put on the market in a relative short period of time, 
the price drops considerably at that period of the year.  
 

                                                      
3
Initially the two commodities honey and onion were chosen as the first two value chains for support. However, the Regional Authorities did 

not favour the honey value chain and it was consequently substituted with the potato value chain. 



Although women play an important role in onion production and retail marketing, they are hardly 
involved in any decision making, except probably at household level. This means that their knowledge 
and experience is not being used to the benefit of the development of the chain.  
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This is a summary and overview of the value chain analyses for potato conducted by Agro-
BIG: 
 
Ethiopia has a very high potential for potato production as its 70% arable land or more than 6 million 
hectares is located in the mid and high altitudes, which is suitable for potato production. Close to half 
of the country‘s current potato production comes from Amhara Region.  
 
Potato is an important food security and a hunger reliever crop in Amhara Region and in several other 
parts of the country by virtue of its ability to mature earlier than most other crops, in particular as 
compared to the main grain staples, at the time of critical food need, mainly from September until 
November. During these months, late blight prevented the production of potato. However, with the 
availability of late blight resistant varieties in the highlands potato can now be grown during the long 
rainy season. This not only has the potential to eliminate the September–November period of food 
shortage, it has provided potato producers an income from the sale of ware potatoes during this period 
(FAO potato VC manual, p. 48). 
 
Furthermore, potato has a wide flexibility in terms of the time of planting and harvesting, and can be 
harvested and consumed before the crop is fully mature. In addition, potato can be planted in various 
multiple cropping systems because their short and highly flexible vegetative cycle fits well into that. 
The grow cycle of potato is relatively short, around 100 days, depending on the variety and the local 
climate conditions. 
 
In addition, potato produces more food per unit area than any of the other major food crops. This is 
illustrated by the fact that potato accounts for approximately 3.5% of the area devoted to the world’s 
four main food crops, but contributes some 14% of the share of food production. The production of 
dry matter and protein from potato is significantly higher than other food crops such as wheat, rice and 
maize. From a food security point of view it is important that potatoes produce more nutritious food 
more quickly, on less land and in harsher climates than most other major crops. Up to 85% of the plant 
is edible human food, compared with around 50% for cereals (FAO potato VC manual). 
 
Market opportunities are emerging for potato as a popular source of affordable food for growing urban 
populations. Finally, potato is not prone to speculative commodities trading on global markets; 
instead, prices are more likely set by local supply-and-demand conditions. Yet, potato has long been 
regarded as a subsistence crop and is still one of the underexploited food crops with a huge unrealized 
potential to improve food security, income and human nutrition (source: EIAR report). 
 
Also in Ethiopia, there is a growing interest in the potato crop by private investors and policy makers. 
Cultivation of potato is rapidly expanding to irrigable areas. For instance, in Koga irrigation project, 
out of the total 5,060 ha of land covered by different crops, 2042 ha (41%) is entirely covered by 
potatoes and a total production of around 40,000 tons of potato’s is expected (source: EIAR and 
ARARI, 2013, “Seed Potato Tuber Production and Dissemination Experiences, Challenges and 
Prospects”, Proceedings of the National Workshop on Seed Potato Tuber Production and 
Dissemination, March 2012, Bahir Dar, Ethiopia ISBN: 978-99944-53-87-x). 
 
Seed potato supply has, as yet, not been taken up by the seed companies and has thus overlooked in 
the formal seed system. Consequently, the informal seed system still reigns in much of the country. 
Due to the gap in seed quality control, the incidence of diseases as bacterial wilt and late blight has 
become serious and needs due attention. As quality control and certification is weak, farmers are not 
very interested in paying high(er) prices for seed potatoes because they cannot be sure that they are 
getting the genuine product.  
 



National average yields of 8tonnes per hectare remain far below attainable yields which are as high as 
45 tonnes per hectare for the improved potato varieties. At Amhara Regional level, average yields of 
12–13 tonnes per hectare for rain-fed and up to 20 tonnes per hectare for land under irrigation have 
been reported (source: EIAR and ARARI, 2013, “Seed Potato Tuber Production and Dissemination 
Experiences, Challenges and Prospects”, Proceedings of the National Workshop on Seed Potato Tuber 
Production and Dissemination, 12-14 March 2012, Bahir Dar, Ethiopia ISBN: 978-99944-53-87-x). 
 
Another constraint in the VC is that farmers are, for various reasons, not applying the recommended 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP). Furthermore, because of lack of adequate storage facilities, 
packing and processing facilities, post-harvest losses are significant (estimates by different 
sources/informants vary a lot). Some processing has been started up but still at a limited scale and it 
still has to be seen whether consumers are interested in buying the processed products.  
 
As for most of the agricultural value chains, women do participate in the cultivation but are much less 
involved in decision-making and sale (except for some retailing).  
 
Potentially potato can generate more employment in the farm economy than other crops and serve as a 
source of cash income for low-income farm households through access to higher value markets along 
the potato value chain.  
 
 



 


