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Abstract

Since the 1960s, Ethiopia has been inducing changes in its approaches to agricultural extension through
reforms. In 2010, the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources adopted a Participatory Extension
System. Farmers’ group formation accompanies the reform process. This paper analyzes and discusses
how the newly adopted system is structured and operates, the characteristics of extension services, and
the evaluation system employed in agricultural extension, and assesses the challenges and opportunities
associated with the system. Data are drawn from field research carried out in 2015/16 in two districts of
Southwestern Ethiopia. A mixed methods approach was employed, combining qualitative and
guantitative data-collection tools: household survey, expert and key informant interviews, Focus Group
Discussion (FGD), participant observation, and desk literature review. ATLAS.ti and SPSS were used for
data analysis. The findings show that, despite the reforms and a steadily increasing number of
development agents, the advisory service has not yet satisfied farmers’ demands. The formation of
farmers’ groups to increase extension coverage and promote collective action has limited effects and
lacks uniformity across study sites. High input and low output prices are the other limitations on
technology adoption and scaling-up. Despite the emerging opportunities, the agricultural extension
system is constrained by multiple challenges and often perceived as an extended arm of the state, and
less as a useful service provider. From the analyses, we identified a need to create a national strategy for
an agricultural extension system that gives space for pluralistic advisory services while still nurturing the
efficiency, effectiveness and inclusiveness of the public agricultural extension service. In addition, proper
decentralization needs to be promoted to improve participation and encourage all categories of farmers
to develop a sense of ownership and become beneficiaries of the agricultural extension system.

Keywords: Agricultural extension, decentralization, farmers group, participatory extension system,
pluralistic advisory services



1 Introduction

In Ethiopia, agricultural extension is playing a crucial role in agricultural development and rural
transformation. “Extension is understood as a policy instrument and legitimate tool for a government to
bring about desired changes in political, socio-economic, cultural and environmental aspects” (Abate,
2008). The evident goal of agricultural extension is to help farmers to overcome agriculture-related
constraints by persuading them to adopt/adapt and use innovations. Behavioral change can be achieved
either through coercion or voluntarily. According to Roling (1988), extension can be more effective when
it operates by inducing voluntary change and satisfying customer goals.

In Ethiopia, the approach to agricultural extension has been changing over time (see Davis et al., 2010).
Recently, the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources (MoANR) has adopted a Participatory
Extension System, a modified version of the Participatory Demonstration and Training Extension
Systems (PADETES) implemented in the country since 1995 (MoA, 2010; Belay 2003). In principle, the
Participatory Extension System aims at reinforcing farmers’ participation and increasing the agricultural
extension coverage through the formation of farmers’ groups and by nurturing social networks. In the
recent development of the Ethiopian Agricultural Extension System, the participatory approach is
complemented by a “scaling-up” of technologies or the establishing of best practice for technology
transfer at larger scales.

In spite of the reforms, implementation of agricultural extension in Ethiopia still features the classical
model of technology transfer adopted in the past. Farmers are compelled to adopt new practices
recommended as “one-size-fits-all” often with little consideration of socio-economic and biophysical
variations across the country — which is contradictory to the “best-fits” approach to agricultural advisory
services (AAS) (see Birner et al., 2006). A persistent problem that faced the Ethiopian agricultural
extension is a failure to distinguish between behavioral change through “coercion”, and “voluntary”
action (Abate, 2007). As a consequence, the two approaches continue to operate together.

There are a few assumptions as to why agricultural extension in Ethiopia is simultaneously employing
contradictory approaches. Firstly, agricultural extension services are almost entirely provided and
financed by the state (Abate, 2007). Secondly, agricultural extension is used as an instrument for
achieving the poverty reduction, food security and sustainable land-management goals of the country
(MoFED, 2010; Rahmato, 2008). Thirdly, agricultural extension is a means by which the government can
reach out to the majority of the population (Berhanu and Poulton, 2014). Berhanu (2012) argues that
rather than merely enhancing technology adoption and increased agricultural production, the
government also seeks to maintain its rural support base and strengthen its presence and authority
among the farmers.

Despite Ethiopia’s huge investment in agriculture, significant change in the provision of advisory services
has not been achieved (cf. ATA, 2014; Spielman et al., 2012; Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010). The available
services and the quality of service providers are no more efficient than before. As a result, rural poverty
and food shortage still remain a challenge to the country (Stellmacher, 2015; Oxfam, 2016). Agricultural
extension creates demand among the farmers but fails to associate this with the necessary supplies such
as improved seeds, fertilizer, and crop pest- and disease-management practices. Furthermore, high



input and low output prices, land degradation, climate change, and declining production are other
barriers to agricultural development.

Farmers access agricultural inputs in cash. Access to credit services from micro finance institutions
demands group collateral of about five to ten farmers. It is challenging for farmers to find peers with
common interests and commitment. Practically, this means they have limited access to credit, a lack
which impedes technology adoption by resource-poor farmers. Throughout Ethiopia, farmers’
cooperative unions have been established starting from the time of the Derg military regime (see
Stellmacher, 2007) with the aim of increasing production and income by providing them with finance,
agricultural inputs, information, and output markets (MoA, 2012). However, some farmers’ cooperative
unions focus only on strategic commaodities such as coffee (Jena et al., 2012). The services other farmer’s
cooperatives provide are often limited to supplying inputs, and the distribution of consumer goods (see
ATA, 2014). Historically, the needs of disadvantaged groups in the society such as the poor, youth, and
women lacked emphasis in the extension (Abate, 2008; Abate, 2007).

Agricultural extension staff are involved in multiple activities of agriculture and rural development. In
particular, Development Agents (DAs) provide general advisory services in crop, livestock, and natural
resource management at the level of the sub-kebele or ketena, the administrative unit directly below
the kebele' (Abate, 2008). However, DAs’ annual performance evaluation is worked out based on their
respective disciplinary backgrounds (either crop, livestock, or natural resource management). Therefore,
their involvement and contribution as generalist DAs in their respective ketena is not eventually
accredited (Gebremedhin et al., 2006). DAs also lack proper mentoring support from Subject Matter
Specialists (SMS) based in the woreda? Office of Agricultural Development (MoA, 2015). On top of the
aforementioned issues, agricultural staff in general are the most poorly paid members compared to
other sector offices in the woreda. The DAs also often lack job amenities and incentives such as daily
allowance or top-up, shelter, transportation facility, insurance, or field kits. The starting monthly salary
for a DA is ETB 928 (equivalent to 37.98 Euro), which is unattractive (MoA, 2010). Davis et al. (2010)
remarked that poor incentives are causes of low job satisfaction among DAs in Ethiopia. As a result,
many DAs are hardly able and/or willing to provide efficient advisory services in their area of operation.
The Woreda Office of Agricultural Development (WOAD) is also characterized by weak institutional
decentralization, and lack of capacity to plan and power to make decisions.

The Ethiopian regions and woredas have modified the operational structure and approach to
implementation of agricultural extension to their own specific contexts in practicing participatory
extension. However, little is known in terms of scientific evidence regarding the recently reformed
participatory extension system, the characteristics of extension services, evaluation in agricultural
extension, and challenges and opportunities associated with the system. Therefore, the aims of this
paper are: i) to present the structure and function of agricultural extension in bringing the participatory
extension system into practice; (ii) to analyze the characteristics of extension services; and iii) to
understand the evaluation, the challenges, and the opportunities related to the agricultural extension
system. We rely on systems theory and evolutionary governance perspectives (Van Assche, et al., 2014)
and have adopted the “‘Best Practice’ to ‘Best Fit": a framework for designing and analyzing pluralistic

1 Kebele is an administrative unit below that of the district, of which sub-kebele is a further subdivision, also known
as ketena in the Amharic language.
2 Woreda is an administrative unit equivalent to “district”



AAS” from Birner et al. (2006) to analyze the characteristics of extension services with particular
emphasis to implementation of the participatory extension system in Bako-Tibe and Yem woredas in
Southwestern Ethiopia.



2 Concept and theory

The term “extension” and the activity it covers is rather complex (Van Assche, 2016). Countries and
scholars define extension differently and contextualize it in terms of their own situations. The uses of
the term “extension” also vary between developed and developing countries. The term “advisory
services” is an alternative to “extension” in the UK, Germany and the Scandinavian countries (Swanson
and Rajalahti, 2010; Christoplos, 2010; Leeuwis et al., 2003; Roéling, 1988). According to Roéling (1988),
“differences in the terminology are not the only sources of confusion with respect to the concept
‘extension’ but the politics and other traditions have made a considerable contribution.” Therefore,
extension is expected to take on different roles depending on the policy and purposes within which it
functions in different countries and among different scholars.

In Ethiopia, for example, the goal of extension goes beyond implementing the national agricultural
development goals of achieving food security, improving rural livelihoods, and Natural Resource
Management (NRM). According to Berhanu (2012), fostering state ties with farming communities to
maintain and strengthen the societal coherence and support base is an underlying interest. Similarly to
the evolution of the term “extension,” “the service delivery” transforms based on the emerging
development needs, competition, preferences and objectives of the country in question. Accordingly,
the methods used in extension service provision vary from country to country. There are two main
arguments regarding provision of AAS. The first underlines “public agricultural extension” as the main
“development actor” in providing AAS to smallholder farmers with low income, since poor farmers may
not be able to pay for the services themselves, as shown in the case of Honduras (Qamar, 2005). Limited
ability to secure sustainable budget sources for provision of extension services by either the private or
civil society is another threat, as shown in Chile and Uganda by Swanson and Rajalahti (2010). The public
extension service also has the advantage of dealing with natural resource management-related
problems, which may not be of interest for the private sector (GFRAS, 2010; Leeuwis et al., 2003).
Hence, technology transfer through the public agricultural extension is considered advisable as a resort
for developing countries.

The second argument highlights the promotion of transition to a pluralistic AAS. In pluralistic agricultural
advisory services, a set of stakeholders and institutions or partners engage and support farmers in
solving their development goals (Birner et al., 2006). Pluralistic agricultural advisory services are likely to
better meet the diversity of rural life and needs. Using more than one organization to deliver services to
farmers is gaining popularity in countries such as China and India (Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010; Van
Crowder and Anderson, 1997). In places where private organizations are economically competent,
government monopoly is not encouraged (Qamar, 2005). In essence, “pluralistic agricultural advisory
services is a service orientation and a move away from top-down models of technology transfer” (see
Birner et al., 2006; Qamar, 2005; Christoplos and Kidd, 2000).

Apart from an assumed inability of farmers to pay for extension services, fear of job insecurity induced
by restructuring in privatized and commercialized AAS, and difficulty in attaching monetary value to
extension services, are considered threats to privatization (see Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010; Ajieh et al.,
2008). On the other hand, profit-making is the first priority for the private sector. So they are less likely
to invest in agricultural extension unless it is financially feasible from their perspective, especially in a
country with smallholder-dominated agriculture, like Ethiopia. According to Swanson and Samy (2002),



extension is usually somewhere in between a public and private good. Kalna-Dubinyuk and Stanley
(2005) in Danieli and Shtaltovna (2016:159) stated that “mixed private/public models of extension
appear to be most suitable under rapidly changing world.” Therefore, along with the public, involving
the private sector and NGOs could accelerate improvement in agricultural advisory services especially in
providing technical inputs, information, and training (Swanson and Samy, 2002). Thus, striking a balance
between public, private, and NGO involvement in AAS could better address the emerging needs of
advisory services in the growing economy.

Experience has shown that extension services which accommodate farmers’ varying interests, needs and
capacities help to improve agricultural production and thereby to reduce rural poverty and food
insecurity in poor countries like Ethiopia. Therefore, improving the public AAS is vital, along with the
necessary institutional reforms that create space and an enabling environment for the involvement of
the private sector, and which facilitate transformation towards pluralistic approaches. Hence, The AAS,
thereby, enables the smallholders to meet the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG-2) by increasing
agricultural productivity with the aim of achieving food security, improving nutrition, and nurturing
agricultural sustainability (FAO, 2015; Griggs et al., 2013).

Using the framework of Birner et al. (2006) (Figure 1), we analyze and describe the characteristics of
Ethiopian agricultural extension services with particular emphasis on: (i) the governance structures (Box
G); (ii) capacity, management and organization (Box M), and (iii) the extension techniques applied (Box
A).
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Figure 1 Framework for designing and analyzing the agricultural advisor services.
Source: Adapted from Birner et al. (2006)

Feedback ioop (greenfine)

The framework was previously applied to study agricultural extension in Ethiopia through a gender and
governance lens, and to assess the performance of agricultural extension agents in Congo (Ragasa et al.,
2013; Mogues et al., 2009). The framework enables analysis of the role of public agricultural extension;
decentralization and its contribution to the Agricultural Extension System (AES); and partnership
between actors and their synergy in implementing the agricultural extension, and an analysis of the role
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of DAs and the extension methods being applied in the Ethiopian AES. The important frame conditions
for agricultural advisory services (Boxes E, C, F), the characteristics that will determine the design of
agricultural extension system (Boxes G, M, A), indicators of the performance (Box P) as well as farm
households (Box H), which tailor and take up agricultural innovations, are the basic elements of the
conceptual framework. Birner et al. (2009:343) remarked that “the ability of the farmers to exercise
demand and hold service providers accountable influences the performance of extension.” The variables
in Boxes G, M, and A in the framework describe the characteristics or design elements of agricultural
extension. These are the variables on the basis of which policy-makers have to make decisions when
designing or reforming agricultural extension. The policy environment (Box E) — especially the
development priorities and the agricultural development strategy of a country, and the role envisaged
for the public sector — has far-reaching implications for the appropriateness of different ways of
providing and financing agricultural extension services.



3 Study setting, data collection and analysis

The data for this paper are drawn from empirical field research conducted in 2015/2016 in
Southwestern Ethiopia, namely in Bako-Tibe woreda (Oromia Regional State) and Yem woreda
(Southern Nations Nationalities People’s Regional State) (Figure 2). We purposely selected the study
sites following Bernard (2006) with the aim of capturing the diversity in farming systems and agricultural
extension approaches in different regional states and woredas.

3.1 Bako-Tibe Woreda

Bako is located 251 km west of Addis Ababa on the road to Nekemte, the capital of east Wollega Zone.
The woreda covers 28 rural and 4 town kebeles. Agro-ecologically, Bako comprises highland (12%),
midland (37%), and lowland (51%) areas. Bako-Tibe woreda is characterized by a mixed crop-livestock
system. The average land holding per household of the woreda is 1.23 hectares, and average family size
per household is six.

Maize (Zea mays L.)-based mono-cropping is the major crop production system in the woreda (Negassa,
et al., 2007). Teff, sorghum, haricot beans, wheat, barley, and the oil crop nug are other crops grown
from the lowlands to the highlands of the woreda (Tariku et al.,, 2014). Bako and the surrounding
woredas are known as the maize belt of the country. Maize contributes about 75% to the household
food intake. The average yield from maize in the study area is about 5.2 tons/ha, as compared to the
national average of 2.12 ton/ha (Taffesse et al., 2011). Livestock production is the second most
important agricultural activity next to crop farming.
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Figure 2 Map of study areas, Southwestern Ethiopia

3.2 Yem Woreda

Yem special woreda is located in Southern Nations, Nationalities and People’s Region State (SNNPRS),
and its capital, Saja, is situated 243 km west of Addis Ababa. The woreda is subdivided into 31 rural and
3 town kebeles. Agro-ecologically, the woreda comprises highland (18.4%), midland (57.7%), and
lowland (23.9%) areas. The woreda receives bimodal rainfall: Belg (short rain) from February to April,
and Meher (long rain) from June to September/October. Agriculture is the main source of livelihood for
93% of the population, and is characterized by a mixed crop-livestock system. The average land holding
per household is about 1.2 hectares, and average family size per household is five. Enset (Enset
ventricosum) and maize (Zea mays L.) are the two main food crops. However, crops such as sorghum
and teff grow from lowland to midland areas, whereas wheat, barley, faba beans, field peas, and
potatoes are grown in the highland agro-ecology. Livestock production is the second important
agricultural activity.

3.3 Methodology and Analysis

A mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2009; Ritchie, 2003) was used to collect and analyze both
guantitative and qualitative data. A household survey was conducted with 120 male and female farmers



randomly selected based on farm typology (Urbanika and Plous, 2013). Stakeholder mapping and
informal discussion with various stakeholders was made to understand the setting before detailed data
collection. Focus Group Discussion (FGD) was conducted with eight groups of farmers (male and female)
in four kebeles to triangulate the data generated through the household survey (see Kelboro, 2013;
Bernard, 2006; Ritche, 2003). Expert interviews with 80 individuals working for research and
development organizations, the private sector, and NGOs were conducted in the case study woredas,
zone, and regions. Additionally, participant observation of extension services, watershed management
practices and women farmers’ groups was conducted. Further, a desk-based literature review was
conducted to substantiate the data. ATLAS.ti and SPSS (SPSS Inc., 2012) were respectively applied for
qualitative and quantitative data documentation, coding and analysis.
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4 Structure and function of the agricultural extension system

A Participatory Extension System has been employed for agricultural extension in Ethiopia since 2010
(ATA 2014). Accordingly, the adopted system is structured from the MoANR to the line regional Bureau
of Agricultural Development (BoAD), then to the zone, woreda, and the lower administration unit, the
kebele (Figure 3). Implementation of agricultural extension is nominally based on the decentralized
administrative system in which the woreda is supposed to play the key role. However, in fact the region
continues to play a central role. Particularly, the regional BoAD takes the upper hand in planning, budget
allocation, and overseeing the implementation of the agricultural extension by zones/woredas. Regional
agricultural extension structure and function is identical to that of the MoANR. However, at regional,
woreda, and kebele levels, the bureaus and offices of agricultural development implement the
agricultural extension jointly with the respective local administrations.

4.1 Therole of the MoANR

The role of MoANR in general is to formulate, issue, and oversee implementation of national agriculture-
related policies. In addition, the MoANR supports regions lagging behind with low manpower and
capacity for implementation. The Agricultural Extension Directorate (AED) in the MoANR is organized
and operates under the agricultural development department — one of the three principal departments
of the MoANR. The other two departments are Natural Resources, & Disaster Prevention, Preparedness
and Food Security. According to the current organizational structure, the AED is composed of
departments or directorates intended to meet the growing demands of the country. It comprises five
directorates: (i) Crop Production, (ii) Agricultural Farm Mechanization, (iii) Advisory and Training
Services, (iv) Coffee, Tea, and Spices, and (v) Smallholder Farmers’ Horticulture Development. It is
organized in such a way that each directorate has specific areas of action and roles to play in the AES.

The AED plays a key role in guiding the national extension system. Among others, it is responsible for
ensuring appropriate linkages amongst partners, and establishing effective synergies and working
relationships within the Directorate and across Departments, Ministries and relevant NGOs. The key
goals are increasing crop and livestock production and productivity, and promoting natural resource
management, thereby ensuring food security (NPC, 2015). Furthermore, the AED is responsible for
developing policy and strategy, formulating implementation guidelines, and identifying and formulating
extension packages specific to a given agro-ecology and farming system. The AED also conducts need
assessments, provides Training of Trainers (ToT), offers technical support to increase the performance of
regional actors, and conducts monitoring and evaluation (M&E) through end-season evaluation forums
(interview code no. 72, 2016). The AED directs the regions to stimulate implementation of the five-year
Ethiopian national strategic plan. However, practically speaking there is a low level of backstopping and
M&E services provided to the regional states.
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Figure 3 Operational structure of agricultural extension system.
Source: Adopted from MoA report (2015).

Despite the role and power vested in the AED to develop the national strategy for an agricultural
extension system, the MoANR has no such strategy. As a result, the actual implementation strategy of
the country is vulnerable to spontaneous and frequent changes (Abate, 2008). This is not only an
impediment to the establishing of clear long-term goals for the agricultural extension of the country but
also influences the interest and commitment of internal and external stakeholders regarding their
involvement in the agricultural extension system. So far, there is no enabling policy environment or
space that invites the private sector to provide AAS, so pluralism in advisory services is lacking. As a
result, advisory services are mainly provided by Ethiopian state bodies, except for a few NGOs and
development projects and programs, which are substantially contributing to capacity-building and the
introduction of new skills and innovations in pocket areas (see Abate, 2007).

4.2 Therole of the regional states

Ethiopia is a federal country with nine regional states and two city administrations (Habib and
Mohammed, 2010). Regions play a key role in planning and implementing the agricultural extension and
rural development. At regional levels, the head of the regional BoAD is also deputy head of the regional
administration. The purpose of power sharing with the administration is to empower the agriculture
sector as the backbone of the economy. In the counter-analysis, however, the power sharing of the
administration with agricultural sector tends to create uniform political opinion between the agriculture
sector and the administration (interview code no. 42, 2015).
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The BoAD is structured in similar patterns to the MoANR, though, based on the decentralized
governance system, regions can reform the structure to suit their own context up to kebele level. In
Oromia and SNNPRS, the agricultural extension department of regional BoAD engages in suitable
technology generation, identification and adoption, and also organizes the capacity-building of zone and
woreda actors through ToT. BoAD also conducts M&E of agricultural extension activities, and reviews
the progress and annual reports of the woredas. It also facilitates coordination and alignment across
development partners at regional levels so that coordinated agricultural development services can be
delivered at woreda level. The regional bureau backstops the zones and woredas, develops training
guidelines/checklists, and supplies budgets and agricultural inputs.

The implementation modality of agricultural extension also differs slightly from region to region. Apart
from their structure, regions also differ in how they supply agricultural inputs and provide credit
services. In-kind credit services are still arranged for poor farmers in SNNPRS through the regional
government-based Omo microfinance institute. In addition, improved seed and fertilizer are supplied
through the Primary Cooperative in Yem woreda. On the other hand, agricultural inputs in Oromia
region are entirely accessible to individual farmers who pay cash directly. In Bako-Tibe woreda in
Oromia, for example, improved varieties of seeds are supplied through pilot “dealers”. The pilot dealer
system was initiated recently with the support of the Integrated Seed Sector Development Project in
Ethiopia (ISSD) and extended by Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) with the intention of
improving the efficiency of seed distribution and enhancing the accountability of seed producers in
producing and handling quality seeds.

Our findings show that the reporting system is one of the prevailing limitations on the effectiveness of
the AES. Reports are made through the agricultural development “Command Post”. The Command Post
is an integrated information development and reporting system developed by the MoANR to facilitate
information flow (MoA, 2010). However, the Command Post often imposes pressure and induces
production of exaggerated and logically unreliable reports. In order to achieve the quota plan
dispatched by the regional BoAD, some woreda experts, and also the DAs at kebele level, are tempted
and often compelled to manipulate data (interview code 54, 2015). According to an interview with a
sector office head, a person who had worked as a WOAD Command Post experienced the following:

He was ordered to process and produce phony information at the direction of the head of zone
office of Agricultural Development Command Post; his repudiation eventually exposed him, and
he was removed from his position (interview code no. 70, 2015).

Similarly, at lower levels, DAs are commanded to manipulate data to magnify the achievement by the
kebele administrator who is the head of the kebele Command Post. Refusal to comply with the direction
from the administrator may have repercussions on DAs’ performance evaluations (interview code no.
70, 2015). However, efforts are currently undertaken in the AES to fight fraud and data manipulation at
all levels by developing a “stringent evaluation system” (interview code no. 71, 2015).

4.3 Zone agricultural extension department

The Zone Office of Agricultural Development (ZOAD) serves as a transition between the regional BoAD
and the WOAD. The ZOAD is intended to harmonize the bottom-up and top-down planning systems. In
addition, it distributes the five-year Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP), the strategic plan of the
country adopted by the Council of Ministers and the Parliament and distributed through the MoANR to
the BoAD to be further disbursed to the woredas for implementation. While woredas are targeted to
facilitate the implementation of such plans, zones play the role of linking regions and woredas
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concerning national and regional development policies, strategies, and programs. However, the role and
power of zones in Ethiopia differ from region to region. The zones in Oromia region are generally weaker
than in SNNPRS. In Oromia regional state, zones do not have councils or independent budgets. In
Oromia, therefore, it is the regional BoAD which allocates budgets to the agricultural offices in zones
with activities so as to extend the roles of the region. In SNNPRS, however, the zones are autonomous
administrative units with their own councils and budgets, which are strongly involved in the agricultural
extension system (Yilmaz and Venugopal, 2008). In general, zones in SNNPRS are constituted based on
the ethnic backgrounds of their inhabitants. However, Yem special woreda is a special case, as the name
suggests, as it is autonomous and not part of any zone.

The zone administration reinforces and supports the implementation of agricultural extension by
providing political direction, organizing evaluation (gimgema) forums, and facilitating the provision of
technical support to the woredas. The zone Command Post also collates seasonal information from the
woreda and reports it to the regional bodies. In general, the ZOAD provides support in adjusting and
compiling woredas’ reports and agricultural input demands before reporting to the regions. On the
other hand, ZOAD allocates the quota plan dispatched from region to the woredas for implementation.

4.4 Woreda agricultural extension department

Since the 1990s, decentralization of governance in Ethiopia particularly empowers the woreda (Debebe,
2012; Dickovick and Gebre-Egziabher, 2010). The woreda is fiscally independent, with its own budget for
staff, infrastructure, and the provision of AAS. The extension department of the WOAD provides training
and backstopping services to the DAs through its SMS. In Oromia, the woreda agriculture controls the
kebele activities through its supervisors, but the same job is also conducted by the Kebele Office Head in
SNNPRS — a role that was instigated in 2014 with the aim of strengthening the coordination of
agricultural extension activities at kebele level (Debub Negarit Gazeta, 2014). In the past, a DA’s
coordinator was responsible for provision of extension services and also played a coordinatory role, a
situation which still remains the case in Oromia region.

The agricultural extension system operates under the leadership of the BoAD. According to Dickovick
and Gebre-Egziabher (2010), the decision to install woredas as key administrative units was less
motivated by questions of decentralization or ethnic identity than by the intention to extend governing
authority down to local levels. Moreover, in practice, the woredas do not have adequate planning and
implementation capacities (Debebe, 2012; Cabral, 2011). Such limitations might prolong reliance on
regional top-down plans and curb community participation and local people’s sense of belonging to the
processes. Basically, the woreda administration is organized into 28 — 32 sector offices. The WOAD is
one of the sector offices that strives to address agricultural transformation with a focus on smallholder
farmers. Similarly to the region and zone, the woreda administration shares the power with the WOAD
head. Thus the WOAD and the woreda administration jointly support implementation of the agricultural
extension and rural development by forming and promoting a farmers group generally known as the
“development army”; organizing skill training, involving farmers in seasonal agricultural extension
campaigns, enforcing farmers’ participation by providing political direction, and encouraging model
farmers and DAs to provide AAS at local levels.

4.5 Kebele agricultural extension

Below the woreda, the kebele cabinet is the final decision-maker in rural governance, agriculture and
rural development. The “extension unit”, is another decision-making body within the kebele agriculture.
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All state bodies including the kebele Command Post operate under the leadership of the kebele
administrator. In Oromia, in addition to the supervisors from WOAD, DAs receive direction from the
kebele administration. This is why 60% of the DA’s performance is assessed by the kebele administrator
and its cabinet members (MoA, 2015; MoA, 2010). Regarding the rest of the evaluation, 30% is made by
the supervisors and woreda extension coordinator, but the remaining 10% is the DA’s self-appraisal
(ibid.). The DAs at the local level engage in multiple agricultural and non-agricultural activities.
Evaluation of DAs by the farmers is mainly practiced in Oromia; less so in the SNNPRS. In addition, the
kebele administration has the power to deny a DA the right to serve in his or her kebele (interview code
no. 74, 2016). This bears witness to the fact that DAs are strongly dependent on and often submissive to
the kebele administrators, who are politically elected farmer leaders. In SNNPRS, performance
evaluation of DAs is fully accomplished by the woreda department heads in line with each DA’s
specialization (crop, livestock, or natural resource management). However, the coordination and
supervision of kebele extension activities in SNNPRS is performed by the kebele Office Head. In Oromia,
DA coordinators continue to play their coordination role in addition to providing the extension services
in their own specialized fields of study, which still incur additional pressure on the DAs who serve as
coordinators. Overall, DA’s mandates are to provide training and backstopping services to development
team leaders, provide occasional skill training to farmers, visit farmers’ fields, facilitate their access to
agricultural inputs, demonstrate technologies, and collect information about farmers’ needs (in the form
of input plans) (see Abate, 2007). The operational structure of the agricultural extension system at
kebele level is briefly presented as follows.

4.5.1 Kebele extension unit

The kebele extension unit is a group of people led by the kebele administrator who play a key role in
making decisions on agricultural extension in the kebele. Each kebele is further divided into three sub-
kebeles (ketena). The kebele extension unit consists of 12 people; every ketena is represented, with four
members from each (interview code no. 56, 2015). The kebele DA coordinator additionally serve as
secretary for the kebele extension unit in Bako-Tibe. In contrast, in Yem woreda the kebele council’s
permanent members — about 25 people — serve as key decision-makers in governance, extension, and
rural development (interview code no. 75, 2015). The kebele extension unit is expected to play the
leading and coordination role in all forms of technical support to the Farmers’ Training Centers (FTCs).
Most rural kebeles have a FTC built by the state, but the degree of their operation and possession of
farmland for technology demonstration vary from kebele to kebele. In the case study kebeles, the FTC is
not yet effective in uniformly demonstrating technology to all farmers, because two of the four study
kebeles (Saja-Laften of Yem, and Gudina-Walkite of Bako-Tibe) have very small demonstration plots. The
third kebele, Dembi-Gobu, gained access to the land and started its actual operation in 2015, as
compared to Gorum-Angary kebele, which has been in action since 2013. In addition, the kebeles had no
budget for technology demonstration for years, until 2014/15, when most kebeles began accessing block
grants or seed money from the regional state for technology demonstration.

4.5.2 Ketena extension

Every kebele is subdivided into three Ketenas, with one DA assigned to each to provide “effective”
extension services closer to the farmers. In principle, the three DAs are temporarily assigned by the
kebele cabinet to one of the three ketenas on a rotational basis. In reality, however, the DAs are often
permanently working in only one ketena. The aim of the ketena division is to facilitate networking
among farmers to improve information flow and M&E, in groups of about 240 to 300 farmers to each DA
(Abate, 2007). Every ketena consists of about 6 to 10 development teams with 20 to 40 farmers each, on
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average. However, the number of development teams and farmers in each team varies from woreda to
woreda. In contrast to Bako-Tibe woreda, the ketena in Yem woreda is the merely the result of a
subdivision of the kebele into three to assign and deploy DAs for action. However, the ketena is not
represented by farmers’ representatives to provide the networking services. Neither do the kebeles
have an “extension unit.” Rather, “development teams” are the operational extension structures in each
kebele. The number of the “development teams” varies from 8 to 10 in each of the study kebeles.

4.5.3 The development team

A development team (yelimat budin in Amharic, and gare misooma in Afan Oromo) is a group of 20 to 40
neighboring farmers presumed to support one another in farming, training, and experience sharing.
According to the household survey and FGD, the gare misooma has one leader and five members. The
five members are model farmers who are serving in the development team. In turn, each of the
members will be the one-to-five farmers’ group leader. On the other hand, the development team
leaders are serving as the leaders of the lower-level political cell (hiwas). A hiwas comprises 20 to 40
farmers. The number of members might be more or fewer based on the size of the village population
and farmers’ political inclinations. Accordingly, all farmers are members of the development team but
may not be members of a hiwas based on their (non)-membership of a political party. This reflects the
fact that agricultural extension structure is strongly linked to politics.

4.5.4 The one-to-five farmers group

The one-to-five farmer groups (andi-leamist in Amharic, tokko-shane in Afan Oromo) are the very lowest
level of farmer organizations in Ethiopia. The one-to-five farmers group is composed of neighbors or an
extended family organized around one lead farmer to exchange their experiences and support each
other in agricultural activities.

According to the key informant and expert interviews, farmers’ groups are formed in nearly all kebeles.
However, there are cases in which model farmers have been selected based on their political contacts
and views, rather than on their performance (interview code no. 62, 2015). According to the findings
from the FGD and the household survey, farmers reveal that the one-to-five farmers groups are
ineffective in scaling-up technologies, the motive for establishing these groups, since collective action
such as labor sharing — one of the aims of farmers’ group formation in agricultural extension — has not
yet been uniformly realized beyond a watershed management campaign. According to the household
survey, 47.5% of the farmers in the study area were not satisfied with the current AAS through the
farmers’ development team and the one-to-five farmers group. Most farmers considered the
“development team leaders” as benefiting most from the system by bridging the state and the farmers.
In addition, with very low and naive mentoring capacity, they poorly address the advisory needs of the
follower farmers.
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5 Analysis of the characteristics of the extension services

Ethiopia made progress in adopting decentralization for governance. However, in the agricultural
extension system, it is not yet nurtured well. The state, organized into manifold bodies, is the sole actor
in providing agricultural extension services. The introduction and enhancement of adopting “best
practices” has become the key approach in the Ethiopian agricultural extension system. However, the
household surveys and expert interviews show that most farmers never learned to demand extension
services (interview code no. 42; 62, 2015). According to Birner et al. (2006),

Importing standardized models of extension to a new context is not a promising strategy. Rather
they advised to build the capacity among policy planners and extension managers to identify
modes of providing extension services that “best-fit” the specific conditions and development
priorities of their country.

The design elements of a system of extension services comprises governance structures, capacity and
management, and the advisory methods — and their comparative advantages and disadvantages under
different framing conditions.

5.1 Governance structure of agricultural extension

In many countries of the world, agricultural extension services had been transformed from training and
dissemination of specific innovations to farmers’ group formation and partnership-building with various
service providers such as credit institutions (Rivera & Sulaiman, 2009; Birner et al., 2006). According to
Christoplos and Kidd (2000), decentralization of the organization and management of the extension is a
common tendency in today’s world. Decentralization implies the transfer of political power from central
to local governments, and it is a means of improving the efficiency and accountability of the public
sectors (Cabral, 2011; Ekpo, 2008; Rondinelli, 1987).

Ethiopia has also embraced decentralization as a process for the transformation of its agricultural
extension service to bring it closer to the farmers through farmers’ group formation, thereby enhancing
participation. Despite this, the system is highly oriented towards top-down approaches in technology
transfer with quasi participation by farmers — often compulsory — based on unrealistic and poorly
planned quota systems. The level of “decentralization” in agricultural extension is weak, since the
woreda still relies on the regional plan. According to our household survey, despite farmers’
involvement in agricultural input planning, 39 percent of the interviewed farmers were unable to
implement their plan due to the unaffordability and inaccessibility of agricultural inputs. Basically, both
the indicative plan as a target for steering the planning exercise by the woreda and the actual
implementation plan after the amendments by BoAD are sent back to WOAD for implementation.
Accordingly, the WOAD disburse the plan to the kebeles. Despite the participation exercise by the
woreda and kebeles, the balance between the top-down and bottom-up planning is greatly limited
(interview code no. 81, 2016). In line with Bingen and Simpson (2015), decentralized administration of
centrally planned national programs is less responsive to farmer groups, particularly to resource poor
farmers.

In addition, there is misunderstanding about the decentralization, in that some WOAD officials ignore
federal and regional experts’ technical advice and necessary support. There is a tendency toward
territorialism among some woreda officials, acting as autonomous entities and as if their knowledge
about how to implement the plans is superior to others’ (interview code no. 15; 71, 2015). Lack of
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professionalism has also become a common problem. According to Abate (2008), successful
decentralization needs competency and leadership quality, which is lacking at woreda level. It is not
uncommon to observe agricultural experts with no agricultural education at the woreda level. For
instance, in Bako-Tibe woreda, the head of WOAD was a physics graduate with no agricultural
background. Often, loyalty to the ruling political party, rather than relevant professional qualification, is
considered for installation into an official position (Berhanu and Poulton, 2014; Adem, 2012).

Many of the expected benefits of decentralization have been based on the increasing political
commitment. Those officials who are politically strong and compliant with the system could have the
chance to make decisions, but most are debilitated by lower levels of education, lack of confidence in
their ability to move out of a given political orbit and follow the necessary program, while others are
snared by the lure of personal fame and benefits. Therefore, voluntary farmer participation in
agricultural extension and rural development has not really happened as expected. Failure of the local
officials to understand and better use the decentralized system, and the weak link between the woredas
and other actors at the top of the ladder limits the establishment of effective and efficient participatory
extension approaches in the system.

AED is among the regional and woreda-level departments responsible for implementation of agricultural
extension. According to Van Crowder and Anderson (1997), it tends to be problematic to expect one
single directorate at federal MoANR level and a DA at local level to be able to deal effectively with all
farmers, poor and better-off alike, and also to engage with the activities of the three sectors: crop,
livestock and NRM. Therefore, pluralistic service is an inevitable and practically emerging need for
provision of proper AAS. In line with Christoplos and Kidd (2000), the decentralization process has often
been paired with pluralism, involving various actors as a solution to the gaps in service provision
prevailing in Ethiopia. For example, pluralistic extension services can help in addressing context-specific
needs. Our observation shows that farmers in Bako-Tibe woreda need different advisory services than
those in Yem woreda. According to our household survey and the FGDs, farmers in some kebeles of
Bako-Tibe woreda do not require much technical support with maize production and minimum tillage
practices, in sharp contrast to those farmers in Yem woreda. Farmers in Dembi-Gobu kebele of Bako-
Tibe woreda, who are producing vegetables, sugarcane and fruits on 3,227 hectares of land through
irrigation, need advisory services on irrigation techniques and water use (interview code no. 31, 2015).
However, expertise in irrigation development is lacking among the DAs. Therefore, plurality and
flexibility of approaches in the agricultural advisory system is greatly needed there.

There has not been an effective mechanism for the interlinkage of agricultural extension, research, and
development actors in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian state has tried to support the liaison between the various
stakeholders in many ways. Under the leadership of the MoANR, the Agricultural Development Partners
Linkage Advisory Council (ADPLAC) was reformed in 2011 to facilitate the interlinking of stakeholders
and to provide a permanent platform to bring together various extension, research, and development
actors. However, according to expert interviews at various level, ADPLAC is yet poorly financed and only
sporadically operating. The situation is similar to that in other Sub-Sharan African countries
(Anandajayasekeram, et al., 2007; Gebremedhin et al., 2006; Van Crowder and Anderson, 1997).

5.2 Capacity of DAs to provide extension services

The skills of DAs and quality of training are vital to provide effective agricultural extension services. In
Ethiopia, however, there is a mismatch between the relatively large number of trained extension
experts (DAs) and their relatively low capacities to provide efficient and effective services. A large
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number of respondent farmers criticized the skills and efficiency of advisory services provided by DAs.
About 47.5% of the households in our case study areas are dissatisfied by the extension services
currently offered to them. Davis et al. (2010) show that DAs and other extension staff appear to have
limited skills. DAs are currently trained in Agricultural Technical and Vocational Education Training
(ATVET) Colleges. This is done based on the recently adopted level-based training, which ranges from L1
to L4, with an intervening Certificate of Competence examination to improve the quality of training. The
training curriculum is narrowly specialized with specific focus on crops and/or practices such as
horticulture, apiculture, or silviculture... alone. However, after two years when the DAs complete L4,
she/he will be employed as a “generalist” DA to provide full extension services to farmers in diverse
fields of crop and livestock production and natural resource management. According to a Bako ATVET
college instructor, (interview code no. 37, 2015):

The aims of the level-based training is to meet the emerging labor market demands but did not
equip the DAs with general and solid technical skills. Besides, there are no extensively
specialized development sectors in the Ethiopian economy that can absorb the trained
manpower with specific specialization.

The ATVET capacities and structure differ from region to region. In Oromia region, the ATVET Colleges
were commissioned by the BoAD from 2008 to 2010. The responsibility was then transferred to the
Technical and Vocational Education Training (TVET) Agency, and eventually placed under the TVET
Commission in 2011. In SNNPRS, the ATVET Colleges were devolved once from the MoARD to the BoAD,
where they are still operating. Under the BoAD, ATVET access an adequate operational budget
compared to those under the TVET Commission. However, unavailability of training facilities, poor
selection of trainees, limited practical competency of trainers, and problems with the governance of
ATVET Colleges have contributed to the production of inadequately-performing DAs. Some experts we
interviewed associated the issues to the quality of trainee selection and the training system itself
(interview code no. 37; 71, 2015). Furthermore, DAs are tasked to provide “general” services and involve
in non-extension activities. Our findings agree with the conclusion of Maguire (2012): “poor quality of
DA graduates in Ethiopia is resulting from inappropriate curricula, poor availability and quality of
teachers and poor governance of the ATVET system.” The poor quality of the ATVET Colleges was also
reported by Lemma (2007) and Abate (2007).

The ratio of the number of DAs to farmers in Ethiopia has been increasing over time, from about 1:700
in 2000 (Ayele et al., 2003) to about 1:476 around 2010 (Lefort, 2012). In our case study areas, it ranges
from 1:241 in Dembi-Gobu to 1: 405 in Gudina-Walkite kebele in Bako Tibe, Oromia; and from 1:131 in
Gorum-Angari kebele to 1:170 in Saja-Laften kebele, in Yem, SNNPRS. Despite the nationally increasing
number of DAs, of the four study kebeles only Dembi-Gobu had 3 DAs specialized in crop, livestock, and
natural resource management, respectively. The remaining kebeles in our study woredas were staffed
only with two DAs each. In general, the ratio was less than the national average in the two study
woredas. With the increasing number of DAs and a better agricultural extension coverage, farmers may
access extension services closer to their residences. However, the quality of the extension services
seems to have declined since the last decade. In addition to the limited competence of many of the DAs,
Abate (2008) remarked that the efforts to cover various activities at the same time may prevent the DAs
from focusing on some commaodities or activities.
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At the WOAD, experts from different disciplines are working as SMS to provide training and
backstopping services to DAs, and monitor their work. However, the SMS hardly provide technical
support to the DAs in an organized manner. This might be associated with a combination of various
factors such as budget shortages, transportation problems, and the lack of qualified staff. WOAD is also
not an autonomous sector office, but is largely lobbied by the woreda administration. According to the
expert, the extension staff often lack motivation and commitment to provide efficient services.
Eventually high staff turnover is widely experienced. In addition, DAs often lack goal orientation. They
often do not envisage their career development as agriculturalists. Instead, many of them strive to leave
their DA jobs, while others inclined more towards the political side of things as an alternative to get
promoted, including to the non-agricultural sectors (interview code 62, 2015). Thus, professional ethics
and organizational culture mixed up with politics might have crippled effective implementation of
agricultural extension.

5.3 The agricultural extension methods

The Participatory Extension System and the “scaling-up” of best practices replaced the PADETES in which
a large number of farmers were simultaneously trained to adopt certain technologies. Group extension
and mass mobilization are core elements of this approach. DAs and model farmers are the key actors
using social networks. According to Cabral (2011), social networks at the local level may enable local
governments to solve collective action problems.

The DAs provide skill training to development team leaders who are the model farmers. In turn, the
model farmers technically support their followers (hordoftoota in the Oromo language) to implement
new technology or best practices. Furthermore, the model farmers are expected to pay regular follow-
up visits to the one-to-five farmers group and report the progress back to the DA. According to our
household survey, 47.5% of the farmers in the study areas are not satisfied with the extension services
provided by DAs in collaboration with model farmers. According to most farmers, the participatory
extension system pays more attention to the model farmers than to the others. Farmers’ limited access
to improved seeds of their choice, and the increasing input prices compared to output prices debilitate
their technology adoption capacity. According to the household survey, lower output prices affected
about 57.5% of farmers’ technology adoption, since farmers could not afford to access it. Agricultural
extension has also placed emphasis on crops at the expense of livestock, with the intention of ensuring
food security in a short period of time through increasing crop production and productivity (interview
code 42; 62; 64, 2015). Similar to agricultural extension, the focus of agricultural research is also
dominated by crops (Flaherty et al., 2010). Generally, an inclusive focus on crops, livestock, and natural
resources has not been a feature of agricultural extension.

5.4 Path dependencies in the Ethiopian agricultural extension system

The Ethiopian agricultural extension system is dictated by a strong path dependency, and this may be
one of the reasons for the persistence of top-down approaches in practice, as opposed to the
decentralization rhetoric in agricultural extension in the country. According to David (2007), path
dependency is a dynamic process whose evolution is governed by its own history. In line with van Assche
et al (2014) and Shtaltovna (2012), path dependency describes a situation in which the destiny of actors
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is dictated by the past. From our empirical research, we learned that technology transfer is carried out in
a supply-push fashion, and the model farmers have been retained as key actors to convey or transfer
technology since the late 1960s.

Selecting, identifying, and packaging best agricultural practices for their adoption by farmers is
considered a vital necessity by agricultural experts at MoANR and BoAD (interview code no 13, 2015).
Despite the rhetoric of scaling-up best practices adapted or developed by the farmers, the practical
application of such bottom-up approaches was negligible in the study areas. Another approach that
prevailed in the past and remains consistent in agricultural extension is the reliance on state structures
and the model farmers. Model farmers are often better-off farmers who are favored by the ruling party
of the regimes, and who have managed to access large areas of farmland. The local structures linger on
despite regime changes. Therefore, efforts to promote the generation and nurturing of new and
innovative model farmers is limited. In Gorum-Angari kebele of Yem woreda, for example, a former
feudal “landlord” (Balabat in Amharic), who held important local power positions during the Imperial
regime is still considered a model farmer (Figure 4). Overall, the path dependency not only remains as a
guide but is also adopted as a standard. This strategy could debilitate the efforts to develop and nurture
new model farmers who are less reliant on local power structures and on fame they may have gained
due to their development and use of new innovations. In addition, the disadvantaged groups of farmers
such as the poor, the young, and the female have not been paid the attention they deserve in the AES.
Pro-poor investment is lacking in the Ethiopian AES. As a result, some farmers are living under
conditions of chronic poverty and food insecurity. The empirical findings from our study areas reveal
that 18.3 percent of the residents are still facing seasonal food shortage.
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Figure 4 Picture of an imperial regime landlord (Balabat) who is currently regarded as a model
farmer in Gorum-Angari kebele of Yem. Photo: Gerba Leta
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6 Evaluation in agricultural extension system

In Ethiopia, politically motivated evaluation (gimgema in Amharic; goranno in Afan Oromo) was
introduced to the government organizations to evaluate the public civil servants in the early 1990s.
Gimgema is an approach that was developed during the power struggle to topple the Derg regime, but
was later incorporated into the government bureaucratic system for progress assessment (Keeley and
Scoones, 2000). Similarly to its application to the civil servants across the country, the role of gimgema
has been extended to the farmers. Therefore, farmers and the public agricultural extension staff
conduct gimgema in Yem and in Bako-Tibe woredas. During the watershed management campaign,
development team progress is evaluated every Friday by the kebele cabinets. However, the one-to-five
farmers group meet every three days or during the weekend to assess the progress and performance of
one another.

According to the FGD and experts interviews, the kebele’s permanent council members, 25 people
under the leadership of the kebele administrator, conduct monthly evaluations. In principle, such
evaluations should have been conducted by the kebele extension unit, which is not constituted in Yem
woreda. Following the permanent council members’ evaluation, the kebele council of 150 members also
undertake a follow-up evaluation once a month on the basis of a summary report of the kebele
administrator, which is based on the preceding evaluation. After the kebele council’s feedback, the
report goes back to the development team in the ketena. However, the evaluation and feedback are not
only focused on the agricultural extension but also on multiple seasonal agriculture and rural
development activities, as well as political and security issues. Therefore, gimgema has an impact on the
morale of the farmers and DAs, since the evaluation has implications regarding farmers’ access to
agricultural inputs and related services. In a similar manner, the career structure and promotion of DAs
can be determined by the outcome of the gimgema.

Woreda sector offices and kebele-based public servants (such as DAs, cooperative agents, veterinary
technicians, etc.) jointly carry out weekly and biweekly evaluation as well, through established one-to-
five groups. In fact, the actual number involved could vary from 4 to 8 persons. In addition, a team of
experts from closely related departments either at kebele or woreda level, collectively known as “the
change team”, jointly assess and fix technical issues related to professional activities based on their
annual or seasonal plans. On the other hand, the one-to-five group of experts or civil servants who are
members of the party (the majority) receive political instruction through the established hiwas and
evaluate participants’ political strengths and their professional performance through the political lens
(interview code no. 61; 67, 2015).

The government of Ethiopia has increased its interest and belief in the gimgema for learning lessons and
for creating synergy between actors to nurture the transformation. However, according to the empirical
findings, most farmers’ evaluations focus on politics and security rather than on the agricultural
extension activities. On the other hand, gimgema is found to be too intensive to suit model farmers’
time management as they involve in various assessments such as in the one-to-five farmers group, with
the development team, with the kebele cabinet, and with the kebele council, since most model farmers
are members of the kebele council. Such a series of gimgema not only enervates actual roles the model
farmers are supposed to play in the AES but also discourages their contribution to the system. However,
the aforementioned evaluation system is more typical of Yem woreda than of Bako-Tibe. The
implementation modality of agricultural extension is therefore region- and woreda-specific based on the
strategy they adopt to reinforce the implementation of agricultural extension and rural development.
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The experience of participation in the gimgema process is positive, and considered as an opportunity to
think about the future of agricultural extension in Ethiopia. However, improving the focus on extension
services and on lessons learned from the process, along with a more efficient time planning and

utilization system, can help to maintain the dynamics and adaptation to changes in the socio-economic
and biophysical conditions.
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7 Challenges to the agricultural extension system

In Ethiopia, despite the massive amount of resources being put into the system by the state, the
agricultural extension system faces a number of serious challenges. Most of these challenges have
persistently rolled over from regime to regime and year to year. Based on the findings of our study, we
have identified the challenges as fitting into three main categories: those related to technical; policy; or
organizational and institutional dimensions — as will be presented in the following sections.

7.1 Technical challenges

DAs' training focusses on technical skills. According to Davis et al. (2010), DAs lack the required hard
skills on issues important to the farmers — such as agricultural marketing (value chain) and agricultural
intensification and diversification — and also lack soft skills such as process facilitation, communication,
and organization of farmer-producer groups. According to our study, most DAs are rather specialized
and lack the comprehensive and applied skills required to combine crop, livestock, and natural resource
management. During their early careers, DAs were working hard to make a seasonal impression (images)
to win available opportunities such as long-term training by demonstrating hard work (interview code
no. 62; 64, 2015). Eventually, most of them do not continue to commit to this work as they had in the
beginning. Many DAs’ work is not strategic or goal-oriented; rather, they target the short-term benefits
(interview code no. 62, 2015). As a result, despite the large local staff and extension coverage in rural
Ethiopia, the system has relatively little impact. The intention to cover wider areas of state interest such
as provision of generic advisory services in crops, livestock, and natural resources by specialized DAs,
and their involvement in non-extension affairs, could influence their capacity to address specific
activities (Abate, 2008). According to expert interviews, increasing the number of DAs with specific
specialization rather necessitates an intensive monitoring and mentoring system, a necessity that is
rather too demanding given the meagre availability of resources and logistic services.

Shortage of skilled personnel is another problem observed in the study woredas. Only a few experts are
available to represent different divisions of the WOAD as SMS, such as in e.g. crop agronomy,
protection, horticulture, natural resource management, etc. The main role of SMS are training DAs,
backstopping, and provision of technical support to development centers or the kebele office of
agriculture as part of a team. According to our interviews with DAs, the SMS do not provide
comprehensive and problem-solving technical support. There is also poor coordination between the
SMS. According to the expert interviews, the main reasons for inadequate technical support are the
shortage of resources, transportation and manpower thereof (interview code no. 54, 2015). As a
consequence, the SMS are relying on the checklist to collect progress of the extension activities through
the DAs. In Yem woreda, lack of interdisciplinarity and multiplicity of techniques is more of an issue than
is the lack of physical presence of the SMS in the kebeles, mainly because of a shortage of experts. Based
on participant observation, SMS in Yem woreda appear to frequently travel to rural kebeles to backstop
the DAs by clustering three to four kebeles in one central area. In the process, field-based support is very
minimal; rather they focus on gimgema based on DAs’ reports. According to some DAs, the evaluation is
more often full of affronts than it is supportive and motivating for the DAs (interview code 49, 2015).
Therefore, lack of soft skills, along with the coercive approaches employed by some SMS, discourage the
DAs.

NRM extension in Ethiopia is often based on state-organized campaigns. Réling (1988) asserts that
activities implemented through campaigns are often not sustainable. Technically, in the case study
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areas, the physical soil and water conservation activities are poorly designed and laid out. Besides this,
physical structures are inadequately combined with the biological barriers, such as multipurpose tree
species or grass species that could have stabilized the system more and benefited the farmers by
providing them with additional products such as fodder. In Yem woreda, improper design and layout
work negatively affected sustainability of the watershed management activities. Degraded and
abandoned lands are retargeted merely to achieve the seasonal quota plan (see Figure 5). The
watershed management plan also lacks integration of maintenance work with the new plan for physical
soil and water conservation structures. As a result, the campaign ends up with an unpromising outcome.
Additionally, nikinake that is associated with the punitive norms or approach employed to mobilize and
engage the farmers in Watershed Management (WSM) triggers most farmers to associate the WSM
intervention to the Derg military regime’s natural resource management campaign, which farmers
learned to be fearful of due to its entirely coercive approach (Merrey and Gebreselassie, 2011; interview
code no. 67; 70, 2015).

Figure 5 Farmers reuse the abandoned plots of land to achieve the quota plan for WSM Photo:
Gerba Leta

The DA performance evaluation system in Ethiopia differs from region to region and from woreda to
woreda. In Yem woreda DAs are entirely evaluated by their immediate bosses, mainly the department
heads, based on the Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) plan list initially agreed upon between the
DAs and the department heads. BPR is the outcome-based planning system that relies on lists of
activities mainly planned in a top-down fashion from BoAD to the WOAD, but a few activities are jointly
planned by department heads and kebele supervisors with DAs. In Bako-Tibe woreda, however, 60% of
the operational achievement and involvement in other non-extension activities of DAs are assessed by
the kebele cabinet (MoA, 2010). However, 30% of the evaluation is done by the supervisor and woreda
extension coordinator, while 10% is a self-assessment by the DA. Even though DAs are involved in the
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provision of broad and generic advisory services that mostly work through campaigns, the performance
evaluation is only based on the departmental performance of a DA. Hence, the evaluation system
discredits the generic contribution of DAs and is considered as a disincentive to DAs to provide an
integrated and interdisciplinary service.

7.2 Policy-related challenges

The government of Ethiopia does not have a national strategy or long-term strategic vision for an
agricultural extension system at the time of this study. As a result, the implementation approach has
been repeatedly changing. A serious challenge to the Ethiopian agricultural extension system, therefore,
is that the policies and foci of agriculture and agricultural extension are frequently changing and
inconsistent (interview code no. 69, 2015). Sudden changing of policies and implementation strategies
contributes to increasing the number of farmers who do not trust the state extension and planning
system. Abate (2008) described it as “rapidly changing policy signals” in which case the state frequently
sends signals that induce swift changes. As a result, the system has been rapidly changing, from
national-scale activities such as intensive national focus on water harvesting, to rainfed agriculture, etc.

In addition, there are gaps in decentralization and the woredas’ decision-making power. Despite the
introduction of a decentralized system since the early 2000s (Dickovick and Gebre-Egziabher, 2010), the
woreda implements regional plans. Concepts of decentralization should theoretically encourage public
participation (Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010). However, in our case study area, some DAs are reporting
farmers’ agricultural input demands to WOAD and the woreda cooperative agency without even
consulting farmers, merely based on the previous year’s data. In line with Bingen and Simpson (2015)
and Cabral (2011), in a decentralized system, the ruling elites at the central level rather seek to expand
and consolidate their support base by integrating with local elites. This happens in Ethiopia through the
model farmers and kebele administration. Such a nominal decentralization system could deprive the
WOAD of the power and authority to make independent decisions in agricultural extension. As a result,
the agricultural extension work might lose the emphasis it deserves.

The agricultural extension system in Ethiopia is absolutely state-based. The state has not given sufficient
space for the private sector to participate in the provision of extension services (interview code no. 42;
62, 2015). However, an increased involvement of the private sector is believed to bring in efficiency and
competition into the system. There is widespread contradictions between the rhetoric of the agricultural
extension system and the reality. The agricultural extension system of the government of Ethiopia
advocates participation. However, its implementation is still centrally planned and organized. According
to the FGD with farmers, the established development teams and the one-to-five farmers groups are not
uniformly operating according to the “official” purposes for which they have been established — such as
increasing agricultural extension coverage, and promoting collective action, labor sharing, technology
scaling-up, etc. — throughout study woredas and kebeles. Besides, the development teams are
simultaneously used for agricultural extension and non-extension activities. Pressure is also employed to
engage farmers through the public mobilization practice known as nikinake for communal activities such
as watershed management.

The agricultural extension system in Ethiopia is strongly linked to politics. The development teams and
one-to-five farmers groups are intensively involved in political agendas through hiwas and numerous
other meetings. According to Berhanu & Poulton (2014), it is hard to create the conditions for “a
dynamic demand-driven system” when extension workers are also promoting a political agenda. The
influence of politics in the agricultural extension system can be pointed out as one of the reasons for its
low effectiveness. DAs themselves could not independently call farmers’ meetings for advisory services.
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As a result, they relied on a few minutes granted in the meetings called for political discussions to pass
on agricultural extension-related message towards the end of the meetings organized by kebele
administrations (interview code no. 6, 2015). In general, the priority set for the agricultural extension is
very low compared to that given to governance, security, or related affairs.

The focus of the agricultural extension system in Ethiopia is also on technology transfer. According to
Abate (2008), agricultural extension in Ethiopia has given little attention on problem-solving skill
development and the organizational aspects required to help farmers help themselves. The system is
highly structured in a top-down technology-transfer fashion. DAs may urge farmers to “take and use”
new technologies, but rarely encourage them to develop and adapt technologies to their own situations.

7.3 Organizational and institutional challenges

Organizational reforms and the splitting of departments into autonomous sector offices and agencies
are frequently encountered in Oromia regional state; more so than in the SNNPRS. According to expert
interviews, the reform processes often fail to take into account the demand for interdisciplinary
collaboration and collective action in AES (interview code no. 54, 2015). Instead, it is subtly planned
based on the steering of new ideas or interests by few politically influential individuals. According to a
higher-level official in the MoANR, the reform is considered as positive, and as a coping mechanism to
deal with the emerging national and global changes along with economic development, and market and
consumer demand (interview code no. 72, 2016). In reality, however, the reform process and
subsequent movement of staff from an old to a new organization, for example, affect the
interdisciplinarity and inter-organizational collaboration between the old and the new. At local levels,
the DAs continue to provide services to both the old and new organizations. The reform and
multiplication of sector offices is the reason for DAs being overloaded by multiple tasks coming from
various woreda sector offices. The DAs are expected to implement the activities of every woreda sector
office in the rural kebeles (ibid.). Although the general trend is similar, such issues are more of a concern
in Bako-Tibe woreda than in Yem woreda.

In Ethiopia, the research-extension-farmers linkage platforms are very weak. The weakness of the
linkages has been cited repeatedly as one of the major causes of underdevelopment in Ethiopian
agriculture (Deressa and Seboka, 1997). ADPLAC was established as a platform to strengthen the linkage
between research, extension, and farmers (MoA, 2010). Yet the weakness in research-extension-farmer
linkages continues to exist. This is also confirmed in our interviews with several experts. There are
periodic ADPLAC meetings, but the ADPLAC has no decision-making power and budget. It does not
monitor and evaluate the progress of any planned activities. Lack of commitment of the ADPLAC
members is another challenge because the ADPLAC members are temporarily assigned to execute this
role as an additional job. ADPLAC is operating to some degree in Bako-Tibe, where partners jointly plan
to address serious farming problems of the woreda — for example, termite infestation and mono-
cropping, the two main concerns. The implementation went ahead to some extent with budget support
from the Agricultural Growth Program (AGP) (interview code 54, 2015). In Yem woreda, however,
ADPLAC is not operating, apart from the workshop organized by the WOAD only once during the last five
years (Interviews code no. 55; 60, 2015). Overall, ADPLAC is not actively working across the country.

Credit service is important for resource-poor farmers to invest in, to access agricultural inputs and to
conduct off-farm business. However, microfinance institutes in rural Ethiopia are poorly developed and
provide only limited services. The initial credit ceiling for a farmer is about 3,000® ETB/person. The major

3 1EUR= 24.43 ETB (retrieved on 4 April 2017).
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challenge, however, is the “group collateral system” and “in advance saving” requirement to access the
services (interview code no. 29; 65, 2015). It needs a group of five to ten farmers with similar interests
and commitments. According to women FGD, other challenging issue that keep farmers in the credit
cycle is the interest rate. The microfinance loan interest rate in Ethiopia ranges from 15% to over 24%
per year depending on the types of microfinances, public or private, respectively. It is difficult for
farmers to settle their debt quickly. As a result, farmers are afraid to access loans because of high
interest rates and possible debt accumulation. According to a male FGD, apart from the high interest
rate, farmers are discouraged by lower output prices and bad experiences of enforcement to repay the
debt.

Farmers do not have more choices regarding technology for adoption, particularly when considering
improved seeds. The number and capacity of seed producers in the country never match with the
demand of farmers. Mellor and Dorosh (2010) remarked that lack of seeds is the most serious problem
in meeting agricultural growth targets. For example: there is no adequate improved seed for wheat,
barley, teff, or faba beans (interview code no. 42, 2015). Since hybrid seed production is a lucrative
business for the producers, both government enterprises and private investors focus on hybrid maize
seed production. Lack of breeders, and of basic and pre-basic seed supply, are the other issues raised by
seed producers (interview code no.33, 2015).

Improved seed supply is another limitation on agricultural extension. Currently, improved seed is
accessed through both the regular and direct seed marketing system. The first option is to obtain seeds
through bureaus and offices of agricultural development and the farmers’ cooperatives, while the
second is to access seeds through agents known as “dealers”, but during FGDs in Bako-Tibe woreda,
farmers criticized the new “dealers” approach to seed distribution. Smuggling seeds through dealers to
sell them at higher prices subjects some farmers to paying nearly double the basic price to access seed
from neighboring woredas. As the “dealer approach” is still in its pilot stage, flaws could not be
uncommon despite strict monitoring system from extension actors. In contrast, in Yem woreda
improved seed is still supplied through the farmers’ cooperative union. In this woreda, seeds are rather
underused and carried over to the following year (interview code no. 6; 68, 2015). However, farmers in
Yem woreda were complaining about the problem of seed impurity. Elias et al. (2015) remarked on the
serious seed quality problem the Ethiopian farmers are experiencing.

High input and low output prices discourage farmers’ participation in AES. Ethiopian farmers produce
crops on small and fragmented plots of land and their efforts are not organized to gain market power.
Besides, farmers deliberately store their crops over extended periods to sell their product when the
prices increase and become rewarding (Interviews code no. 5; 34, 2015). Unfortunately, these crops may
be subjected to postharvest losses due to poor storage conditions and pests. The crop loss is often
coupled with an eventual market failure. These conditions reduce farmers’ interest in agricultural
technology adoption.

The Ethiopian agricultural extension system is characterized by a high staff turnover. The main reason
for this, as mentioned during experts’ interviews, was the prevailing unattractive staff remuneration and
a poor incentive structure in the agricultural extension system. The emerging private education system
in the country has also created the opportunity for extension staff to leave the agricultural sector and
join the growing and better-paying service sector (interview code no. 64, 2015). The inflexible political
system, which compels every DA and expert to become a member of the ruling political party to
promote its agenda, is another contributor to the increasing turnover. For DAs, living in rural hardship
also desperately motivates them to look for alternative jobs, which eventually stimulates staff turnover
(interviews code no. 71, 2015). Unlike the situation two decades ago, during which the first author
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served as a DA in the former Ministry of Coffee and Tea, currently there are lots of alternatives for
upgrading one’s educational level and searching for lucrative job opportunities that allow free mobility
of the DAs based on individuals’ competencies (interview code no. 64, 2015; personal experience).
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8 Opportunities for Ethiopian agricultural extension

The growth in both domestic and global market demands for crop and livestock products provides
opportunities for agricultural and rural development in Ethiopia. The reformation within the agricultural
sector is another opportunity to cope with the growing changes and to address emerging needs.
Improving access to agricultural inputs and technologies that assist farmers in boosting production are
among other such opportunities. There are a growing number of DAs that help to improve the AAS and
overall agricultural extension coverage (see Davis et al., 2010; Abate, 2007). According to the FGD
results, farmers’ awareness, motivation and readiness to use the extension services has been increased.

Improving access to all-weather roads and to communication and media services are other
opportunities to link the smallholder to the market and information. For example, a hotline advisory
service system was established by the Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) in collaboration with
other partner organizations in 2014; mobile phones currently help farmers to call and access free advice
on production technology or agronomic practices (ATA, 2014). According to the DAs, adoption of the
participatory extension system and the formation of farmers’ groups could better stimulate technology
transfer to the grass-roots through the facilitation of and role played by the model farmers. It has
reduced the drudgery DAs faced in trying to reach out to as many farmers as possible. However, our
household survey findings reveal that organization of farmers into development teams and the one-to-
five farmers groups is not functional except for political dialogue, security issues and community
mobilization for the watershed management campaign. The specific opportunities associated with the
AES are briefly presented below.

The state is politically committed to improving farmers’ livelihoods by investing in the agricultural
extension service. According to a higher official in the MoANR, “the agricultural policy and strategy is
open to reform or to introduce and embrace new approaches” (interview code no. 72, 2016). Therefore,
the existing agricultural development policy and strategy is considered supportive of the agricultural
extension. In counterargument, however, the state emphasizes agricultural extension in pursuit of twin
imperatives: to ensure food security, and to entrench existing political control (Berhanu and Poulton,
2014; Adem, 2012).

Access to credit services and capacity building are among the foundations required to promote
agricultural extension. According to the household survey and expert interviews, like the DAs, farmers
access seasonal skill training through a development team in Yem as part of regular extension service,
but only through nikinake in Bako-Tibe woreda, where skill training is combined together with multiple
other issues. Modular specialized training that eventually culminates with a green certificate to promote
specialization in agriculture and enhance access to the market is part of the DAs’ approach to motivate
and systematically engage voluntary farmers for a period of about 6 months, but none of the four
kebeles accomplished this in the FTC. However, the level and quality of training services vary from
woreda to woreda. On the other hand, numerous microfinance institutes are also emerging to provide
credit services to farmers both in cash and in kind. The in-kind services are only available in Yem woreda
of SNNPRS. The combined analysis of household survey for study woredas shows that only 35% of the
respondent farmers accessed the cash credit services, at various frequencies.

Allocation of the seed money or block grants for the operation of the FTC is the other opportunity to
conduct pre-scaling-up demonstration of new technologies. Since 2014/15, the seed money has been
allocated to almost all FTCs in the country as a working budget for the first time. For instance, Oromia
region allocated 50 million birr in 2015/16. Budget allocation vary from region to region. This is only
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8,000 birr for each FTC in Oromia, compared to between 10,000 and 15,000 in SNNPRS. In Bako-Tibe,
despite the budget allocation to all kebeles, some DAs were not informed that they had petty cash for
the operation. Hence, the DAs themselves conduct the menial activities of weeding and fertilizer
application to demonstration plots (Figure 6). In Yem woreda, the kebele agriculture office head along
with the FTC committees mentioned the bureaucratic challenges they used to encounter, since access to
the budget always requires authorization from WOAD.

Changes in food behavior and the rising customer demands are among emerging opportunities for
agriculture. In line with McDermott et al. (2010), there is an excessive and growing demand for livestock
and livestock products in Ethiopia. Demands for livestock products have been increasing along with
growing population and changes in consumption behavior and lifestyles. The emerging changes have
raised the importance of the livestock sector gaining the attention it deserves, a sector which otherwise
remains marginalized in the Ethiopian agricultural extension system.

International donors and NGOs substantially contribute to the Ethiopian agricultural extension system.
However, Ethiopian agricultural extension services are popularly considered public, with little official
credit given to donors and NGOs despite the immense contribution obtained from them (interview code
no. 42, 2015). One of the noble contributions and approaches noticed by the farmers, due to its
combined training and introduction of an agricultural extension package, is the role played by the
Sasakawa Global 2000 (SG 2000) extension package program. It is an NGO that has focused on
introducing productivity-enhancing food-crop technologies (extension packages) through the late Dr.
Borlaug’s principle of “Take it to the farmer!” since early 1990s in Ethiopia (Abate, 2007). Most farmers
in Bako-Tibe woreda were more inspired by the SG-2000 development intervention than they were by
the present AAS. The current food crisis and shortage faced by the country also motivates the
government of Ethiopia and other donors to pay due attention to agricultural extension (OXFAM, 2016).
Therefore, donor support to agricultural development is expected to increase. Likewise, growing
challenges have motivated farmers to adopt technologies and best practices as a coping strategy.
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Figure 6 Gudina-Walkite kebele DA weeding the demonstration plot. Photo: Gerba Leta
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9 Conclusions

The most explicit aim of the Ethiopian agricultural extension system is to increase food security, to
improve farmers’ livelihoods, and to promote sustainable land management. Nationally, participation is
acknowledged as the appropriate path to follow for the agricultural extension work in the country. In
practice, however, a classical “technocratic” approach, which defines farmers as recipients and the
extension system as providers, persists as the main method for knowledge and technology transfer. The
regional BoAD are the key architects behind the implementation of woredas’ agricultural extension on
the ground. Farmers’ participation and decision-making in agricultural extension is limited. DAs play a
key role in the extension system, as the nexus between “the system” and the farmers. The input delivery
is not based on farmers’ demands but largely on previous year plan achievement records and on the
plans developed in the region and woreda input coordination unit under the leadership of WOAD. Thus
decentralization in the extension system has not been well nurtured in a way that supports bottom-up
planning and farmers’ participation.

In Ethiopia, the MoANR has reformed the ADPLAC since 2010 to make it inclusive to all partners involved
in agricultural activities. Besides this, it is intended to improve their accountability, efficiency and
effectiveness in nurturing the research-extension-farmers linkage through integration of efforts to solve
farmers’ problems in agriculture. However, efforts to strengthen the interlinkage between research,
extension, and farmers, and the partnerships and harmonization of efforts for a common goal, continue
to be serious challenges. Lack of a sustainable budget from the core state treasury is another limitation
remarked upon for decades, as is path dependency. Another critical structural problem in the
agricultural extension system is the low planning and decision-making power of the WOAD. The
performance evaluation of DAs tends to ignore the immense contribution of DAs as “generalists” in crop
and livestock production and natural resource management. The evaluation itself varies from woreda to
woreda. In Yem woreda, the DAs’ evaluation is carried out by the department heads of crop, livestock
and NRM in line with the respective DA’s professional background, whereas in Bako-Tibe woreda the
DAs’ performance is largely conducted by the kebele cabinet.

DAs get directives from diverse sources. The main sources of order however are the WOAD and the
kebele administration. DAs engage in multiple extension and non-extension activities. In contrast to
their engagement, they are poorly incentivized, with poor infrastructure, and hence low commitment to
provide efficient services. The agricultural extension system is also criticized for its weak M&E, which has
to be addressed by SMS. The expected on-the-spot presence of SMS to mentor the DAs or conduct M&E
of the extension activities in an organized fashion is still lacking. As a result, M&E remains weak, and the
contribution of SMS is largely limited to the provision of training to DAs.

In the Ethiopian agricultural extension, the disadvantaged groups of the society such as the extremely
poor, landless, youths, and women do not receive enough attention. Although the development team
and the one-to-five farmers groups have been formed since 2011, they have not been fully operational
in line with the original motives of sharing labor, joint learning, and collective action to scale-up
technologies or best practices. Rather, the development team or the one-to-five farmers groups serve as
platforms for political dialogue to mobilize communities for campaign work, to resolve local conflicts,
and ensure security. In general, politics and agricultural extension are inseparably linked in Ethiopia. The
extension system is used as a tool for strengthening the state ties with the farmers.
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Based on the empirical research findings, we suggest that having a systematic and inclusive national
strategy for an agricultural extension system and a long-term strategic vision with political commitment
to achieve clearly defined goals can help in providing equitable and effective extension services for all
farmers. We also suggest the importance of opening space for pluralistic advisory services to enable
various beneficiaries’ access to competitive quality services in agricultural extension. Making the woreda
office of agriculture more autonomous in terms of staff and budget would help to improve both
commitment and accountability. Making the decentralization more effective through building the
capacity of actors at various levels could improve their planning capacities and ensure local
participation.

For most farmers in Ethiopia, the combination of both crops and livestock is important, in terms of both
diversifying outputs and cultural values attached to them. Therefore, concretely orienting the
agricultural extension services to the demands, knowledge, experiences, and values of farmers may
increase the acceptability of the service. Finally, as a “public good”, agricultural extension has to provide
inclusive benefits to the poor and disadvantaged groups of the society, particularly in rural areas, so as
to actively bring forward the entire agricultural transformation in the country.
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