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BACKGROUND 
Triggered by the El Niño phenomenon in 2015, Ethiopia experienced one of the most severe droughts 
in recent history, resulting in significant crop losses, in particular in the eastern highlands of Amhara, 
Oromia, SNNP and Tigray Regions. That year, a substantial number of smallholder farmers in drought-
affected areas – dependent on crop and vegetable production – lost their main source of income and 
food, as well as their ability to plant in the following agricultural seasons due to exhausted seed stores 
and limited income to buy more at market. Both smallholder farmers and agropastoral communities 
experienced food insecurity, with access to both food and income significantly reduced. The nutrition 
status of pastoral and agropastoral communities was especially affected owing to reduced milk 
production.  

To reduce the food gap and mitigate the risk of malnutrition, and as part of the agriculture sector 
emergency response, the Disaster Risk Management Agriculture Task Force (DRM–ATF) identified 
1.7 million smallholder farming households as seed insecure and requiring urgent humanitarian 
livelihood assistance for the meher planting season (June to September)1. These households were 
targeted with agricultural input provision (e.g. seeds, cuttings, and tubers).  

In response to the crisis, and through increased engagement in coordination, the Emergency Seed 
Working Group (ESWG)2 was established under the DRM–ATF comprising organizations involved in 
emergency agriculture interventions. The DRM–ATF Strategic Advisory Group (SAG) was further 
established in April 2016 to help mobilize funds and provide strategic and technical support.  

The DRM-ATF, ESWG and SAG supported technical discussions – including agreement on operational 
emergency guidelines – planning exercises and resource mobilization. They were pivotal to launching 
the emergency meher seed response in April 2016. Through enhanced coordination, implementing 
partners succeeded in distributing about 32 000 tonnes of crop seed, 23 million cuttings and seedlings, 
and 3 000 kg of vegetable seed across six regions between April and September 2016. This was the 
largest emergency seed distribution campaign in Ethiopia’s history. 

Covering 377 woredas (districts) in the drought affected regions of Amhara, Oromia, SNNP and 
Tigray, as well as agropastoral areas of Afar and Somali Regions, DRM–ATF members reached more 
than 1.5 million households (comprising about 7.5 million people) with seed. 

METHODOLOGY 

Upon completion of the emergency seed distribution, FAO, Food for the Hungry International, 
International Medical Corps, and three consortia (CARE, Catholic Relief Services and GOAL) conducted 
a post-distribution assessment (PDA) from 15 August to 2 September 2016 in 69 woredas of 
27 administrative zones throughout the six above-mentioned regions of Ethiopia – equal to about 
18 percent of woredas reached with emergency seed.  

The primary objective of the PDA was to gauge emergency seed beneficiary households’ satisfaction 
levels in terms of appropriateness of targeting; quality, quantity, timeliness and seed of choice; and 

                                                           
1 In consultation with the DRM–ATF and regional Bureaus of Agriculture, the emergency seed requirements for 2016 – published 
in the December 2015 Humanitarian Requirements Document – were revised three times owing to their original drastic 
underestimation. A consensus was reached, with 1.7 million households requiring emergency seed assistance for the 2016 
meher season alone. 
2 The ESWG was established in November 2015 with the objective of helping to launch emergency belg/meher season 
seed campaigns.  
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overall effectiveness. It was also anticipated that the findings of the PDA, together with other 
emergency seed response reviews and evaluations, will help to inform future emergency seed aid 
responses and decision-making. 

Participating agencies committed more than 20 teams – each with three to four people – to undertake 
the assessment. Where possible, teams were mixed to include different implementing partners. Each 
team was tasked with assessing beneficiary satisfaction levels.  

During the PDA, the participating agencies interviewed 821 individuals –76 percent of which male, and 
24 percent female – in 207 focus group discussions (typically three focus groups per woreda). In 
addition, more than 250 woreda and agency representatives were interviewed. In total, the PDA 
engaged more than 2 300 people through a variety of qualitative – direct observations, transect walks 
and semi-structured discussions – and quantitative methods, including household surveys. The focus 
group discussions were semi-structured using a checklist, which was structured around the key 
themes of the PDA. Special efforts were made throughout the PDA to ensure the discussions were 
inclusive and as representative as possible.   

The map below depicts where emergency seed was distributed, and the areas visited under the PDA. 

Map: Meher season emergency seed response and PDA-surveyed woredas 

 

  



 

3 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
In this section, key findings are organized into three categories: targeting, type of seed received and 
seed distribution distance; sufficiency and utilization of inputs; and quality, timeliness, preference and 
overall satisfaction. 

Targeting, type of seed received and distance from distribution centre  

Almost all of the interviewees indicated that the selection was facilitated through a rigorous village 
committee selection process. In terms of targeting, the majority of respondents (86 percent) stated 
the main reason they were chosen was because they were severely and negatively affected by the 
2015 El Niño event, which resulted in poor and very poor harvests in the affected areas. These areas 
fully coincide with the Priority 1 “hotspot” woreda classification 3  and those identified as seed 
insecure. 

While the remaining 14 percent claimed other reasons were the main factors influencing their 
selection, it should be emphasized that all woredas receiving emergency seed were affected by the 
drought – targeting was therefore, in fact, drought-focused. A small proportion (6 percent) 
perceived the main reason they had been selected was because they were Productive Safety Net 
Programme (PSNP) beneficiary households (in addition to being drought-affected), while 4 percent 
felt they were chosen due to involvement in the Community Managed Acute Malnutrition (CMAM) 
programme. Just 3 percent reported their primary reason for selection was due to their position in 
a female-headed household, while 1 percent believed their elderly status qualified them for this 
assistance.  

The majority of the respondents – 82 percent – reported that they were familiar with grievance 
procedures, therefore feeling able to report problems to both implementing partners and woreda 
officials. It can be assumed that the high rate is largely because the procedures were the same as 
used by the PSNP.  

As for the seed received, 83 percent of respondents received cereals, while the rest were provided 
vegetable, root crops, pulses and/or oil seeds. No serious problems regarding physical access to the 
emergency seed distribution centres were reported, although a quarter of respondents indicated the 
distribution centre was located as far as two hours from their homes. While a long distance to travel, 
most respondents also noted they also typically travel similar distances to collect food aid. Therefore, 
while it is recognized as an inconvenience, the findings reflect the challenge of accessing remote 
areas in rural Ethiopia.  

  

                                                           
3 Hotspot woreda classification was derived using six multi-sector indicators, including agriculture and nutrition, agreed at zonal, 
regional, and federal levels. A hotspot matrix is often used as a proxy for the Integrated Phase Food Security Classification (IPC). 
Seed insecurity was determined at woreda level and reviewed by regional Bureaus of Agriculture. 
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Figure 1: Targeting, type of seed received and distance of distribution centre 
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Sufficiency and utilization of inputs 

With regard to sourcing of seed, the majority of emergency seed recipients (76 percent) indicated 
that they received seed exclusively from one source, an indication that overlap was largely avoided. 
The remainder, about one-quarter of respondents, reported receiving seeds from multiple sources, 
though the PDA did not gather information on the “other” sources of seed and why beneficiaries 
received seed from more than one agency. Very few of the respondent households (2 percent) kept 
their seeds for future use, while the overwhelming majority (98 percent) planted all the seed shortly 
after receiving them.  

It is concerning that just 40 percent of respondents reported no problems in crop performance, 
although it was too soon to gauge for 20 percent of families. The remaining 40 percent described 
issues relating to seed or crops being destroyed by natural disasters, affected by diseases and/or 
insects or the variety of seeds provided not being suitable for their particular region.  

Despite the timely interventions, some 24 percent of respondent households still faced challenges in 
accessing other agricultural inputs, which may result in a negative impact on yields. Unmet 
agricultural needs included draught animals, fertilizer and pesticides. 

While the emergency seed response was expected to fully cover households’ needs – with enough 
seed to plant half a hectare –almost half of the respondent households (47 percent) reported that 
their provision was not sufficient to cover all land available or meet household seed requirements. 
One-third of respondents felt the seed received accounted for less than 50 percent of their needs, 
while one-fifth perceived the amount of seed provided to be “too small” – fulfilling less than 
25 percent of their need. 

While the amount of seed provided to smallholder farmers is an issue of concern, it should be noted 
that implementing agencies generally adhered to the agreed Operational Guidelines, which strongly 
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recommended enough seed be supplied to cover a maximum of 0.5 ha. This is not only sufficient for 
more than 40 percent of smallholder farmers in Ethiopia, but is representative of what had been done 
in past emergency seed aid interventions. However, the PDA did not explore the extent to which 
agencies followed the recommendation, or whether, in order to reach more beneficiaries, agencies 
provided smaller quantities than recommended.  
 

Figure 2: Sufficiency and utilization of inputs 
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Seed of choice, timeliness, quality and satisfaction levels  

Nine out of ten respondents received their seed of choice (preferred type), with 94 percent deeming 
the seed received to be of good or excellent quality. Regarding the timeliness of distribution, 
95 percent felt the timing to be appropriate, with the remainder noting seed arrived two or more 
weeks late.  

Nearly 100 percent of beneficiaries were either very satisfied or satisfied with the emergency seed 
distributions. Similarly, respondents reported positively on the potential impact of the emergency 
response on their livelihoods. About half of the respondents reported that their livelihood would 
have been severely affected had they not received emergency seed to plant in the 2016 meher 
season. The remaining 50 percent indicated they would have somehow survived without the seed 
intervention, though they would have encountered serious difficulties, including indebtedness and 
ability to afford sufficient and generally expensive agricultural inputs, etc.   
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Figure 3: Seed of choice, timeliness, quality and satisfaction levels  
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 
 

 

The results of the PDA were overwhelmingly positive. The assessment successfully achieved its key 
objectives of ascertaining the effectiveness of seed distribution to the targeted smallholder farmers 
affected by the 2015 El Niño-induced drought. FAO, NGOs and other implementing partners 
successfully managed to distribute about 32 000 tonnes of emergency crop seed between April and 
September 2016 for planting in the meher season – as well as 23 million cuttings and seedlings and 
3 000 kg of vegetable seed. This is the largest emergency seed distribution in the history of the country, 
reaching more than 1.5 million households. This represents more than 88 percent of households 
identified as seed insecure in that season.  
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The emergency seed response has enabled El Niño-induced drought-affected households to continue 
farming; their plots would have otherwise been planted with very poor quality seed, or in worst case 
scenarios, left unplanted. While it is still too early to assess yields and therefore quantify the amount 
of food that will be produced, this is anticipated to yield good crop production and improve incomes, 
which can cover the major food needs of households for 2017.  

If all production and yield variables continue to be good, it can be expected that normal to above-
normal yields will improve food security in affected regions as a result of the emergency response 
interventions. This will decrease vulnerable farming households’ dependence on food aid. According 
to preliminary calculations, if emergency seed had not been provided on time and in the right 
quantity and of good quality, the costs of food assistance for these vulnerable communities would 
have exceeded USD 500 million to cover just six months4. Humanitarian seed provision, therefore, 
resulted in significant short- and longer-term savings for the Government and international 
humanitarian community.  

The assessment results show that the identification of seed priority areas and household targeting 
were efficient – the emergency seed distributions were well coordinated with different stakeholders 
among Government and non-government seed systems and community structures. This 
transparency helped to significantly minimize targeting errors of inclusion and exclusion. The PDA 
results further verified that the emergency seed response was timely, provided quality appropriate 
seed of choice and observed an established complaint hearing and response mechanism.  

In addition to interviews with households, the focus group discussions and key informant interviews 
confirmed most or all of the household-level findings that beneficiaries were happy with the support 
and the seeds distributed. Only in exceptional cases were insufficient quantities of seed, unavailability 
of preferred varieties or delays in delivery reported.  

Recommendations 

Through reflecting and analyzing the PDA results, FAO, NGOs and other implementing partners 
developed the following early recommendations. This should be utilized by implementing partners 
to inform and improve future programming and advise further independent evaluations. 

 Diversify crop provision 

While implementing partners did provide seed of choice to the majority of beneficiaries, smallholder 
farmers typically plant more than one crop variety. To improve agriculture-based livelihoods and the 
food security situation of households and communities, minimize risks of production loss, and to 
better integrate relief responses with nutrition-sensitive activities, it is important to provide more 
than one type of crop seed and different seeds of choice in addition to single types cereal seed usually 
provided by implementing partners5.  

 Conduct Seed Systems Security Assessment prior to emergency seed response 

While it was not a primary focus of the PDA, implementing partners reported serious challenges in 
timely procuring seed of choice, with the seed either not being available or delays in procurement 
due to administrative challenges. Emergency seed provision should always be needs based and 

                                                           
4  This assumes that all targeted farmers would not have had any other means of accessing seed if the emergency seed 
interventions had not been implemented. 
5 This recommendation acknowledges the limitations of procuring more than one type of certified seed through both formal 
and informal market channels. The challenges of meagre and delayed resources and limited windows of planting may limit 
implementing partners to move towards purchasing commonly needed and available cereal types and try to reach as many 
emergency seed beneficiaries as possible.   
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delivered at the appropriate time for planting. This can be achieved by conducting a Seed System 
Security Assessment (SSSA) before December to allow the Government and/or donors to commit 
resources long before the start of the next belg/meher planting seasons. The SSSA further helps to 
understand the estimated quantity of seed that can be purchased from a specific market during an 
emergency without distorting the market, as well as determine the amount of seed required prior to 
seed distribution. An SSSA further helps to link up with available seed banks, understand the sources 
and quality of seed available and provides information regarding the system, access and quality of 
seed available for the season. 

- Involve Government counterparts in the seed assessment and provision 

Despite region- and woreda-level involvements, one of the main missing elements in the current 
emergency seed intervention was the limited engagement of Federal Government counterparts at 
this largest emergency response in the history of Ethiopia. Such involvement from the Government 
would increase transparency and ease decision-making processes thus enhancing monitoring 
efficiency and impact assessment.  

 Strengthen technical support to smallholder farmers 

Agricultural activities are continuous, and strengthening technical support to post-distribution 
activities, such as improved weed management, surveillance of crop pests and timely control of 
diseases and pests are all essential features of successful farming. The timeliness of the harvest and 
post-harvest handling are also key factors in ensuring high crop yields. As households deplete their 
productive assets, other related recovery measures are critical. 

 Integrate emergency seed interventions with other agricultural inputs 

Inclusion of fertilizer (or bio-fertilizer) support would further increase production outputs. In 2016, it 
was observed that resource-poor households faced difficulties in accessing required fertilizers and 
other agricultural implements due to increased prices. Therefore, it is crucial to consider these 
difficulties up-front. Supply of fertilizers and other agricultural implements to resource-poor 
households can be facilitated through revolving funds or on a cost-free basis.  

Yellow rust, shoot fly, chocolate spot, maize leaf necrosis disease and shortage of rainfall are the main 
anticipated hazards to crop production in the target areas. Unless preventive measures are taken by 
the Government and humanitarian actors, yellow rust and other diseases can incur devastating yield 
losses, potentially affecting a significant number of households in Amhara and Oromia Regions.  

 Undertake independent impact assessment 

The findings of the PDA confirm the importance of a final, independent impact assessment that would 
complement these findings and fill in gaps related to yields and final impact on households food 
security, nutrition and income. It is, therefore, strongly recommended that an independent impact 
assessment is carried out after meher harvest, perhaps in early January 2017. An independent impact 
assessment would provide an enhanced understanding of the final outcomes of the emergency seed 
response. It would also gather lessons learned, which would inform future decision-making processes 
to ensure optimal use of limited resources. Moreover, documentation of best practices in the field 
would also be highly worthwhile.  
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SUPPLEMENTARY DOCUMENTS 
The following tools were utilised during the PDA, and can be shared upon request: 

 PDA Guidelines (Terms of Reference) 

 Household Level Questionnaire 

 Household Focus Group Discussion Form 

 Woreda Information Checklist 

 Complete PDA Results 

 SAG – Emergency Seed Response – Framework for Action and Operational Guidelines 


