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1. Introduction
The Land Investment for Transformation (LIFT) programme 1, funded by the Foreign, Commonwealth &
Development Office (FCDO) 2, has improved the incomes of the rural poor and enhanced economic growth
through second level land certification (SLLC) and an improved rural land administration system (RLAS).
The programme has certified over 14 million parcels in 140 districts for approximately 6.1 million
households in Oromia, Amhara, Tigray and Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s regional states.
The increased security of tenure has made landholders more likely to invest in their land and improve their
agricultural practices, thereby increasing productivity and raising their incomes.
However, to allow landholders to catalyse household tenure security and maximise the economic returns
from their SLLC, the LIFT programme also included an Economic Empowerment Unit (EEU) component.
The EEU component has focused on improving the way that land-related markets operate and ensure that
landholders can benefit from being active participants in these markets. Addressing key constraints in the
rural land market has allowed farmers to fully capture the benefits of second level certification and invest
more productively in their land.
LIFT is, in fact, the first large-scale land tenure reform programme that includes a market systems
development (MSD) component in its original design and has applied the market systems lens to its
operations to ensure the sustainability and inclusivity of its interventions. The programme results
demonstrate the very positive impact that this component has had in ensuring that landholders could fully
benefit from the returns of their second level land certification. Even more importantly, LIFT has
demonstrated that conventional land administration and market systems approaches are mutually
beneficial to each other and create incentives for the continued use and maintenance of the land
administration system.
This report is structured as follows:
•

Section 2 presents the rationale and background to the EEU component.

•

Section 3 presents the key results, including the critical pathways to achieve success.

•

Sections 4, 5, 6, and 7 present the detailed interventions, results and lessons learned for each sector
where LIFT intervened.

•

Finally, Section 8 concludes with lessons learned from LIFT that could be applied to future
programming.

2. Rationale and background
LIFT’s business case3 acknowledged that using the market systems approach on a land programme was
a novel approach (see Box 1). It also confirmed that there was limited evidence of the potential impact of
using the market systems approach on the rural land market, particularly given Ethiopia’s land market
restrictions at the time (i.e. rural land cannot be sold or mortgaged). However, it acknowledged that there
was evidence of the need for complementary interventions to ensure that land certification leads to
increased investment and more efficient land and land-related markets.
Hence, LIFT’s business case supported the use of the MSD approach4 (i.e. the EEU component) as a
complementary component to the land certification and administration activities. It concluded that such a
component would support the development of the land market and its related markets by enabling farmers

1

LIFT has been implemented by a consortium of firms led by DAI working with Nathan Associates and NIRAS. Nathan
Associates has led the work in the EEU component.
2 Previously the Department for International Development of the UK (DFID).
3 DevTracker Project GB-1-202900 Documents (fcdo.gov.uk)
4 Earlier referred to as “making markets work for the poor” or M4P approach.
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to fully utilise land investment opportunities. In other words, it would aim at maximising the ability of farmers
to benefit from the increased level of tenure security offered by SLLC.
Box 1: The market systems development approach
MSD seeks to change the way that markets work so that poor people can benefit from growth and economic
development. Market systems approaches address the root causes of why markets often fail to meet the
needs of poor people. They focus on interventions that modify the incentives and behaviour of businesses
and other market players – public, private, formal and informal – to ensure lasting and large-scale beneficial
change to poor people.
The MSD approach has been most frequently applied in agriculture and financial programmes, although it
is also being used in health, labour markets and energy programmes. LIFT is the first case of a market
systems approach being applied to a large-scale land tenure programme.
The EEU component’s focus was to identify and address the constraints faced by rural small landholders
to invest in their land after receiving their SLLC (Figure 1). The literature and evidence available pointed to
three key transmission channels for smallholder farmers to increase their productivity and incomes:
•

More efficient allocation of land. Improving the security of land rights is a pre-cursor for increasing
land related investment. However, the magnitude and incidence of such investment (and benefits) will
be limited if land rights are not transferable. Land transactions – sale or lease – can drive economic
growth through a) allowing the exchange of land as the off-farm economy develops, and b) offering
enhanced access to land for those with more productive capacity (i.e. improving allocative efficiency).
The efficient allocation of land is also affected if there is not a streamlined process to resolve land
related disputes.

•

Increased access to finance. An improved land tenure system tends to increase the collateral value
of a land title. This allows landholders, and particularly the poor, to increase access to credit as
having collateral is the most common way to secure a loan from financial institutions.

•

Increased incentives to invest in the land. In situations where people feel that their access to
“ownership” of land is insecure, their propensity to invest in the land is reduced. This short-term
investment perspective often means poor land use and increased land degradation, both of which
exhaust the quality of the land and undermine future productivity and returns. Greater land tenure
security gives landholders the incentive to make more and better investments in land, driving up
product economic returns, whilst driving down the incidence of land degradation and delivering
improved environmental outcomes.

These transmission channels faced significant distortions in the case of Ethiopia:
•

Restrictions in Ethiopia‘s land laws and informal norms inhibited the emergence of functi oning land
markets. From a legal standpoint, land could not be bought or sold, only rented. Most regions also
limited the amount of land that could be leased, restricting the development of the land rental market.
There was also a strong social perception that renting out land was only for the “weak and lazy”
farmers. In addition, weak tenure security meant that there were many disputes on land issues.
These restrictions significantly affected the ability to effectively allocate land and develop the nonfarm economy.

•

Restrictions in Ethiopia’s land and financial laws did not allow for the collateralisation of land from
small rural landholders. Rural landholders could only access credit through group loans and they
could not access individual loan products better suited to their needs. Rural landholders were sitting
on “dead capital” as the land certificate did not provide them any increased access to credit.

•

Ethiopia’s extension services were particularly weak, and most farmers had limited access to
agricultural input markets (in particular improved seeds, organic fertilisers and mechanisation
services) and output markets. As a result, investing productively in their land was a challenge for
most smallholder farmers.
2

Figure 1. From tenure security to investment - the EEU component

Note: This EEU Theory of Change is an extract from LIFT’s Theory of Change.

Following detailed market and feasibility assessments undertaken during the first year of LIFT’s
implementation, the EEU component identified four sectors of intervention:
1. Rural land rental: given that land could not be bought or sold in Ethiopia, improving the functioning
of the land rental market was identified as the next-best option to promote a more efficient allocation
of land amongst landholders, in particular for vulnerable groups. Intervening in this sector was at the
core of LIFT’s activities as rental was the most common transaction undertaken by rural small
landholders (either as sharecropping or cash rental).
2. Access to finance: as LIFT was not a financial sector programme, interventions in this sector had to
focus on how to leverage the use of the SLLC to improve access of rural small landholders to loan,
savings and/or insurance products. The potential of the SLLC to be used as collateral was, despite
the high risks involved, the necessary element to address the credit constraints faced by rural small
landholders.
3. Environment and conservation agriculture (ECA): although obtaining an SLLC was not a factor in
the ability of farmers to access improved inputs, services, or markets, intervening successfully in the
ECA sector directly allowed farmers to increase investment in their land. However, given the large
number of government and donor programmes in this space (e.g. Agricultural Transformation Agency
- ATA, Growth and Transformation Plan), LIFT decided to take an opportunistic approach and
intervene only on those areas where no other donors were present.

3

4. Dispute resolution: the high cost and time delays faced by rural small landholders to resolve a land
related dispute, as well as the likelihood of new types of disputes appearing following the introduction
of SLLC, was identified as a key sector of intervention to also ensure a more efficient allocation of
land. However, before intervening in this market it was necessary for the new RLAS to be fully in
place and functional and, therefore, it was decided to delay activities within this sector until this was
achieved. Consequently, the work under the dispute resolution sector only started in 2018.
The initial interventions in each of these sectors were detailed in the LIFT Intervention Plan dated June
2015 and subsequently updated in March 2016. These interventions, however, evolved during the life of
the programme as reflected in the EEU Interventions Assessments.5
The nine interventions implemented by LIFT and further detailed in the subsections below include:
Rural land rental sector
• Intervention 1: Introduction of a commercially viable rural land rental service provision system.
• Intervention 2: Increase awareness of functioning of rural land rental system.
• Intervention 3: Generate evidence to improve regulations and policies for land and land-related markets.
Access to finance sector
• Intervention 4: Promote development of new agricultural individual loan products linked to SLLC.
• Intervention 5: Promote development of insurance product linked to SLLC loan.
• Intervention 6: Promote partnerships in finance to overcome risk and sector limitations
Environment and conservation agriculture sector
• Intervention 7: Development and introduction of environmentally sustainable input distribution model .
• Intervention 8: Facilitate delivery of good agricultural practices and information to farmers.
Dispute resolution sector
• Intervention 9: Enhance capacity of actors in dispute resolution system.

3. Results and achievements6
3.1. Headline results
This subsection presents the main results of the EEU component at the logframe level.

Impact level results
To evaluate the impact of the EEU’s market system innovations on landholders’ productivity and incomes,
a panel sample of 1,343 beneficiary households of at least one intervention was created across Amhara,
Oromia, SNNPR and Tigray. The same respondents were interviewed in 2019 and 2020 to assess the
impacts of EEU innovations two to three years after landholders had first accessed these. A rigorous
research methodology was applied to calculate by how much investment, productivity and incomes
increased as a result of EEU interventions.
Overall, convincing evidence was found that EEU innovations increase productivity and incomes for
landholders and further accelerate the economic impacts of SLLC by offering new and more productive
ways of investing.7 With market actors expanding innovations to more landholders in the future, this impact
is expected to be maintained and will increase further.

5

The EEU component produced ten Intervention Assessments. This report replaces the final Intervention Assessment.
All data reported in this version of the report reflects data collected as of end of March 2021.
7 For more detailed results and methodology, see EEU Impact survey 2020.
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Average annual increase in incomes since
accessing the innovation

Target

Land rental
(tenants)

Achieved
Land rental
(landlords)

Access to
finance

20%

31.95%

25.99%

33%

NB.: For borrowers and tenants, annual income increases are specific to the crop that the beneficiary has invested most in because of the innovation
(loan or rental). This is to establish a contribution argument. Income is measured in ETB value of the harv est of this crop if sold on the market. For
landlords, income is measured in terms of revenue from renting-out land.

Outcome level results
The key outcomes of the EEU component are the number of farmers accessing a LIFT innovation and the
percentage of these that have invested because of this innovation. The numbers achieved show how the
EEU component has exceeded its targets significantly.
2.A. Number of farmers with SLLC, that have directly accessed
an innovation introduced by LIFT’s EEU component
2.B. Percentage of farmers with SLLC that have directly
accessed EEU interventions and as a result have
invested/increased investment in improved inputs and
other/new income-generating activities, disaggregated by
gender

Target

Achieved

101,271

140,370

70% (20% of which
will be women)

76.1% (21% of which
are women)

Output level results
The EEU component had two primary outputs. The first output is the number of innovations introduced by
the programme, including at least two of them being environmentally related. These innovations are further
explored within the section-specific chapters of this report, but include, for example, the creation of a new
standard land rental contract (SLRC) for cash cropping and sharecropping agreements; the development
of a new SLLC loan product; or the development of an input distribution network of environmentally friendly
inputs. The second output includes the total number of market actors that have adopted LIFT innovations.
Target

Achieved

3.1. Number of new innovations introduced by LIFT in the
A2F, LR and agricultural input sectors, disaggregated by
innovations that encourage environmentally sustainable
practices

10
2 (environmental)

11
2 (environmental)

3.2. Cumulative number of market actors that have
adopted and continue to promote LIFT innovations,
disaggregated by MFIs / MFI branches / LRSPs Woreda
offices that enact the SLRC / Input retailers / Input
suppliers

MFIs: 8
MFI branches: 137
WLAOs: 53
LRSPs: 525
(of which licensed: 20)
Input Retailers: 135
Input Suppliers: 12
Total: 890

MFIs/FI: 10
MFI branches: 147
WLAOs: 58
LRSPs: 525
(of which licensed: 89)
Input Retailers: 165
Input Suppliers: 12
Total: 1,006

3.2. Key achievements
As impressive as these logframe results are, they are largely quantitative and cannot fully capture the
significant transformational change that the programme has achieved in terms of scale of impact and
sustainability in Ethiopia’s rural land sector.
The EEU component of LIFT has successfully achieved all the objectives and ambitions set out at the start
of the programme. It has demonstrated that land tenure programmes (which until now have had a strong
focus on the certification aspect) can have a much larger, transformational impact when accompanied by
interventions that address the constraints faced by the poor landholders. In the case of LIFT, its market
systems component has allowed rural small landholders to maximise the returns of their SLLC. They are
now able to rent out their land more securely and engage in off-farm activities; they can rent in more land
to expand their business; or they can collateralise their land use right to access a loan that allows them to
invest productively in their land.
5

More specifically, the key achievements of the EEU component of LIFT include:
•

Land rental transactions are being formalised, increasing the tenure security of small rural
landholders and the productivity of the land. The introduction of a clear registration process and
licensed (and paid) land rental service providers (LRSPs) at the community level has created the
incentives for rural small landholders to register rental transactions. Over 26,000 transactions have
been formalised, many of which are additional. New participants are entering the market: 31% of
landlords and 39% of tenants are first time users. Most of these transactions are done using the
SLRC (over 90%) and are facilitated by LRSPs (over 80%). The increased tenure security has also
translated into higher, improved investment strategies, allowing smallholder farmers to become more
productive and increase their incomes.

•

Rural small landholders can collateralise their land and access credit. The development of an
innovative, commercially viable SLLC loan product and the changes in the Amhara (and
Beneshangul-Gumuz8) rural land proclamations now allow thousands of farmers to access a credit
product that allows them to invest productively in their land. More than 22,000 rural small landholders
have, for the first time ever in Ethiopia, accessed a loan using their land use right as collateral. Of
these, 86% had not had access to any credit prior to the SLLC loan (formal or informal). These loans
are highly productive and additional to the households’ investments across cropping, livestock and
non-farm activities (95% of loan recipients would not have been able to finance the investment
otherwise). The evidence collected by the programme also shows that this increased investment is
leading to significant increases in income. 9

•

Vulnerable groups, and especially women, are better off when renting out land and have a
voice when land rental or loan transactions take place. LIFT’s interventions in the land rental,
dispute resolution and access to finance sectors have had a positive and significant impact on the
security and empowerment of women and other vulnerable groups. The new SLRC, the requirements
to access a loan using the SLLC and the dispute resolution process all require the presence and/or
signatures of all landholders, empowering women to participate in decision making. For example,
88% of female borrowers of the SLLC loan stated that they more actively participate in household
financial decisions. In addition to increased empowerment, vulnerable groups have also experienced
increases in income. For example, LRSP facilitation has allowed vulnerable landlords to obtain higher
rental prices in cash rental agreements, increasing prices by 33% per month/per hectare. This now
allows some vulnerable landlords to engage in non-farm activities.

•

The Government of Ethiopia (GoE) acknowledges the role that the private sector can play to
improve the livelihoods of rural small landholders. LIFT’s interventions in all four sectors have
shown that the private sector can help improve the livelihoods of landholders and smallholder farmers
in a sustainable and fair way. This includes, for example, the role that LRSPs play to promote the
formalisation of land rental contracts as well as other types of transactions such as inheritance; and
how the supplier-retailer input distribution model can significantly increase the access to
environmentally sustainable inputs for smallholder farmers.

•

Innovations that have been introduced have created the incentives for landholders to register
land transactions and keep their SLLC up to date, contributing to a more sustainable RLAS.
While past land programmes frequently faced challenges in incentivis ing farmers to collect their land
certificates and register subsequent changes, in the case of LIFT - farmers proactively request their
certificates from the land office to gain access to the benefits of EEU’s market innovations. As EEU
innovations expand and reach more landholders, there will be increased demand for a functioning
RLAS, supporting its sustainability.

The transformational change generated by LIFT has been largest in two sectors: rural land rental and
8

Beneshangul-Gumuz is not a LIFT region but it has also amended its rural land proclamation to allow small rural
landholders to use the land use right as collateral.
9 See 2020 EEU Impact Survey.
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access to finance. In the land rental sector, the EEU component has managed to change the incentives
of rural land administration stakeholders, who now value and promote the formalisation of land rental
transactions as they have realised that it disproportionately benefits the poor. The new dynamics in this
market (enhanced by the increased legal security faced by landholders and tenants) are allowing for a more
efficient allocation of land, enhanced investment and higher productivity.
In the access to finance sector, rural small landholders can now use their land use right as collateral to
access a loan. Although only Amhara has so far enacted the revised proclamation, the recognition by the
National Bank of Ethiopia and the acceptance in the draft federal and regional rural land proclamations of
Oromia, SNNPR and Tigray that rural small landholders can collateralise their land use right, confirms the
irreversibility of the change. This change in GoE policy represents a massive departure from the previous
approach and will allow rural small landholders to access the capital required to move from subsistence
farming to more productive, commercial farming and the development of the non-farm economy. The
changes introduced by LIFT have therefore the potential to unleash the transformation of Ethiopia’s
agricultural sector. 10
More generally, the EEU component has set the framework for further transformation to happen in all four
LIFT sectors. In designing and implementing its interventions, LIFT has forged a strong partnership with
the different GoE entities that have allowed them to participate from the successes and develop an in-depth
understanding of what was being achieved and how. As a result, they have acknowledged that under the
right conditions, the private sector can play a key role in supporting pro-poor growth in rural areas and
provide services that the public sector cannot efficiently deliver.
These achievements should be further put into perspective as they have occurred in a country where land
issues have historically been a subject of contestation and the drivers for change are embedded in
interrelated, complex factors, including those of macrostructure, institutions, actors and policy. 11 The use of
the MSD approach, despite its challenges in a country with strong government involvement in the market
and a thin private sector, has effectively allowed the programme to navigate these complexities, manage
risks, and pursue interventions that have generated strong, transformational change.

3.3. Drivers of success
In hindsight, there have been five critical drivers to success that have allowed LIFT in general and the EEU
component in particular to achieve such results. They are:

Adapting market systems development to land tenure in Ethiopia
As an approach, MSD offers insight into principles, frameworks and tools that can help improve the
effectiveness of development programmes. However, success depends on how well these are applied in
practice. In the case of LIFT, MSD had to be applied to highly politicised sectors with no private sector
presence (i.e. rural land rental and dispute resolution) and a highly regulated sector with a strong presence
of state-owned firms (i.e. microfinance institutions (MFIs)). This required the programme to:
•

Introduce innovative ideas and business models through pilots in a slow, incremental and timely
manner to obtain full buy-in from GoE. The development of the LRSP model, for example, required
the implementation of consecutive pilots (and their respective evaluations) before full buy-in from GoE
was obtained for the scale up phase. The first pilot focused on demonstrating the relevance of the
services provided by LRSPs; the second pilot introduced different payment mechanisms; and the
third one introduced the concepts of certification and licensing of LRSPs.

•

Use a mix of direct and facilitative interventions to generate evidence, kickstart inexistent markets
and/or stimulate wider market systems change. In the land rental sector, there were no private

10

A detailed case study that explains how LIFT achieved policy change in the access to finance market can be found
at Achieving policy change in Ethiopia through a market systems approach (beamexchange.org)
11 Yeshtila W. Bekele (2017): The political economy of poverty in Ethiopia: drivers and challenges, Africa Review.
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providers of services in rural areas; in access to finance, LIFT had to work with MFIs to design the
new product and train their staff; in environment and conservation agriculture, LIFT had to engage a
service provider to deliver integrated soil and fertility management practices to LIFT beneficiaries.

Thinking and working politically
LIFT had to be continuously aware of the political implications of all its actions and interventions while at
the same time involve and engage the GoE in the implementation of the different interventions. From very
early on, the programme understood the need to involve government at all its different levels, in particular
the lowest administrative structures, and the importance of providing them with regular evidence on the
successes and challenges encountered, in order to build ownership of the intervention. Ensuring their buyin was essential to navigate vested interests.
It was also essential to build a strong partnership with the Land Administration and Use Directorate under
the Ministry of Agriculture and its regional offices. The degree of trust built between the directorate and
LIFT reflected constant engagement, fluid communication and the ability to cooperate and co-create at
different levels. For example, LIFT worked very closely with land officers at the woreda level, who played a
key role by certifying the validity of land titles, and were able to observe, first-hand, the positive impact of
the loans on the lives of farmers. They became strong supporters of LIFT’s vision, and this permeated into
other government institutions. In addition, this partnership was instrumental in understanding the thinking
at other government departments and levels, and in anticipating and addressing attempts to obstruct
change.

Generating strong, credible evidence
The ability to generate strong and credible evidence in a timely manner was central to LIFT’s approach and
allowed for informed decision-making and adaptation. In addition, LIFT’s ability to generate sound and
reliable evidence of the impact of the different interventions, communicate successes and failures alike,
and request feedback from beneficiaries and partners significantly increased the credibility and reputation
of the programme among stakeholders.
LIFT collected both qualitative data (including quarterly rapid assessments and detailed case studies of
individual farmers) and quantitative data (including weekly loan data from the MFIs and a detailed impact
survey) to gain insight into how the product performed for farmers, areas for improvement, and expected
and unexpected impacts. This was supplemented by the EEU impact surveys mentioned above, which
applied a high-level of rigor and provided convincing evidence on how interventions impacted on
investment, productivity and incomes. All data was collected, analysed and reported to all the key
stakeholders to keep them abreast of progress.

Being flexible and adaptive
Being flexible and adaptive was essential given the uncertainty and unpredictability in the dynamics and
stakeholder behaviour within the land sector. As a result, LIFT started implementation with a rather large
portfolio of interventions to see which interventions obtained most traction. This allowed the programme to
drop interventions that were not progressing at the desired pace and scale, and focus its efforts on those
likely to deliver the highest returns (see Box 2).
The need to be flexible and adaptive was also important because:
•

There were many changes of government officials at all levels, including at the very highest. This
required the team to be nimble and quick to bring the new officials up to speed with the programme
and gain their trust; continuously re-adjust the way we engaged with interlocutors; and engage all
levels of government (including regional, woreda, zone and kebele) to manage vested interests.

•

FCDO’s agenda changed during the seven years of LIFT implementation, which required the
programme to adjust its interventions to reflect donor incentives and risk tolerance. For example, an
intervention developing a barley contract farming scheme with a local brewery had to be terminated
as FCDO changed its supporting policy.
8

•

LIFT operated in a difficult environment, with social unrest, famine, pandemic (i.e. COVID-19) and
conflict happening in regions were LIFT operated.

Importantly, a strong factor in the ability of the programme to adapt and be flexible was FCDO’s Senior
Responsible Officer. As a result of her long, continuous tenure as Senior Responsible Officer for LIFT
(including during the design phase), she developed a strong technical knowledge and institutional memory,
which allowed her to better understand and guide the team when challenges appeared, and when
changes/adjustments were required.
Box 2: Examples of LIFT’s ability to adapt
The story of the EEU component has not been linear. As implementation evolved, so too did LIFT’s
interventions – what worked and what did not; how it worked best and who it worked with. As a result,
some EEU interventions:
•

Evolved in breadth and depth. In the rural land rental sector, a certification and licensing mechanism
for rural land service providers had to be introduced to ensure sustainability in provision of services.

•

Changed approach to become more relevant and sustainable. The insurance intervention under
the access to finance sector initially supported an ATA/Kifiya insurance scheme, but lack of
progress led the EEU component to design and promote a new, sustainable insurance product in
partnership with an international insurance and reinsurance broker.

•

Were terminated given that:
o
o
o

their path toward sustainability diverged from LIFT’s target beneficiaries (e.g. LIFT’s initial focus
on developing compost hubs was terminated as the model was only viable in peri-urban areas).
other donor programmes were better placed to take them forward (e.g. Enterprise Partners took
over a payment digitalisation intervention that LIFT was promoting under access to finance).
a change in the initial conditions made them no longer feasible (e.g. a contract farming
intervention with a local brewery was ended following a change in FCDO policies restricting
funding of businesses linked to alcoholic beverages).

In addition, new interventions were developed as:
o
o

new underlying constraints were identified and had to be tackled with (e.g. addressing liquidity
constraints in MFIs).
new realities took over (e.g. COVID-19 required the development of fast-track interventions to
ensure business continuity of LIFT beneficiaries).

Taking risks
During the 2014 design and inception phase, some stakeholders expressed their reservations about the
possibility of achieving some of the changes that the EEU component was pursuing. This was particularly
the case for the SLLC loan intervention (which involved significant policy and institutional challenges) and
the promotion of organic compost in Ethiopia (which required the development of a nascent market). The
key factors that allowed the programme to pursue its ambitions despite the high risks were:
•

Taking a portfolio approach to spread risk and allow interventions to fail (as was eventually the case
with the promotion of organic compost).

•

Using pilots before implementing full-fledged interventions to minimise financial risk and design
interventions that were politically feasible at the time and technically sound.

•

The support received by the client (i.e. Head of the Land Administration and Use Directorate) and the
donor (i.e. FCDO’s Senior Responsible Officer). This translated, for example, into strong involvement
in fighting vested interests and a willingness to reflect the reality in the programme’s logframe (i.e.
moving from quantity to quality focused indicators).
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4. Rural land rental sector
4.1. Sector overview at the start of the programme
At the start of LIFT, the rural land rental sector was characterised by a very low level of formalisation.
Formalised cash land rental agreements were limited in number and those happening were mostly on a
short-term basis (under a year). Lack of security when renting out land and limited information on land
available to rent in/out meant that most cash and sharecropping rental agreements, when they happened,
remained informal. In addition, most rental agreements were based on sharecropping arrangements, which
tend to be less efficient but play a role in maximising food security for the most vulnerable.
Cash rental or sharecropping, informality made this sector highly inefficient. Informality meant that cash
rentals mostly occurred between family and friends (limiting the ability of renters to get competitive rental
prices), were short-term (reducing the likelihood of environmentally sustainable investment in the land) and
there was a greater potential for conflict (due to lack of clarity on rights and obligations). These risks were
disproportionately felt by vulnerable groups, as they often lacked sufficient funds and labour to cultivate
their land effectively. In addition, there was also a cultural bias against renting out land. Landholders who
rented out their land saw it as a failure not to farm their own land, and staff at the land administration and
use offices were confused on what the proclamations allowed and did not encourage cash land rentals
(although sharecropping was widely accepted).
These constraints limited the ability of the sector to allocate resources efficiently, prevented increased
investment in the land, and reduced farmers’ ability to diversify their sources of income.

4.2. Vision and objectives
Given these challenges, LIFT’s vision for the rural land rental market (see Annex 1) was:
A well-functioning rural land rental system, anchored on the security provided by the SLLC, that lets farmers
(including those from vulnerable groups) actively engage in formal land rental transactions with trust, also
an understanding the procedures and regulations involved in land rental transactions, and knowing their
rights and obligations. As a result, the less productive farmers rent out their land for fair, competitive prices
to farmers that have more ability and capability to invest in the land; far mers with (fallow) land have
increased confidence to rent out their land; and more commercial farmers access scarce land that they are
able to farm more productively.
Therefore, the key transformations sought in this sector were:
•

Develop a sustainable information system for the supply and demand of rural land for rent so that
smallholder farmers, and particularly vulnerable groups, can rent in/out their land for fair and
competitive prices, including outside of their more established family circles.

•

Improve land rental processes and procedures at the kebele and woreda level to provide security and
confidence to landholders and tenants that the rental transaction is legal and secure.

•

Ensure that all rural land departments at the regional, woreda and kebele level are fully aware of the
importance of formalising rural land rental transactions, and that renting in/out rural land is legal and
should be culturally acceptable.

4.3. Interventions
Intervention 1: Introduction of a commercially viable rural land rental service provision
system
This intervention focused on developing a sustainable system to support rural landholders and landless to
access information on land available to rent in/out, connect landlords and tenants, ensure they both are
fully aware of obligations and rights, and support formalisation process of these agreements to provide
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increased security to both parties.
What did LIFT do?
LIFT supported the creation of a formal land rental market as depicted in Figure 2. Activities included:
•

Development of standard land rental contracts for cash and sharecropping rental agreements.
These new contract templates were co-created with the Regional Land Administration and Use
Bureaus (RLAUBs), who then downscaled their use to the woreda and kebele levels.

•

Development and implementation of the LRSP model. LIFT worked with RLAUBs to identify
people from the community who could take an active role in facilitating rental transactions (ensuring
the use of the SLRC), provide information on prices and land availability, and facilitate the negotiation
process (in particular when vulnerable people were involved). The LRSP model was implemented in
phases. During the first phase, selected candidates - of which at least one third were women accessed awareness raising and training activities (including in areas of marketing and
entrepreneurship skills) to ensure a full understanding of the land regulations as well as the
entrepreneurial aspects of their role. As it became clear that their role was highly valued at the
community level, the second phase of the intervention focused on the licensing and certification of
LRSPs. This allowed LRSPs to charge a fee for their services, become certified as providers of land
rental services by the RLAUBs and operate as a sole trader by the Ministry of Trade and Industry.

Figure 2. LIFT’s steps to create a formal land rental market
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•

Integration of the new innovations into RLAS. The EEU and RLAS components of LIFT supported
the integration of innovations such as the SLRC and LRSPs into the RLAS operating model; and the
push for registering electronically all rental transactions (regardless of their duration). This required
strong engagement with the RLAUBs and other relevant GoE land entities.

What results did we achieve?
The key outputs achieved were:
•

New land rental contract templates were developed and endorsed by all four programme regional
land offices, facilitating formalisation of both cash-based and sharecropping rental agreements.

•

Over 1,000 LRSPs were trained in 32 woredas, out of which 525 were operational as of March
2021.12

•

26,729 land rental transactions were formalised and registered either at the kebele or woreda land
offices by LRSPs (Figure 3).

•

86 LRSPs in pilot kebeles and ten in non-pilot kebeles have been licensed and certified, and can
charge for their services.

•

1,393 land office staff were trained under a training of trainers (TOT) methodology to cascade training
on the use of the rental contract and the need for LRSP services in non-LRSP kebeles.

•

5,820 land rental transactions were formalised and registered either at the kebele or woreda land
offices with no support from LRSPs.

Figure 3. Number of LRSP transactions and operational LRSPs

Exit strategy
The LRSP model has been fully accepted by the RLAUBs, who have now adopted the model and are
responsible for the training and certification of future LRSPs. The importance of this model is reflected in

12

Operational means that an LRSP has facilitated a transaction within the past 12 months, however, LIFT stopped
reporting on operational LRSPs in March 2020 as the reporting has now been transferred to the regional land offices.
Therefore, LIFT is monitoring the number of Licensed LRSPs which is the sustainable pathway being enacted.
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the fact that the LRSP concept is included in the draft regional and federal land proclamations that are in
the process of being finalised and enacted. In addition, reporting systems implemented by RLAS and the
National Rural Land Administration and Information System (NRLAIS) are in place to monitor future
progress in the formalisation of contracts.

Intervention 2: Increase awareness of functioning of rural land rental system
This intervention focused on building awareness among relevant stakeholders (i.e. RLAUBs, woreda land
offices, kebeles, small rural landholders, smallholder farmers and vulnerable groups) that renting in/out land
is legal and culturally acceptable, that it is safe to do so when the contracts are formalised, and that
formalisation can bring significant benefits (e.g. improved access to productive land for landless young
people and increased rental income for women and elderly people who may not have the resources to farm
the land effectively).
What did LIFT do?
LIFT’s activities in this intervention initially focused on launching a series of communication campaigns to
raise awareness (and improve knowledge) of stakeholders around rural land rental. They included:
•

Design and implementation of the “Mela Merret” awareness campaign in Amhara and Oromia
between late 2017 and mid-2018. The campaign included specific training activities to LRSPs, Kebele
Land Administration Committees (KLACs) and land administration officials (following a training of
trainers approach) as well as wider awareness activities for the overall population, including road
shows and radio advertisements.

•

Design and implementation of a second communications awareness campaign at the LIFT-wide level.
Further details on this second campaign are presented in LIFT’s Final Project Report

What results did we achieve?
•

139 change agents (including LRSPs, KLACs and land
administration officials) were trained and engaged in
the roll out of the “Mela Merret” communications
campaign.

•

Over 18,000 farmers were reached by the first “Mela
Merret” campaign.

Exit strategy
The successes of the “Mela Merret” communications
campaign showed LIFT the importance a successful
campaign can have in increasing the formalisation of land
transactions. As a result, a second communications
campaign was implemented with a wider focus - not just as
an EEU intervention but a LIFT-wide intervention. This
second campaign aimed to increase the awareness of land
holders on the importance and benefits of formally
registering any changes in their land holding rights in the land
administration system. It focused on seven transaction types
(i.e. inheritance, gift, exchange, rent, credit, divorce and
reallocation) and was implemented in eight LIFT model
woredas.

Intervention 3: Generate evidence to improve regulations and policies for land markets
This intervention aimed to improve the legal and regulatory framework so that smallholder farmers and
vulnerable groups could rent in/out their land confidently, formalise their land rental agreements speedily,
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and experience the benefits of formally registering the rental agreements. It did so by undertaking research
on relevant and actionable land issues and using the evidence to raise awareness among policy makers.
The evidence generated allowed LIFT to understand existing limitations and opportunities for regulatory
change in every region; propose regulatory changes - to make the rural land rental process more
streamlined and formalised; and then lobby to ensure these changes are adopted. Strong emphasis was
placed on assessing the impact of regulations on the rural poor, women and vulnerable groups.
What did LIFT do?
Under this intervention, the EEU component commissioned and undertook actionable research and
advocacy work to improve the legal and regulatory framework in the land market. The research undertaken
was done on both a demand- and programme-led basis with a strong element of co-creation. The detailed
list of outputs is included in Annex 2, captured under Output 4 of the programme’s logframe and presented
in detail in LIFT’s Final Project Report.
A total of 42 actionable research and advocacy outputs were produced in the following areas:
•

Implications of current land policies and regulations on rural small landholders and poverty.

•

Implications of current land and business regulations on partner mark et actors.

•

Economic and social impacts of EEU interventions on beneficiaries.

•

Exploration of potential services for various segments of the financial market .

These outputs, together with the learnings obtained from implementing the programme, allowed the EEU
component to undertake advocacy activities to improve the rural land rental legal framework. These
included:
•

Organising workshops at the national and regional level engaging policy makers and other relevant
stakeholders.

•

Attending and presenting at land conferences at the national and international level to share research
findings and advance policy advocacy.

•

Engaging champions of change and providing them with the information so they could help promote
policy change from within their institutions.

•

Producing and sharing policy briefs, case studies and success stories to share credible and
understandable evidence of the positive impact of changing some policies and/or regulations.

What results did we achieve?
The wealth of evidence produced under intervention 3 (which is also reflected within Output 4 of LIFT) has
been instrumental to achieve the EEU results presented in this report. The EEU has been able to introduce
new tools (e.g. the SLRC), processes (e.g. registration of land rental contract regardless of its duration) and
systems (e.g. certification and licensing of LRSPs) to improve the way that rural small landholders can
access and benefit from Ethiopia’s RLAS. These have been largely reflected at the regulatory and policy
level through amendments to the RLAS manual, changes in RLAUBs regulations and even changes within
the rural land proclamations (e.g. ability to collateralise land use right). This means that Ethiopia’s regulatory
and policy environment has been successfully enhanced and it is now more conducive to the needs of rural
small landholders.
Exit strategy
The institutional and policy changes achieved have clear pathways of sustainability. These changes will
remain in effect in the future and, importantly, have set the basis for further, large-scale change. For
example, there remains strong political will to build on the changes made regarding the use of SLLC as a
form of collateral across different regions as well as the federal level. The practice changes at the
institutional level also are long-term changes such as the adoption of the SLRC, which is now more likely
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to be expanded and updated as needed due to the level of buy-in by the regional government. The value
of LRSPs has also been proven and received acceptance as well as support from RLAUBs.
Overall, LIFT has produced a plethora of knowledge and information that narrate, analyse and assess the
changes brought about by the programme. These documents also offer recommendations on how certain
policy issues or institutional/business practices could be further improved to address the needs of rural
small landholders. To ensure full accessibility to all this information by relevant stakeholders, LIFT has
created a Knowledge Hub – https://liftethiopia.com/knowledge/

4.4. Challenges
Despite the successful implementation of the rural land rental interventions, the team faced significant
challenges along the way. The most relevant ones include:
•

Introducing private sector actors within the land rental sector faced strong resistance. Until
LIFT started, there was a very marginal presence of the private sector in the rural land rental sector
(namely, a few rural land brokers that were very negatively perceived). As a result, when LIFT
introduced the use of private sector actors to improve efficiency in the sector (e.g. using LRSPs to
facilitate formalisation of transactions or using of vocational training institutions to certify LRSPs),
these were met with strong resistance by land administration officers.

•

The political sensitivity around the land sector meant that LIFT had to think and work
politically and introduce change in small steps to avoid vested interests. This required LIFT to
invest significant time and efforts to engage with GoE officials through meetings and workshops; use
small pilots to generate credible evidence to support change; and communicate results widely.

•

The many layers in Ethiopia’s land administration system (and differences between regions)
meant that LIFT had to navigate through many, different incentives to make change happen.
The land sector has several administrative levels - federal, regional, zonal, woreda and kebele, which
are also different depending on the regions. Although decisions are made at the regional level, it was
essential to keep everyone informed and make everyone participate in decisions at the lower
administrative levels to avoid vested interests and ensure LIFT interventions could be implemented
effectively.

•

Coordinating public and private stakeholders required a lot of facilitation efforts and thinking
and working politically. LIFT had to facilitate and foster coordination between different public and
private sector entities that had not worked together before and that did not necessarily trust each
other to allow its interventions to succeed. This was the case, for example, when MFIs had to work
with Woreda Land Administration and Use Offices (WLAUOs) to obtain the “blocking letters” required
to issue the SLLC loan product. LIFT had to invest many efforts to ensure collaboration between
them.

•

Continuous reshuffling in land administration staff and high rates of turnover. Low capacity and
high staff turnover in woreda and kebele land offices continued to hamper LIFT’s efforts to train and
implement new processes and systems that would help improve the efficiency in the rural land rental
sector. These challenges were further exacerbated as some woredas split and there was a
restructuring of the land administration system in SNNPR.

•

The COVID-19 pandemic and political unrest (including recent conflict in Tigray) slowed down
the rate of change in this market. WLAUOs and kebele offices had to close or limit their service
days due to these events, limiting the ability of landholders to register trans actions. In addition, the
impact of these shocks on the economy and the livelihoods of rural small landholders has impacted
the growth in the number of rental agreements signed.
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4.5. Overall achievements and systemic change
Outcome and impact
The interventions in the rural land rental market have significantly contributed to the formalisation of rural
land rental transactions in Ethiopia. Since the start of the implementation phase, 26,637 land rental
transactions have been registered (Figure 4). Of these, 20,817 have been registered by LRSPs and 5,820
have been registered directly by WLAOUs (with no LRSP support) but using the standard land rental
contract format. These formalised transactions have benefited over 46,000 farmers.
Besides the increase in the number of formal transactions, the two EEU impact surveys provide convincing
evidence on how LIFT’s interventions in this sector have the changed behaviour of stakeholders and have
incentivised rural small landholders to invest more in their land:
•

The introduction of the standard land rental contract (SLRC) has increased tenure security
and significantly reduced disputes. Formal rental contracts increase the perceived tenure security
since the agreements between the parties can now be enforced by law. It also helps to resolve
existing disputes and prevent new disputes from arising. About 80% of beneficiaries confirmed that
the reduction in land rental disputes is a key benefit of the SLRC and makes them more likely to
engage in rental.

•

The higher tenure security of the SLRC has led to longer rental terms, which in turn has
incentivised tenants to invest more and in more sustainable ways. With more secure rental
agreements, landholders are now more willing to rent land for longer periods at a time and more
often. As a result, tenants invest in a more sustainable manner. Tenants are also willing to take more
risks by diversifying towards commercial crops and by growing a larger variety of crops on the rented
land.
Figure 4. Number of registered rental transactions

•

LRSPs play a key role in promoting the formalisation of land rental transactions and demand
for their services is high, suggesting a sustainable business model with high social and
economic benefits. LRSPs are valued by farmers, especially vulnerable groups, who are willing to
pay for these services. RLAUBs have also realised that their role as trusted facilitators is instrumental
to ensure high levels of formalisation of rental transactions, while reducing disputes in the
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communities and ensuring a fair transfer of land. LRSPs have therefore the potential to become small
businesses that can provide their services in a financially sustainable manner in the long run.
•

LRSP facilitation has ensured that benefits from increased productivity are shared with rural
small landholders through higher rental prices. LRSPs help ensure that a fair rental agreement
that mirrors market prices is reached. This process has been supported by the fact that more rental
agreements have been closed with people outside their kebele community (12% increase). This
increase in bargaining power has led to an increase in the rental price that landlords can charge,
therefore increasing rental incomes for landholders by 30% on average.

•

The rural land rental market has expanded, allowing for a more efficient allocation of land. The
increased tenure security, facilitation efforts, raised awareness and change in regulations has
crowded-in landholders that were previously “rental sceptics” and were not willing to take the risk of
engaging in informal agreements. Approximately, 30% of rental clients are now renting for the first
time and landholders who rented before are now also willing to rent more land.

•

The increased dynamism of the land rental market has led to increased productivity and
incomes. Yields on rented land have on average increased by 74% over a two-to-three-year period
compared to the time before the SLRC was used. The rise in productivity has caused an almost
doubling of income per hectare on the rented land. The formal transfer of land from landholders to
tenants has increased the productivity of the land by an average of 41% since tenants are
significantly more productive due their higher capital and labour resources.

Gender and social inclusion
In supporting formalisation of land rental transactions, LIFT has mainstreamed gender and social inclusion
considerations to ensure that the needs of women and the vulnerable were addressed. Interventions in this
sector have ensured that:
•

SLRC and LRSPs boost female participation in household rental related financial decisions.
For households with married couples, both spouses are now required to sign the SLRC which results
in both spouses being well informed about the agreement. Additionally, about 91% of women in maleheaded households who rent out the land have felt they had a greater say over income deriving from
land rental with the SLRC. LRSPs have also played a role to boost female participation by reaching
out to female-headed households, proactively supporting vulnerable groups and ensuring that both
spouses agree before they enter into an agreement.

•

The impact has been disproportionately beneficial for vulnerable groups and women, who
largely make-up the landholder group. The impact surveys found that most landlords are
vulnerable households, often female-headed households (35%), who rent-out or sharecrop-out land
because they do not have the resources to farm the land themselves, due to small household size
and/or age. These households largely depend on the additional income from renting -out to survive
and are more likely to be exploited in informal agreements, either through low rental prices, violations
of rental periods or tenants encroaching on land.

Systemic change13
As a result of LIFT’s interventions, land rental transactions are now being formalised in Ethiopia. The
introduction of a clear registration processes (reflected through the revised RLAS manuals at the regional
level) and the role of licensed land rental service providers at the community level has incentivised more
rural small landholders (and in particular vulnerable groups) to rent out their land (incl uding fallow land),

13

LIFT has measured systemic change using the AAER framework developed by Nippard, D. R. Hitchins and D. Elliot
(2014): Adopt-Adapt-Expand-Respond: a framework for managing and measuring systemic change processes. The
Springfield Centre for Business in Development. Further information on LIFT’s approach to measurement can be f ound
in LIFT’s Final Project Report.
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allowing for a more productive and efficient allocation of the land, with increased incomes for both tenants
and landlords.
The LRSP model has proven to be key to land formalisation and ensuring a secure and fair transfer of rural
land. Land administration officers have bought into the LRSP model and are promoting its roll-out even in
non-LIFT woredas. They are also suggesting adaptations to the model and are looking to expand the role
of LRSPs so it can also help formalise other land transactions such as inheritance, land exchange and
divorce. This will lead to an even bigger impact on formal land registration, leading to a more sustainable
RLAS in the long run. Equally transformational has been the change in attitude from land administration
officers with respect to formalisation of land rental contract: land administration officials now realise the
importance of formalising rental agreements and are actively promoting and registering rental agreements,
even with no LRSP support. They are also capturing land rental data to inform policy.
In summary, LIFT interventions have modified the way the rural land rental market operated and incentives
have changed. Land stakeholders (both public and private) are now focusing on increasing the formalisation
rates of land rental contracts, which is generating a more dynamic market. This is positively affecting the
ability of rural small landholders - and the vulnerable in particular - to obtain higher incomes from their land.
A summary of the changes that have occurred in this sector is presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Systemic change in the rural land rental sector
ADOPT

ADAPT

• LIFT develops a SLRC for cash rental and

• The SLRC is included as part of the RLAS

sharecropping agreements that is adopted by the
RLAUBs.
• LIFT supports training of LRSPs in pilot woredas
to provide formalisation services. There are active
LRSPs in every region providing facilitation services.
• LIFT trains land administration officials in the
use of the SLRC and the role of LRSPs. Staff
becomes more aware of the importance of formalising
rental transactions.

manual. The SLRC is translated into the different
regional languages and new processes are created in
the RLAS manual to ensure use in LIFT woredas.
• RLAUBs invest their own resources to cascade
the SLRC to LIFT woredas. Training is cascaded
down to 90% of all the kebeles in the target woredas.
• The LRSP model is modified to allow for payment,
licensing, and certification of LRSPs to ensure financial
sustainability. RLAUBs coordinate with the trade and
tax offices to license LRSPs to operate.

EXPAND

RESPOND

• The SLRC (and related training) is rolled out by

• Land administration processes and regulations

the RLAUBs to non-LIFT woredas and kebeles. 44
non-target woredas have registered a total of
1,259 formal rental transactions using the SLRC.
• LRSP services are rolled out in non-LIFT
woredas. Woreda land offices in Oromia and SNNPR
are expanding the licensing and payment pilot to other
kebeles in their woredas without LIFT support.
• Amhara land administration and use bureau
introduces a new woreda level position to promote
the registration of credit and land rental transactions.

are changed to embed rental formalisation. All
regions actively promote formalisation of land rental
agreements and capture land registration data.
• Some RLAUBs (i.e. Tigray) change their
processes and require registration of all land
rental transactions in IWORLAIS, regardless
of duration.
• LRSPs are embedded in the GoE’s land
administration structure. The draft SNNPR land
proclamation recognises LRSPs as an important
support for land rental in the community.

4.6. Lessons learned and the way forward
Lessons learned
•

Change in land rental market is progressive, nuanced and has to ensure many different
interests are aligned – need to think and work politically to achieve change. Paid rental services
are a very politically sensitive issue in Ethiopia and the different interests and sensitivities had to be
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managed carefully. A nuanced approach was needed, where changes were introduced slowly to
ensure the buy-in from land administration stakeholders.
•

LRSPs provide services with high demand and with significant added value. LRSPs offer
services that are additional to those offered by kebele level staff (e.g. provide market price
information; facilitate negotiations) and are therefore highly valued in the communities, particularly by
vulnerable groups. This added value means that recipients of these services are willing to pay for
their services. It also means that RLAUBs see LRSPs as a valuable institution in rural areas to help
support the formalisation of land transactions.

•

LRSPs could provide a wider range of land related services and become sustainable as fulltime businesses. Since the nature of rental transactions in most areas is seasonal, LRSPs are not
able to make a living out of provision of such services. Many LRSPs are therefore farmers who
conduct the service as a part-time business. There is, however, strong potential for LRSPs to support
formalisation of other land transactions (e.g. inheritance) and even support provision of services
needed in rural areas (e.g. probate services).

•

Getting buy-in and co-creating with regional land offices was essential for success of LIFT
interventions. LIFT has continued to stress to the regional land offices how including land rental
formalisation as part of the office’s primary agenda is imperative to the efficacy of the intervention. All
regional land offices understand its importance and have taken practical steps to make it happen. For
example, the Tigray RLAUB has incorporated land rental formalisation as a key activity with set
targets and supportive resources.

•

Strong and credible evidence of positive impact of interventions on rural small landholders,
smallholder farmers and vulnerable groups was a strong driver for change. Providing evidence
and workshopping progress of pilots with stakeholders regularly along the way helped to maintain
interest and to eventually shift mindsets. The focus on credible evidence to test the pilots were crucial
to convince land administration stakeholders of the positive impact of interventions on small
landholders’ lives. Overall, this created a stronger demand for an improved, formal, land rental
system by the government, eventually leading to the government adopting and expanding the pilot.

•

The SLRC sets incentives to also register other land transactions in RLAS, contributing to a
more sustainable land administration system overall: To be able to use the SLRC, the landholder
needs to provide an up-to-date SLLC which includes the correct name of the landholder. To be able
to benefit from rental formalisation, landholders need to ensure that subsequent land transactions,
including gifting, inheritance, exchange, or consolidation, are registered in RLAS. Therefore, as the
demand for land rental formalisation increases and becomes more common, the demand for up-todate SLLC increases with it. This in turn increases the perceived value of SLLC and contributes to a
more sustainable RLAS, which is a unique feature of combining market interventions with land
certification programmes.

What remains to be done?
Despite the work undertaken and the successes, there are still several areas that require attention:
•

The LRSP model needs to be scaled up into LIFT and non-LIFT woredas. Despite the progress
achieved, there are still aspects of the LRSP model (i.e. licensing and certification) that have only just
completed their testing phase. The pilot has been successful and RLAUBs are fully onboard to
expand the use of the LRSP model across all LIFT woredas. Closely monitoring the scaling up
process and providing support when needed would be important to ensure full institutionalisation of
the LRSP model. RLAUBs should also continue to work with LRSPs to try to expand the range of
services they offer, as they could provide valuable support to support formalisation of other land
transactions.

•

Sharecropping continues to represent a large part of rental transactions, but its policy and
regulatory framework still has to be fully developed. Even though cash rental is more efficient
and its rate of formalisation has grown faster than sharecropping, the latter is still a very relevant
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rental agreement, particularly for vulnerable householders (with strong links to food security). Despite
its importance, the rural land proclamations and RLAS manuals only marginally cover the aspects of
sharecropping.
•

Despite the progress achieved by LIFT, it is important for the regional and federal levels of
government to continue to promote a more favourable regulatory and policy environment for
the land sector. This includes, for example, the need to promote land consolidation to increase the
average size of landholding; the importance of electronically registering all land rental transactions
(i.e. in NRLAIS) regardless of their duration; and institutionalising the role of LRSPs in all regions.

5. Access to finance sector
5.1. Sector overview at the start of the programme
Although formal financial institutions had significantly increased their lending portfolios in the years before
the start of LIFT, most of their lending was for non-agricultural purposes. Where agricultural lending
occurred, borrowers were usually commercial farmers with large landholdings who were able to provide
collateral in the form of buildings. By contrast, access to credit for smallholder farmers was much more
limited. MFIs and Savings and Credit Cooperatives (SACCOs) (and their unions) were the main sources of
finance, predominantly through group-based lending arrangements. Loans, however, did not always meet
their needs in terms of size and repayment schedule, and did not consider their overall cash flows.
One of the key constraints MFIs faced in providing more access to credit was the fact that smallholder
farmers were unable to provide sufficient collateral. Land, which was the main asset held by smallholder
farmers, could not be used as collateral as farmers only had the “right of use” and the proclamations did
not allow for using it as guarantee. This meant that the risk of awarding loans to farmers on an individual
basis was too high and therefore farmers could only access credit through group loans. The latter
On the supply side, financial institutions were unwilling to explore other agricultural-based financial products
that could help smallholder farmers manage crop production risks (e.g. insurance) because of insufficient
information regarding the client base and a perception that the risks involved were too high. Overall, there
was lack of innovation and investment within financial institutions in rural areas, both regarding new product
development and alternative delivery mechanisms that could better cater to the financial needs and
behaviour of smallholder farmers. Liquidity constraints also hampered the ability of financial institutions (in
particular MFIs) to grow their loan portfolio.

5.2. Vision and objectives
Despite the challenges faced in this market, LIFT’s vision (see Annex 1) was:
SLLC farmers have improved access to financial services in rural areas as financial institutions (primarily
MFIs) offer a selection of SLLC-linked financial products in their rural branches (credit, insurance, savings).
This allows them to invest productively in their land and diversify their sources of income, reducing
vulnerability and increasing resilience.
To achieve this vision, the main transformational objectives were:
•

Leverage the SLLC as a form of collateral to allow farmers access individual-based loans.

•

Use the SLLC data to develop new products that allow farmers to reduce the risk of accessing
finance.

•

Explore new ways to generate financial resources that guarantee the sustainability of the newly
developed SLLC-linked financial products and services.
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5.3. Interventions
Intervention 4: Promote development of new agricultural individual loan products linked
to SLLC
This intervention worked with microfinance institutions to develop a new agricultural loan product (linked to
the SLLC) to allow farmers to access larger loans on an individual basis (i.e. without relying on an intragroup guarantee). It promoted a new approach that leveraged farmers’ land use right as collateral for loans.
What did we do?
LIFT worked with partner MFIs to develop a SLLC loan product that was commercially viable and tailored
to the needs of small rural landholders (Figure 5). The main activities included:
•

Support microfinance institutions to co-design, pilot and roll out a financially viable loan
product linked to the SLLC. Leveraging the SLLC, LIFT partnered with progressive MFIs and
designed a new loan product using the land use right or produce of the land as collateral, rather than
the actual land itself. In the event of default, it allowed lenders to secure temporary use rights of the
land (only until the outstanding value was recovered and for a maximum of three years). The
approach got buy-in from the Land Administration and Use Directorate and the RLAUBs and LIFT
initially implemented a one-year pilot intervention in partnership with microfinance institutions. LIFT
provided technical assistance to MFIs to adopt and adapt the new product and facilitated the
institutional framework for the pilot implementation (linking MFIs to the WLAUOs) but did not provide
any loanable capital. The loan product was disbursed on an individual basis, according to the needs,
business plan and creditworthiness of the individual borrowers, which offered greater flexibility than

Figure 5. The SLLC loan product
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loans issued via group schemes. The pilots were successful and demonstrated the feasibility,
profitability and strong demand of this product, which allowed for the subsequent scaling up.
•

Strengthen the capacity of MFIs so they can expand the outreach of this product. Capacity
constraints within the MFIs, both in systems and staff, posed a challenge to the potential scale-up of
the SLLC loan product. On a demand basis, LIFT supported MFIs to build their capacity in areas such
as internal cost benefit analysis, business plan appraisal, savings mobilisation, and default
management.

•

Create a conducive policy framework for the SLLC loan product, including the ability to use the
SLLC as collateral for accessing finance. When LIFT started, Ethiopia’s land regulatory framework
made no reference to the ability of small rural landholders to present their land use rights as
collateral. In parallel to the pilot being implemented, LIFT started its efforts for policy change. This
required, amongst others, constant engagement with relevant stakeholders and policymakers in the
form of meetings and workshops; production of policy and research notes; engaging champions of
change to influence opinion; and strong, transparent monitoring and evaluation.

What results did we achieve?
The key results obtained were:
•

Established partnerships with eight MFIs14 who promoted the SLLC loan product across three regions
(Amhara, Oromia and SNNPR), 64 woredas and 147 branches.

•

There are now 22,719 loans disbursed with a total value of ETB 720.7 million (GBP 13.1 million15).
Additionally, the MFIs have been able to mobilise over ETB 58.1 million (GBP 1.05 million) in savings.
All these loans were disbursed using the MFIs own funds (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Number of SLLC loans disbursed and total value (in ETB)

14
15

The eight MFIs include: ACSI (now Tsedey Bank), OCSSCO, OMFI, Aggar, Wasasa, Metemamen, Peace and Harbu.
The exchange rate applied to all calculations in this report is 55 ETB per GBP.
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•

Portfolio at risk was 2.0% in December 2019 but it increased to 3.66% in March 2021 due to political
unrest and the COVID-19 pandemic.

•

The revised Amhara Rural Land Administration and Use Determination Proclamation (No.
252/2017) and the National Bank of Ethiopia ratified proclamation No 1147/2019 on Movable Property
Security Right Proclamation in August 2019 accept the ability to collateralise the land use right.

•

On two instances, woreda courts in Amhara and SNNPR have ruled in favour of the MFI to execute
the contract due to a default from the landholder.

•

Draft land proclamations at the federal level and other regional states (i.e. SNNPR and Oromia)
include ability to collateralise the land use right. Final approval is still pending.

Exit strategy
The SLLC loan product has proved to be financially viable and following the strong demand, most MFI
partners have now converted the loan product into their primary operations department , backed by a
supportive budget and resources. This new product now receives similar oversight as their other core
products, affirming its value and future viability.
LIFT has worked closely with the Association of Ethiopian Microfinance Institutions (AEMFI) to transfer its
knowledge on the SLLC loan product and ensure that AEMFI can support MFIs who want to include this
product as part of their service offering. It is also essential that AEMFI takes on an advocacy role and
continues to advocate for the approval of the rural land proclamations that include the ability of rural small
landholders to collateralise their land use right.

Intervention 5: Promote development of an insurance product linked to SLLC loan product
This intervention supported the development of an agriculture micro-insurance product as an effective and
efficient risk transfer mechanism for smallholder farmers. The new product helped smallholder farmers
reduce the risk of investing in their land and
enhance their resilience against shocks. Linking
Box 3: Area Yield Index Insurance product
credit and insurance can also transfer part of the
It is a multi-peril area yield index insurance that covers
risk of lending from the farmer to the insurance,
non-preventable risks that happen in a defined
reducing the risk of default/falling into poverty
geographical area, namely:
when smallholder farmers access credit. The new
• Flood, inundation, and landslide
product can also enhance credit provision to
• Drought, dry spells
farmers by easing the credit requirements with
• Natural fire and lightning
respect to interest rate, collateral, and deposits
• Storm, cyclone, windstorm etc.
(i.e. cash collateral). Thus, bundling can have an
• Uncontrollable pests and diseases
impact on both the implied demand for credit and
the supply of it.
What does it cover? The premium covers the value
of yield loss or shortfall against an average area yield
What did we do?
calculated for a defined geographical area.
The main activities included:
Note: The area yield index establishes an “insured yield”
expressed as a percentage of the historical average yield for
each crop in the defined geographical region which forms
the Insured Unit (IU).

•

Create the implementation architecture
engaging the different actors in the crop
insurance service delivery supply chain. This
required identifying and engaging the prime
delivery channel (i.e. the MFIs), the insurer, the re-insurers (from outside of Ethiopia) and the National
Bank of Ethiopia as regulatory and supervisory body.

•

Design, implement and monitor implementation of three rounds of a prototype insurance product
(Area Yield Index Insurance - AYII) in Amhara, Oromia and SNNPR (see Box 3). This included:
o

2018-19 meher season: LIFT tested the viability of microinsurance with Amhara Credit and Savings
Institution (ACSI). This first pilot (or pre-feasibility phase) was very small in terms of number of
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o

o

woredas and farmers, as it aimed to mainly confirm the viability of the institutional structure, refine
implementation processes, and enhance product design.
2019-20 meher season: the second pilot (or feasibility phase) aimed to expand to more partners,
woredas and crops. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, however, the pilot faced several
implementation challenges and very few insurance policies were sold. These were insufficient to
adequately test the commercial viability of the product.
2020-21 meher season: the third round (a re-run of the earlier pilot) includes five MFI partners, 55
woredas and four crops. The objective is to achieve scale to demonstrate the sustainability of the
agricultural micro insurance programme.

What results did we achieve?
The key output results included:
•

Institutional structure for the new product in place. Five microfinance institutions onboarded as
distribution channels, two insurance companies engaged to underwrite the scheme, two re-insurers
engaged to reduce risk exposure, and regulatory approval and buy-in obtained from the National
Bank of Ethiopia.

•

Training programmes with MFIs, insurers, and re-insurers implemented to enhance their
understanding and technical knowledge on the crop insurance product.

•

168 micro insurance AYII policies sold cumulatively to SLLC farmers in Amhara, Oromia and SNNPR.
This figure does not include the policies sold during the 2020-21 meher season (ongoing).

Exit strategy
MFIs have shown significant interest in participating in second and third pilot rounds despite the challenges
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic and the conflict in Tigray. The latest pilot, which started in February
2021, will end in November 2021 after the end of LIFT. The willingness of all stakeholders to see the pilot
through (even though LIFT ends in end July 2021) shows strong commitment and desire to assess the
commercial viability and potential scalability of the new product. For example, Wasasa MFI has now set up
a new insurance department that is currently focused on supporting the roll out of the AYII.
KM Dastur, LIFT’s partner in this intervention, is also an actor in the insurance market, with very close
connections to insurers and re-insurers. It will see the pilot through to the end, ensuring that lessons learned
are identified by MFIs and setting the basis for MFIs to upscale the implementation of the AYII if it is
financially and commercially feasible. Either way, the work done by LIFT has helped shape the market for
micro-insurance and has given the knowledge to the private sector so it can develop it further in the future
at a significantly reduced risk.

Intervention 6: Promote partnerships in finance to overcome risk and sector limitations
This intervention focused on supporting the development of partnerships between stakeholders in the
financial sector to overcome financial risks and market limitations that limit the ability of rural small
landholders to access financial products. LIFT therefore facilitated the creation of partnerships between
different stakeholders that could help address some of the constraints identified in the market. It is important
to bear in mind that LIFT’s engagement was light touch and purely facilitative as its mandate was
constrained to working on financial aspects linked to the SLLC.
What did we do?
This intervention is rather an “umbrella intervention” capturing all those efforts (i.e. feasibility activities) done
by LIFT to solve constraints in the wider financial market. The activities undertaken fall under three
categories: i) activities that were handed over to other programmes; ii) activities that were terminated; and
iii) activities that led to successful partnerships.
Activities handed over to other programmes
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Constraint

Activity

Detailed explanation

High transaction
costs

Facilitate the creation of an
electronic payment platform to
allow smallholder farmers to pay
for inputs in an easy and secure
way.

Activity handed over to Enterprise Partners in 2016 (a
donor funded programme, including FCDO) and
incorporated into their digitalisation strategy for
Ethiopia.

Lack of liquidity

Support financial institutions to
improve their ability to mobilise
savings and therefore increase
their loanable capital.

Activity handed over to Enterprise Partners in 2017 (a
donor funded programme, including FCDO) and
incorporated into their bottom of the pyramid (BoP)
interventions. Following the end of Enterprise
Partners’ BoP activities, in 2018 LIFT supported MFIs
with some trainings on saving mobilisation skills on a
demand basis.

Activities that were terminated
Constraint

Activity

Detailed explanation

Limited access to
finance

Increase access to agricultural
mechanical inputs by smallholder
farmers through agri-leasing.

Initial partnership explorations were dropped after the
World Bank launched a US$200 million initiative on
agri-leasing in Ethiopia.

Lack of liquidity

Set up a loan fund for microfinance
institutions so they can access
funds to promote the SLLC loan
product.

The efforts to set up a loan fund were terminated after
conversations with entities like Vision Fund. It was
agreed that it was unrealistic to successfully achieve
the targets given the time left for LIFT implementation.

Activities that led to successful partnerships
Key partnerships that directly supported the achievement of LIFT’s targets included:
•

LIFT’s partnership with ATA/Kifiya in 2017 and 2018, which allowed integration of the SLLC
geospatial data with weather-based insurance scheme for the nationwide piloting of a microinsurance scheme. The product, however, failed to reach the desired targets (only 3,249 insurance
policies were sold) and LIFT ended the partnership in late 2018. The lessons learned informed the
current intervention #5.

•

LIFT’s partnership with ICCO Terrafina, which allowed the programme to further expand the adoption
of the SLLC loan product. Two of ICCO Terrafina’s supported MFIs (Harbu and Metemamen) have
currently disbursed 454 SLLC loans.

•

LIFT’s partnership with the Rural Financial Intermediation Programme (RUFIP III), which has
ensured that the SLLC loan product is among the products that can be financed by MFIs when
accessing funds from RUFIP III’s credit line established through commercial banks.

•

LIFT’s partnership with the Association of Ethiopian Microfinance Institutions, which has led to
the strengthening of this institution. This is key for the sector and for the sustainability of LIFT’s
interventions. LIFT has helped develop a cadre of local technical service providers that can now
deliver technical assistance to MFIs in aspects such as the SLLC loan product, saving mobilisation,
default management and product-specific cost benefit analysis.

5.4. Challenges
The main challenges faced by LIFT when intervening in the sector included:
•

Slow progress in the ratification of the federal and regional proclamations in Oromia, Tigray
and SNNPR has limited the scaling up of the SLLC loan product. Despite the efforts made by
relevant stakeholders and overwhelming support for this amendment to be introduced, the draft land
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proclamations have not yet been enacted due to a combination of sudden changes in political
leadership, elections, COVID-19 and conflict in Tigray. This has slowed down the scaling up of the
product in Oromia and SNNPR and has impeded MFIs in Tigray to issue a single loan product.
•

The limited liquidity of MFIs has constrained the expansion of the SLLC loan despite the very
high demand. Due to a mix of regulatory, market and capacity constraints, 16 MFIs have limited
availability of loanable funds and therefore all loan products (including group loans) compete for a
limit pool of resources. As a result, despite very high demand from farmers, MFIs - especially private
ones - have had to limit the number of loans issued.

•

Adapting Interim Woreda Rural Land Administration Information Systems (iWORLAS)/NRLAIS
to be able to place an encumbrance on the parcel used as collateral for a loan has taken time.
LIFT has faced significant technical and capacity challenges until it has been able to ensure that
iWORLAS/NRLAIS included the possibility of placing an encumbrance on a parcel used to access the
SLLC loan product. This included close coordination with other programmes such as REILA, which
was working on developing the required software. These challenges were eventually overcome, and
this feature is now fully operational in NRLAIS and captured in its manual and training modules.

•

Internal capacity constraints of MFIs (particularly around digital finance) limit the speed of
adoption and implementation of new innovative financial products. Most MFIs in Ethiopia have
poor digital systems, low staff skills and experience high staff turnover, which limits their capacity to
innovate and adopt new products. Poor digital systems, for example, affect their ability to analyse the
impact of new products and monitor their implementation at the branch level.

•

Political unrest and COVID-19 have affected the scaling up of the SLLC loan product and
piloting of the micro-insurance pilot. MFI branches in rural woredas have been disproportionately
affected by ongoing political unrest in the past few years, particularly in Oromia, SNNPR and, more
recently, Tigray. This has affected repayment collection (although the portfolio-at-risk has remained
within the limits set by the National Bank of Ethiopia) as well as growth of the SLLC loan portfolio.
COVID-19 has also negatively affected the feasibility phase of the micro insurance product, as we
were not able to achieve the desired scale during the 2019-20 meher season and the pilot had to be
re-run in the 2020-21 season.

5.5. Overall achievements and systemic change
Outcome and impact
The two EEU impact surveys (undertaken in early 2019 and 2020) provide convincing evidence on how
LIFT’s interventions in the sector have led to a significant increase in the level of investment from farmers
in their land, leading to higher productivity and increased incomes. Farmers report high levels of satisfaction
from the SLLC loan-product as it has given them access to a higher loan value and has allowed them more
appropriate repayment terms as well as flexibility to decide on their investments. Overall, 86% of borrowers
invested in their agricultural production. Investment increased, on average, by 26% which resulted in an
average yield increase of 33.6%. These numbers represent an almost 100% additional income increase 17
over two or three loan cycles.
The key outcome results include:
•

The SLLC loan increased financial inclusion of rural farmers. 86% of borrowers had not
accessed credit prior to the SLLC loan, neither formal nor informal. In addition, those who accessed
credit were only able to access group loans, which were significantly smaller size (on average, loan
sizes were three times lower) and had limited flexibility in terms of repayment.

See “Challenges in the Access to Credit sub-component and options moving forward. Note for discussion”. LIFT,
September 2016.
17 The income increase is specific to the main crop the loan was invested in.
16
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•

Rural small landholders invested in productive activities which were additional to households’
investments across cropping, livestock, and non-farm activities. In other words, farmers would
not have been able to finance the same investments without the SLLC loan. In fact, 95% of SLLC
loan borrowers using the loan on productive activities would not have been able to finance the
investment in full just using their own resources. In addition, repeat loans were larger and boosted
investments in productive activities even further, indicating a learning effect of borrowers. This is a
good indication for the sustainability of the loan product.

•

The demand for the SLLC-linked loan is high, with high satisfaction and a sense of
empowerment especially felt by women. 85% of borrowers who have repaid their first loan and
applied for a second loan, which shows high demand and is a good indication for the sustainability of
the loan product. Furthermore, 88% of female borrowers stated that they are more actively
participating in household finance decisions as a result of the SLLC loan, which makes them more
empowered members of the household.

•

Additional investments significantly boost productivity allowing farmers to repay the loan in
full and make a sizeable profit. Borrowers invest in more and higher quality cropping inputs,
diversification to high-value crops, and building commercial assets. This allows borrowers to make a
sizeable profit after repaying the loan in full including interest. Timely repayment also allows
borrowers to build-up a positive credit rating and take-out larger second or third loans. As loan sizes
increase, investments get more and more transformational, allowing borrowers to move-up the
productivity chain.

Gender and social inclusion
A key concern during the design and roll out of the SLLC loan product was around the access of vulnerable
groups (in particular women) to the new SLLC loan product. Despite these concerns, the SLLC loan product
has facilitated increased participation of women in the financial decision making of their household with
around 90% of the SLLC loans in a household signed for jointly by both husband and wife. As part of the
loan agreement, spouses are also required to be signatories. This resulted in 88% of women reporting they
had become more active participants in household financial decisions.
Some of the MFIs such as ACSI even prefer to make women the primary signatories as they have a positive
reputation of high repayment rates. In total 34% of all the loans disbursed are provided to female primary
signatories. Some of these are female headed households who are now able to gain access to finance
when they had been excluded from group loans schemes in the past. Additionally, female spouses tend to
influence household investment to be more off-farm which are likely to be more productive than on-farm
investments. Other MFIs are also introducing different strategies to increase women inclusion. For example,
OMO MFI provides a discounted interest rate for loans and a higher savings rate for women savers.

Systemic change
Without doubt, LIFT has achieved large, sustainable systemic change in this sector. The SLLC loan product
allows rural small landholders to collateralise their right of use of their land for the first time in Ethiopia. This
innovation has given many of them access, also for the first time, to a credit product. In addition, the value
of the loan they can access is significantly higher than that obtained through group loans, allowing them to
make more transformative investments to increase productivity and incomes. This new and innovative loan
product has the potential to transform large amounts of dead capital18 into productive and transformative
use, unlocking the potential for Ethiopia’s agricultural transformation.
The level of buy-in from by MFIs and the RLAUBs is high. MFIs have invested their own resources to roll
out the product and RLAUBs have adapted regulations to allow for the expansion of the loan product. In
the short-term, growth will be strongest in Amhara as the land proclamation already allows for the

18

The term dead capital was coined by Peruvian Economist Hernando de Soto Polar. It is an economic term related to
property which is informally held that it is not legally recognised and cannot be exchanged for financial capital.
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collateralisation of the land use right. In the other regions, similar growth and transformation will be achieved
when the draft proclamations are ratified. In fact, the impact of the new loan product has permeated to
policymakers at federal level. The ability to use the land use right as collateral is included in the draft federal
rural land proclamation and National Bank of Ethiopia has fully accepted its use.
These developments have pushed the agenda forward within the financial sector and brought the issue to
national attention. During some recent TV debates 19 ahead of the May 2021 elections, Mr. Eyob Tekalign,
State Minister of Fiscal Policy and Public Finance at the Ministry of Finance stated that:
“[…] One of the major hurdles we overcame in the past three years is access to agricultural
financing. The fact that farmers can now get loan by putting their land use certificate and produce
of farmland as collateral encourages our rural ana agricultural economic capacity. We will
continue promoting it if we are elected. […] We have brought significant change with regards to
finance in the past three years. The country’s policy has been against agriculture for a long time.
In the past there was no way our finance institutions could finance agriculture for lack of collateral.
The new proclamation allows movable properties to serve as collateral thus helping banks to
provide loan to farmers and bring about revolution.”
A summary of systemic changes in the sector is presented in Table 2.
Table 2. Systemic change in the access to finance sector
ADOPT

• MFIs test the SLLC loan product. LIFT

• MFIs adapt the loan to the needs of their

establishes partnerships with MFIs to test the SLLC
loan product and issue the first loans.
• RLAUBs support the roll-out of the loan.
RLAUBs support the SLLC loan pilot by developing
a standard ‘blocking letter’ to ensure that the SLLC
is only pledged once. LIFT trains woreda officials to
ensure that the transaction is registered in RLAS.

customers. Following the initial pilot, MFI partners
adapt key features of the SLLC loan product to meet
demand (changes in loan size, duration).
• MFIs invest their own resources to roll-out the
loan in LIFT woredas. MFIs train branches with no
LIFT support and set targets to increase the proportion
of the product’s share in the branch portfolio.
• RLAS processes are adapted to allow for the
roll out of the new product. iWORLAIS is modified to
allow woreda land administration officials to apply a
lien to the land pledged as collateral and training is
rolled out to all woredas.

EXPAND

19

ADAPT

RESPOND

• MFIs expand the loan to non-LIFT woredas

• The regulatory and legal framework is adapted to

with their own resources. MFIs start to disburse
the SLLC-loan product in 11 non-LIFT woredas
through 16 branches.
• Other financial service providers adopt the
loan proactively. New MFIs are crowded-in
around the SLLC-loan product (e.g. Harbu and
Metemamen). Rural saving and credit cooperatives
proactively adopt the loan product without LIFT’s
support.

allow for the roll-out of the loan.
- Amhara’s revised rural land proclamation and a new
National Bank of Ethiopia proclamation allows
landholders to use their land use right as collateral.
A non-LIFT region (Benishangul Gumuz) also
amends its proclamation.
- All draft federal and regional land proclamations
include the use of the SLLC as a guarantee.
- The NRLAIS includes a module that allows woredas
to apply a lien on a parcel that is pledged for an
SLLC loan.

See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qFLbmYn2Fx0 . References made in minutes 10 and 47 to 50.
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5.6. Lessons learned and the way forward
Lessons learned
•

Focusing on the potential for long term success was key to accepting the high risks involved
in the SLLC loan intervention. Very early in the implementation phase it became clear that the only
way to make the new SLLC-linked loan product successful, scalable and sustainable was to amend
the federal and regional proclamations to allow small rural landholders to use their land use right as
collateral. Despite the difficulty of achieving policy change in Ethiopia on such a contentious matter,
LIFT and FCDO believed that it was worth taking the risk. FCDO’s support in this process, including
through the adjustment of logframe targets, was instrumental to give LIFT the means to pursue
systemic change in this sector.

•

Aligning the incentives of the private sector with programme objectives allowed LIFT to
leverage their role as champions of change. When engaging with MFIs, it soon became very clear
that they also had a very strong incentive to develop the new loan product and ensure it was
supported by Ethiopia’s policy framework. The new product filled a gap in their portfolio of products,
offered good financial returns and enjoyed strong demand. This aligned their inc entives to LIFT’s, and
opened another route of pressure for policy change, through their interactions with their regulatory
body.

•

Selecting the right partners with the right incentives was important to ensure success despite
the initial setbacks. LIFT understood that it had to work with partners with a genuine interest in
testing the product, the capacity to roll it out and the political clout to influence policymakers. For this
reason, LIFT partnered with Ethiopia’s largest microfinance institution - ACSI. ACSI had the financial
and technical capability to roll out the new loan product, as well as influence in the political sphere.
Thanks to ACSI’s buy-in and full endorsement of the product, LIFT was later able to establish
partnerships with other microfinance institutions in the country, including private, non-governmental
organisations and government-affiliated institutions.

•

Engaging champions of change to promote change was instrumental for success. LIFT was
able to identify and engage key figures within the Ethiopian ecosystem who understood the value of
the SLLC loan product and its positive impact at farmer level. Importantly, they also shared the vision
that allowing farmers to collateralise their land use right to access finance was key to transforming
Ethiopia’s agricultural landscape. They became real advocates of LIFT’s work and were able to
influence sceptics in the political sphere. These champions of change included, for example, the CEO
of ACSI, the director of financial inclusion of the National Bank of Ethiopia, and the head of the Land
Administration and Use Directorate, who recently described the SLLC loan as having “the most
significant impact on farmer poverty of any programme he had ever seen”.20 Their role in sharing their
views and experiences with decision-makers and policymakers was critical.

•

Bundling the micro insurance product with the loan product would allow for scale up of
insurance product. Farmers in pilot woredas appreciate the value of the insurance product but often
are unable to join the scheme due to affordability issues. Bundling the insurance premium along with
the agricultural loan product would avoid these issues, reducing the vulnerability of farmers in the
face of shocks and transfer some of the risk.

What remains to be done?
LIFT has been able to achieve systemic change in the access to finance market through the SLLC loan
product. This product has already shown its potential to generate transformational change in Ethiopia’s
agricultural landscape. However, a few aspects would need to be adequately monitored and supported to
ensure that the full potential of the change is realised. These are:
•
20

Continue to advocate for the ratification of the draft regional and federal proclamations, which
Comment made on 20 April 2021 during a meeting between LIFT, World Bank and the CALM programme.
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would provide the opportunity for greater scaling up of the product to new areas and reg ions.
•

Support the adoption of the SLLC loan product by other financial institutions (non-MFIs) in
Ethiopia. LIFT has focused its efforts working with the MFI sector but there is strong potential for this
product to be adopted by other financial institutions with presence in rural areas, such as rural saving
and credit cooperatives, cooperative unions and even commercial banks. The recent transition of
ACSI from MFI to commercial bank opens a great opportunity for this.

•

Continue to strengthen the capacity of the Association of Ethiopian Microfinance Institutions
to ensure that it is able to provide technical support to other financial institutions when they decide the
incorporate the SLLC loan product as part of their portfolio. This is particularly relevant for Tigray, as
no loans have been issued there yet.

6. Environment and conservation agriculture sector
6.1. Sector overview at the start of the programme
Agriculture is the backbone of the Ethiopian economy, but farming has largely remained subsistence based.
In general, farmers have a poor understanding of best agronomic practices, sustainable land management
technologies, and mechanisation opportunities that would help them increase the productivity of their land.
In addition, input service providers do not have enough understanding and willingness to penetrate the vast
rural market, which limits access of farmers to embedded services and improved inputs (especially
vegetable seeds and biopesticides).
The government has a vast extension network, but it does not always provide all the information farmers
need, or even the right information. In addition, the capacity of research centres continues to be too weak
to commercialise research findings effectively. These constraints result in low use of high-quality inputs,
which is a bottleneck to increased yields and incomes.

6.2. Vision and objectives
Given the challenges faced in this sector, LIFT’s vision was to:
Support the development of market opportunities and environmentally sustainable agriculture, in which
SLLC-holders have affordable and appropriate access to environmentally sustainable inputs and
technologies (including small scale irrigation and other agricultural machinery) and knowledge about how
to use them.
The change that LIFT could effectively make in this market, however, was limited (see Annex 1). Given the
large number of constraints existing in the market and the plethora of donor interventions, LIFT had to take
a selective and focused approach to maximise the impact of its resources. Therefore, the key objectives of
LIFT in this market included:
•

Develop commercial supply relationships between companies providing inputs and agricultural
machinery, and local retailers/input dealers at woreda level.

•

Deepen farmer and extension officer understanding of the benefits of using improved inputs and
integrated soil fertility management practices.

6.3. Interventions
Intervention 7: Promote distribution of environmentally sustainable inputs
This intervention focused on improving SLLC farmers’ access to environmentally sustainable and
productive agricultural inputs by supporting the development and improvement of distribution channels, as
well as the functioning of input markets. Additionally, it worked to increase the extension service and the
knowledge of rural development agents (Das) in the appropriate use of agricultural inputs.
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What did we do?
LIFT partnered with input suppliers to demonstrate that there is a commercially viable market in providing
inputs for smallholder farmers through input retailers, allowing them to diversify their business away from
government or NGO auctions. Many input suppliers were initially hesitant to test this new business model
as the risks of supplying smallholder farmers in rural areas seemed very high. To reduce this risk and to
incentivise input suppliers to test the new model, LIFT provided de-risking grants. These grants were issued
on a cost-sharing basis and were only paid on achievement of agreed milestones (Figure 7).
LIFT issued ten grants to pilot new rural distribution models. Some examples of environmentally sustainable
agricultural inputs supported by LIFT included:
•

Crop protection products: A newly available fungicide controls late and early blight in tomatoes and
potatoes, downy mildew in various crops, fungal leaf spot diseases and damping off in vegetables.

•

Vegetable seed and fertiliser: Rhizobia, a bio-fertiliser, increases biological nitrogen fixation, which
increases productivity by up to 50% and improves the quality of crops.21

•

Farm machinery and irrigation: The broad bed maker, a multi-purpose tool mainly used to shape the
land at planting, creates broad beds and furrows where crops can grow, and excess water can drain.

Figure 7. LIFT market strategy for environmentally sustainable agricultural inputs

21

A detailed case study showcasing how LIFT engaged with partners for change can be found at Improving the
agricultural inputs market to work better for smallholder farmers in Ethiopia (beamexchange.org)
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What results did we achieve?
The main output results of this intervention included:
•

12 input suppliers have developed new business models for the distribution of farmer -demanded
agricultural inputs at the woreda level. The new business model ensures that farmers are now able to
access certified and traceable inputs from an accountable retailer, rather than buying unknown
source inputs at the open market.

•

165 input retailers are actively promoting and selling environmentally sustainable inputs in over 70
woredas.

•

Input suppliers have supported input retailers in providing training and establishing demonstration
plots to promote their products. At the same time, input retailers have linked suppliers to local
authorities, ensuring government support to new products being introduced.

•

Over ETB 23.7 million (around GBP 0.43 million) of environmentally sustainable inputs have been
sold to smallholder farmers through input suppliers.

In the earlier phases of the programme, LIFT also helped set up around 30 compost production hubs to
promote and sell organic compost to smallholder farmers. The compost hubs were new businesses that
received technical support to develop quality compost (i.e. hub owners/operators were trained, business
plans were prepared for each compost hub and local sources of bio-mass identified). However, limited
focus on market demand meant that only hubs supplying the municipalities were commercially feasible.
This activity was then terminated as it did not address the needs of LIFT beneficiaries. At the time of the
close out strategy (June 2018), 11 of these hubs were still actively supplying the municipalities.
Exit strategy
The business model introduced by LIFT has been adopted by private sector firms as it has proven to be
commercially viable and profitable. Input suppliers have continued to promote their products in rural areas
using demonstrations and farmer field days to generate demand and boost the knowledge of application
use among farmers. They have also continued to expand their retail networks and their woreda outreach.

Intervention 8: Facilitate delivery of good agricultural practices and information to farmers
This intervention considered the need to improve knowledge promotion and generate awareness raising
amongst farmers in the use of new technologies, in particular environmentally friendly ones such as
composting and integrated soil fertility management. This intervention specifically aimed to strengthen the
capacity of Ethiopia’s extension services (including DAs, woreda subject matter experts and lead farmers)
and strengthen the farmers use of improved agronomic practices, including the use of organic compost to
reduce the use of chemical fertilisers and increase their productivity.
What did we do?
LIFT partnered with Wageningen Environmental Research to implement this intervention. The partnership
took place in two phases.
•

In phase 1, LIFT tested the adaptability of the CASCAPE model (which had been tested under the
World Bank’s Agricultural Growth Programme) in selected LIFT woredas and assessed the viability of
developing a market for commercial compost. More specifically, this phase i) supported farmers to
understand the value and productivity impact of using the right nutrients in the soil; ii) promoted the
use of organic resources supplemented with mineral fertilisers when the availability or quality of
composted organic resources is limited; iii) provided further value added to the services provided by
the LIFT compost hubs; and iv) helped build the institutional and enabling environment to allow for the
sustainability of this model.

•

In phase 2, LIFT supported the expansion of compost product amongst farmers and helped refine the
CASCAPE model (subsequently rebranded as SELECTOR) to try to enhance its sustainability within
the Ethiopian extension system. The three key innovations in this phase included: i) the development
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of a new training module on pit composting for smallholder farmers ; ii) the introduction of an
“extensive” training approach that focused on increasing outreach support to kebele and woreda staff;
and iii) the promotion of stronger linkages between the extension system, research institutions and
universities in Ethiopia.
What results did we achieve?
This partnership allowed LIFT to support smallholder farmers to improve the knowledge and information on
the agricultural practices and the technologies best suited for their needs, allowing them to increase the
productivity and returns on their land. More specifically, the intervention delivered:
•

Best fit practices demonstrated to participants through 355 pre-extension demonstration plots and
over 290 farmer field days.

•

186 government staff trained in new farming techniques and adopted in nine woredas .

•

1,405 farmers trained in the production of organic compost.

•

25,000 farmers reached through direct training, pre-extension demonstration plots, and farmer field
days.

Exit strategy
This intervention supported DAs, model farmers and universities to increase their capacity to provide
extension support to farmers (and allow them to benefit further from the increased access to inputs coming
from input suppliers). Additionally, the manuals used for the trainings have been adopted into the woreda
development plans with budget assigned for trainings in the future agricultural seasons. In this case, the
intervention model per se is not necessarily sustainable, but its results are, and the knowledge generated
is expected to be expanded to other kebeles and woredas.

6.4. Challenges
The key challenges faced by LIFT when intervening in this sector included:
•

The programme could only take an opportunistic approach when intervening in this sector .
LIFT was a small player intervening in the ECA sector and programmes like ATA, Enterprise Partners
and AGP had a lot more resources to address the key constraints. As a result, LIFT took an
opportunistic approach to change in this market, which impacted its ability to achieve large systemic
change. It also had to rely heavily on other partners to implement some of its interventions, as was
the case with Wageningen University and CASCAPE/SELECTOR.

•

Private sector companies operating in (remote) rural areas have weak capacity. Although the
input supply distribution model has allowed farmers at the woreda capital to access improved inputs,
input retailers face challenges to grow their business and expand into new rural areas. Limitations are
linked to cash flow issues but also to management capacity.

•

The organic compost intervention was not adequately designed and had to be terminated. The
programme placed too much focus on the technical aspects of compost production and too little on
the market demand for the product, the practical aspects of business operations and the aspects that
could directly contribute to business sustainability. Hence, there was limited understanding and
ownership by the hub owners, and unrealistic expectations of what this intervention could achieve.

•

The contract farming intervention had to be terminated given changes in policy priorities.
LIFT’s key intervention in this sector was to set up a contract farming scheme to source malt barley
from local farmers for a brewery located in Tigray. This intervention (which was well advanced in its
implementation) would have allowed LIFT to link the SLLC to the ECA work by ensuring that, in one
predetermined geographical area, farmers had access to SLLC, a functioning RLAS and all EEU
interventions.

•

Links between research institutions, universities and the extension system remain weak.
Despite the efforts placed through intervention 8 to address these linkages, weak institutional
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capacity and poor coordination did not allow LIFT to maximise the potential of this intervention and
affected its potential for sustainability.
•

The COVID-19 pandemic had a strong impact on the commercial viability of some LIFT
beneficiaries, in particular input retailers, and affected access of smallholder farmers to
environmentally sustainable inputs. LIFT mitigated this challenge by creating a COVID-19 grant
scheme which awarded small grants to input retailers that had experienced a significant loss in
business. The grant guaranteed access to inputs in the current farming season.

6.5. Overall achievements and systemic change
Outcome and impact
LIFT has carried-out several surveys22 and assessments with farmers, development agents (DAs), and input
retailers to understand the impact of LIFT’s interventions in the sector. Key outcomes include:
•

Key input suppliers are adapting their business models and expanding their distribution
networks, making new environmentally sustainable products available for farmers. As a result
of linking suppliers to retailers, sales of new products have increased with higher profits for both input
retailers and input suppliers. The buy-in for the new business model is high and actors are looking to
further expand.

•

DAs, input suppliers and retailers provide knowledge and awareness raising services to
farmers as part of their marketing, improving the application of products and crowding-in new
farmers. 74% of retailer customers report increased knowledge on application of inputs due to the
trainings provided by both suppliers and ongoing advisory services provided by retailers.
Furthermore, the training and promotion provided through the GoE extension system (DAs) and
retailers have crowded in new customers: 50% of customers were purchasing and utilising improved
inputs for the first time.

•

Increased access to high-quality inputs leads to productivity increases for farmers. The
benefits of LIFT’s supplier-retailer model, including improvements in retailer service, higher quality
inputs made accessible for rural farmers, and increased knowledge on applications, had a
significantly positive impact on farmers’ quality and productivity of agricultural output. Findings
suggest that yields of customers who purchased LIFT-facilitated products increased by 45%.

•

CASCAPE training was effective, and farmers and DAs are adopting improved practices. The
quality of training was high and farmers understood integrated soil fertility management and good
agricultural practices as a result. 54% of the farmers trained adopted at least one of the best practices
promoted. More than 90% of the farmers that adopted best-fit practices reported an increase in their
yields as a result. Importantly, best fit practice manuals have been adopted into the woreda’s
development plans resulting in them being incorporated into the DAs’ training checklist.

•

The Ministry of Agriculture values the role that the private sector can play to increase access
of smallholder farmers to improved inputs and services. LIFT interventions have demonstrated
the positive impact that engaging the private sector can have on smallholder farmers, ensuring
access to affordable inputs and services. Recent discussions with Ministry of Agriculture officials
show that the GoE is now more open to the private sector playing a role in the agricultural sector and
a new policy on increased private sector participation the agricultural sector is being drafted.

Gender and social inclusion
Socio-economic demographics were an ongoing factor monitored under the ECA intervention. Household
characteristics surveyed throughout the programme showed that while most households that require
improved agricultural inputs tend to be male-headed, it was still important to ensure support to womenheaded households. In fact, an ECA survey showed that only 41 out of the 1,003 customers listed were
22

Environmental and Conservation Agricultural Impact Study (2019), LIFT.
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female-headed households although 66% of those surveyed reported making joint decisions on the
purchasing of inputs. Therefore, gender and social inclusion activities in this sector ensured that:

•

Training provided by input suppliers and retailers was inclusive of female farmers. LIFT
trainings in intervention 7 focused on including female farmers with approximately 20% of suppliers’
training attendants being female. LIFT also facilitated support to retailers to understand the needs of
female farmers. 77% of male customers reported that their spouses have increased knowledge due
to the trainings offered.

•

Participation of women in CASCAPE/SELECTOR was boosted. As a result of LIFT’s focus on
gender and social inclusion aspects, the SELECTOR team designed a strategy to involve more
women in the trainings, boosting female participation from 11% to 22%.

Systemic change
Several instances of systemic change can be seen in this sector. Input suppliers have realised that there is
a profitable, untapped market in selling to smallholder farmers through input retailers, and this market could
potentially be more profitable than accessing government/NGO auctions. In fact, some firms have seen
sales increases as high as 81%, which demonstrates the success of the business model. Increases in sales
are also accompanied by improved embedded services to smallholder farmers, allowing them to increase
knowledge and productivity.
The success of the model means that input suppliers and input retailers have continued to expand using
their own resources. Since the end of LIFT’s support, over ETB 8 million (around GBP 150,000) worth of
environmentally sustainable inputs have been sold by input suppliers to input retailers. More importantly,
some input suppliers have added credit-based purchases as an additional service for their customers. As
a result, input retailers are now in a better position to grow their businesses. For example, an input retailer
in Hetosa is now opening a branch in a different location of the same woreda (Boru Kalada/Jawi) and
exploring the possibility of opening another branch in a neighbouring woreda (Sire).
New players are also entering the market, showing that replication has started to happen. Eco-Green (a
supplier of bio-fertiliser) and Bio-Admix (a supplier of biopesticides) directly connected with retailers through
a business-to-business workshop and adopted LIFT’s input distribution model without programme support.
Improved provision of inputs and services from the private sector has been combined with the strengthening
in the provision of extension services. CASCADE’s best-fit practice manuals have been adopted at the
woreda level and incorporated into the DAs’ training manual. This will ensure that knowledge remains within
the woredas and DAs and woreda agricultural experts can continue to provide effective training in the future.
Table 3 further details the different instances of systemic change in the sector.
Table 3. Systemic change in the environment and conservation agriculture sector
ADOPT

ADAPT

• Input suppliers adopt new business model.

• Input suppliers adapt the business model.

LIFT establishes partnerships with ten input
suppliers to introduce environmentally sustainable
products and practices. Suppliers see the value and
durability of selling through input retailers.
• Input suppliers cascade model to retailers.
Strong commercial partnerships develop between
some suppliers and retailers.
• LIFT supports training of extension officers to
ensure roll-out of good agricultural practice

They introduce variations to the model to motivate
retailers to promote their products more efficiently
(e.g. commissions and purchases on credit).
• Input suppliers invest their own resources to
roll-out the model in LIFT woredas. They establish
regional and woreda agents and representatives,
sometimes through the agricultural office.
• Extension officers adapt best-fit practice
modules to introduce more sustainable land
management practices and include them in woreda
development plans for future promotion.
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EXPAND

RESPOND

• Input suppliers expand to new districts. Input

• Regional bureaus of agriculture include

suppliers expand their promotion and sales to nontarget and in some cases non-LIFT woredas.
• Other suppliers crowd-into the market . Two
additional suppliers adopt the LIFT’s business model
to expand their sales and market share.

private sector actors in their government
sponsored farmer field activities. GoE envisions a
larger role for private retailers in the input supply
market.

6.6. Lessons learned and the way forward
Lessons learned
•

The private sector can play a key role in increasing access of smallholder farmers to
environmentally sustainable inputs and embedded services. The new business models
introduced by LIFT have successfully allowed input suppliers to expand their distribution networks in
rural areas and increased access of smallholder farmers to inputs and services in a sustainable way.
These new models have demonstrated that there are other actors besides cooperatives and
cooperative unions that can ensure access to inputs and services on a timely basis and at an
affordable price.

•

Increased cooperation between private sector actors can help them access new, profitable
markets. Interventions in this sector have demonstrated that private sector actors can cooperate and
collaborate to access new markets that are more profitable than, for example, government-related
contracts. Business-to-business forums have proved to be, in fact, a valuable tool to create the
conditions for this cooperation and build partnerships.

•

Intervening in this market required a mix of facilitative and direct interventions to be able to
address the different elements of the market system. LIFT’s interventions in this sector have
addressed the limited knowledge of smallholder farmers and the limited supply of high-quality inputs
through two approaches by i) working with input suppliers and input retailers so that they provide
embedded services and high-quality inputs to farmers; and ii) by supporting Ethiopia’s extension
services to improve capacity and be in a better position to train smallholder farmers.

•

Input retailers have proved effective in increasing access of smallholder farmers to inputs and
services, but expanding into more remote rural areas remains challenging. While input retailers’
capacity to provide training/advisory services has been growing with the support from inputs
suppliers, capacity limitations in managing their business and licensing regulations still pose a
constraint for the growth of their businesses, including for expanding into more remote rural areas.

What remains to be done?
To further increase the change generated in this market, a key actor identified by LIFT are input retailers.
As demonstrated by LIFT, they have the potential to reach smallholder farmers with affordable, timely inputs
and provide embedded services. However, to allow for this to happen effectively and in a sustainable way,
their capacity as businesses needs to be strengthened. This requires interventions on improving their
management and technical abilities, as well as addressing some business enabling environment
constraints (e.g. around licensing requirements).
However, to achieve systemic change within this market, a wider set of interventions (that were outside the
scope of LIFT) are needed. Some focus areas include improving the access to new markets of smallholder
famers (for example, through links with agro-processors and/or agro-industrial parks); introducing
efficiencies in Ethiopia’s extension system; and allowing the private sector to play a larger role in the
agricultural sector, particularly around input distribution.
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7. Dispute resolution sector
7.1. Sector overview at the start of the programme
Since the inception of the programme, the EEU team had identified the dispute resolution sector as a key
area of intervention to improve the efficient allocation of land following SLLC. It was essential, however, to
ensure that the new RLAS was fully operational before the programme could undertake a meaningful
analysis of the constraints, and design and implement interventions that could address these constraints.
Consequently, the programme only started working in this sector in mid-2018.
Following the issuance of the SLLC, there was a shift in the types of disputes that became prevalent in the
system. The SLLC registration process had addressed many issues directly linked to land, such as
encroachment and land demarcation, which since became less prevalent (although still significant). Other
types of disputes, however, became more common as women were given increased access to land (e.g.
inheritance; and division of land assets following divorce). More importantly, the changes introduced in
Ethiopia’s land tenure system by LIFT meant that KLACs and kebele experts had a limited understanding
of the new SLLC (in terms of rights and obligations of both men and women) as well as how the new
proclamations and regulations addressed issues of inheritance, gift, disputes between spouses and rental
conflicts. This lack of knowledge was also evident at the woreda court system, where land related cases
represent around 60% of all case load. Overall, this generated bottlenecks in the dispute resolution system
and disputes took longer to resolve (with more disputes reaching the judicial level), generating more costs
to rural small landholders.

7.2. Vision and objectives
Despite the challenges and limited time left for implementation, LIFT’s vision was to:
Develop an efficient and equitable dispute resolution system, anchored on the security provided by the
SLLC, where farmers (including those from vulnerable groups) can resolve their disputes in a timely and
comprehensive manner. This will allow farmers to focus their efforts on their livelihood instead of time lost
dealing with land related disputes.
To achieve this vision, the key transformations sought in this sector were:
•

Build the capacity of key stakeholders in the dispute resolution process; namely the KLACs and
kebele land administration offices (at the administrative level) and the woreda courts (at the judicial
level).

•

Advocate to establish a separate land dispute resolution bench in woreda courts to ensure that land
issues get due attention through being seen in a separate bench by the federal and regional supreme
courts.

7.3. Interventions
Intervention 9: Enhance capacity of actors in dispute resolution system
This intervention aimed to improve the capacity of kebele level land actors in handling land disputes to
minimise the number of disputes reaching the administrative woreda level and entering the judicial system.
The intervention also sought to improve the knowledge of woreda judges and other relevant court staff on
the revised land proclamations and regulations, including the rights and obligations derived from the SLLC ,
so they can efficiently administer resolutions founded on the current legal framework.
What did we do?
•

Enhance RLAUBs training plans for KLACs and land administration offices. LIFT worked with
RLAUBs to update their training modules to KLAC and kebele land offices to reflect the new land
proclamations and regulations, particularly around the most prevalent types of disputes, and tested
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this through a round of trainings which was then cascaded to other woredas and kebeles. The newly
designed training included topics such as interpreting/understanding of the SLLC, mechanisms to
build further awareness within the communities, and mediation and arbitration through alternative
dispute resolution systems.
•

Support Regional Justice Training Institutes (RJTIs) to update training modules for judicial
officers. LIFT engaged with the four RJTIs to update the specialised training modules for judicial
officers (i.e. woreda level judges and court officials like court presidents). The updated modules
helped improve the knowledge and understanding of judicial officers of the revised land
proclamations and regulations, as well as the rights, obligations and interpretations of SLLC. They
included new practical case studies to improve understanding of how to resolve disputes.

•

Engaged with universities in Ethiopia to update the land curriculum in their undergraduate law
departments. LIFT helped mainstream a new module capturing the up-to-date federal and regional
land laws of Ethiopia into the legal curriculum of 35 universities. This required close coordination with
the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, the Federal Legal and Justice Research Institute and
the Universities Consortium.

•

Advocated for the creation of a legal bench. LIFT has engaged with the federal supreme court, the
regional supreme courts and woreda courts to advocate for the need to establish separate benches
for resolving land-related conflicts, as they currently represent 60% of all legal case work.

Achievements
LIFT’s achievements in this sector have been significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and the
conflict in Tigray. Still, LIFT’s interventions have set the conditions for future change in this sector.
Stakeholders are now fully aware of the importance of addressing constraints within the dispute resolution
system, have a good understanding of what needs to be done, and have started the path of change.
The main results achieved by LIFT in this sector include:
•

Training modules of RLAUBs and RJTI have been fully updated and future trainees will obtain
improved understanding and knowledge on Ethiopia’s land tenure systems and RLAS, ensuing that
disputes are resolved more effectively and efficiently.

•

54 KLAC members and 18 kebele experts, 18 woreda land experts and three RLAUB representatives
were trained using updated RLAUB land training modules.

•

54 judges and 18 public prosecutors/court presidents across three regions trained using updated
RJTI land training modules.

•

Updated land curriculum for undergraduate law departments has been developed and will be
incorporated into the Bachelor of Law curriculum of 35 universities from September 2021 onwards.

Based on a recent assessment of the training results, both woreda and kebele level actors are already
applying the lessons from the training and are trying to resolve most disputes at the kebele level. Kebele
level actors have actually reported being emboldened by the training to actively support resolution of
disputes in their kebele. On the judicial level, RJTIs have now incorporated the curriculum into their training
plan and assigned a budget for its implementation in the upcoming year.
Another important achievement is that several kebele, WLAUOs, and courts are now tracking the cases of
dispute in detail. Collecting this information will provide useful insights for these stakeholders, improve the
understanding of the issues faced in this sector, and allow for the design of improved processes and
systems that benefit rural small landholders.
Exit strategy
The updated training modules and amended university curriculums are a first step to generate the desired
change in this sector. More importantly, however, is that LIFT interventions have raised awareness on the
importance of intervening in this sector and have kickstarted the dialogue (and collaboration) between the
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different institutions in the sector. The RLAUBs and RJTI now have the tools to ensure that all administrative
and judicial staff understand how to solve disputes in a more efficient and effective way.

7.4. Challenges
The key challenges faced by LIFT in this sector included:
•

Limited information available on the extent and negative impact of disputes reduces the
incentives of stakeholders to intervene in this sector. Land related issues and disputes are not
being given the due attention and resources, neither by the land administration sector nor the judicial
system. This translates into limited financial resources being devoted to this matter. For example,
even though around 60% of the case load at the woreda level is land-related, there is no legal bench
for land issues.

•

High rotation of woreda court judges limits the impact of trainings. Courts reshuffle judges on a
regular basis from one bench to the other. This reshuffling of judges means that they cannot
specialise and so rulings are not consistent between judges.

•

The late start of LIFT’s interventions in this sector (due to the need to wait for RLAS to be fully
implemented) has limited the change achieved. The judicial system was a new stakeholder for
LIFT and, as seen in other sectors where LIFT has intervened, it takes time to build the networks and
rapports necessary to achieve change.

•

The COVID-19 pandemic and the conflict in Tigray have significantly delayed implementation
of LIFT’s interventions, constraining our ability to intervene systemically in this sector. For example,
LIFT has been unable to implement any workshops and activities in Tigray since November 2020.

7.5. Lessons learned and the way forward
Lessons learned
•

Interventions need to address constraints both at the administrative and judicial levels.
Intervening in both the administrative and judicial systems has proved to be an effective approach to
understand the gaps along the entire system and help identify and prioritise those interventions that
are likely to deliver the highest returns.

•

The limited data available remains a serious limitation to change in this sector. Collecting
information on the frequency, type, outcome, and period of disputes remains challenging as records
are not kept in a formal way at any point of the process (neither at the administrative or judicial
levels). Improved data would allow a deeper insight into the land dispute resolution system to improve
its efficiency and effectiveness.

•

Vulnerable groups (including women) are particularly impacted by land disputes. Addressing
existing constraints is likely to have a disproportionate, positive effect on these groups as often such
groups tend to lose out given that they have little time or money to advocate their position.

•

The private sector can play a significant role to make the sector more effective for rural small
landholders. Despite the large public sector role in the sector, the new types of disputes that are
becoming more prevalent (e.g. inheritance, divorce, rental) opens opportunities for private sector
involvement. For example, the disputes around inheritance issues could be significantly reduced if
rural small landholders had access to more effective probate services. Offering such services could
be an opportunity for LRSPs to expand their offer of services.

What remains to be done?
The late start of LIFT’s work in this sector has meant that limited change has been achieved so far.
However, the data and learnings gathered to date are very valuable in terms of assessing potential areas
for intervention in this sector. The change in the types of disputes that are more prevalent following the
introduction of the SLLC require more in-depth intervention to ensure the system can effectively cope with
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the new reality. Hence, a key area of future work will continue to be to advocate for the need to establish a
separate legal bench for land issues. Although this will require a lot of effort, this intervention alone could
generate significant change within the judicial system.
Another area where further intervention will be required is linked to the prevalence of inheritance and gift
disputes. Succession rights tend to be socially acknowledged within families but do not tend to be
formalised, leading to disputes. One key explanation is limited access to probate and succession services
in rural areas (they are normally only accessible at the woreda capital and are expensive). Increasing
access to these services, for example through LRSPs, could significantly reduce the number of disputes
that reach the higher administrative and judicial levels.

8. Conclusions
8.1. Main conclusions
As this report has shown, the interventions implemented by LIFT through the EEU component have
managed to change the way that these markets work (in particular in the rural land rental and access to
finance sectors). Small rural landholders are now able to maximise the returns to their SLLC and can now
rent out their land securely, access credit to invest in productive activities, and access improved inputs to
invest more productively in their land.
Also importantly, in designing and implementing its interventions, LIFT has forged a strong partnership with
the GoE in general and the Land Administration and Use Directorate under the Ministry of Agriculture in
particular. This has allowed the GoE to fully participate in (and own) the successes achieved by LIFT, as
well as develop an in-depth understanding of what has been done and how. As a result, there is a greater
realisation that the private sector can play a key role in supporting pro-poor growth in rural areas and provide
services that the public sector cannot efficiently deliver.
Despite all these successes, work remains to be done. Given the complex reality of Ethiopia’s political and
economic system, the on-going conflicts and the COVID-19 pandemic, the pace of change has been slower
than expected. A lot more loans will be issued and rental transactions will be formalised once the conflict,
the pandemic and the revised proclamations are finalised. There is no doubt that LIFT’s work has set the
foundations for future, strong change but more support will still be required to ensure that the rate and scale
of change is maximised.

8.2. Lessons learned for LIFT UP and future FCDO programming
The main lessons learned that could be relevant for LIFT UP (the follow-on programme to LIFT) include:
•

Ensure buy-in and actively engage public sector stakeholders, particularly at the middle and
lowest administrative levels. When operating in an area as sensitive as land, programmes are likely
to face vested interests and ensuring government buy-in is essential to navigate them. Without
question, the key partner for LIFT was the Land Administration and Use Directorate under t he
Ministry of Agriculture and its regional offices: they quickly understood the potential of the innovations
introduced by LIFT and became strong supporters of LIFT’s vision. This partnership was also
instrumental in understanding the thinking at other government departments and levels, and in
anticipating and addressing attempts to obstruct change.

•

Achieving policy change is possible but it is a long process that is best implemented through
a bottom-up approach using pilots. LIFT started small, with a pilot that just aimed to test a new
product and assess its impact on farmers. This approach allowed the programme to get through the
initial hurdles and to get around any vested interests. More importantly, the pilot allowed LIFT to
generate a body of evidence that demonstrated a significant and positive impact on smallholder
farmers, which thereby generated - in an organic way - the demand for policy change from within the
GoE and other stakeholders such as MFIs.
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•

Working closely with other land programmes has allowed LIFT to leverage efforts and
maximise returns. LIFT has collaborated closely with other land programmes such as REILA and
CALM and has been able to leverage their role to advance LIFT’s objectives. This has been the case,
for example, when working with REILA to amend NRLAIS to allow for introduction of liens on the
parcels.

•

Generating strong, credible evidence and communicating results widely has allowed LIFT to
be perceived as an “honest broker” and increased trust in its work. LIFT’s strong monitoring and
evaluation systems (both qualitative and quantitative) provided strong evidence of the impact, both
positive and negative, of the innovations introduced by the EEU component. Sharing this information
widely and discussing it with all stakeholders allowed the programme to find the right solutions to the
challenges that were being created, adapt and innovate. More importantly, as the programme
progressed it allowed LIFT to be considered a trusted and honest broker, allowing the programme to
gradually progress towards higher-level outcomes.

Other lessons learned which could be useful to inform future FCDO programming are:
•

The MSD approach can be successfully applied to a new sector (i.e. land) in challenging
settings and generate sustainable and transformational change. This includes operating in
markets with very strong government involvement and a very thin presence of private sector actors.
The results achieved add to the growing body of knowledge of the application of MSD approaches to
pressing development challenges.

•

All land tenure programmes should include a MSD component to maximise the economic
benefits and sustainability of land certification. The inclusion of an MSD component in LIFT has
allowed the introduction of sustainable, long-lasting improvements in the rural land sector. EEU
innovations have accelerated the economic benefits of land certification and made land administration
services more sustainable by setting incentives to register changes to SLLC. This has increased the
overall value for money of the programme and the likelihood of programme benefits being sustained
in the future.

•

Achieving systemic change and sustainable impact takes time (particularly in complex
environments) and time-lags need to be considered when designing programmes. In the case
of LIFT, the EEU component has benefitted from the extension in the duration of the programme. The
work around the SLLC loan product shows that the timing required to achieve systemic change was
longer than envisioned in the business case. In addition, longer timeframes allow FCDO to improve
the value for money of its programmes.

•

Developing a portfolio of interventions and accepting the risk to fail (and therefore the need to
adapt its interventions) is key to ensure overall success of any market systems programme.
Taking a portfolio approach allowed LIFT to pursue interventions that were significantly riskier but
that, if successful, would deliver the highest returns. The EEU component started, in fact, with 14
interventions, of which only nine were able to demonstrate sufficient potential to be successfully
concluded.

•

The use of grants or subsidies is fully justified when designing market interventions and
should be a tool made available to the implementers. The case of LIFT has demonstrated that
given the right conditions (for example, in thin markets), grants can be used as smart subsidies to
incentivise the private sector (e.g. MFIs or input suppliers) to undertake new investments and kick
start a market.

•

Taking an adaptive management approach has been instrumental for the programme to
achieve the desired results. Unlike other programmes, LIFT has been able to apply a true, adaptive
management approach. This has only been possible, however, due to the long-term engagement and
in-depth knowledge about the programme of FCDO’s Senior Responsible Officer. The level of trust
created has allowed LIFT to remain ambitious even in the face of uncertainty and use learnings
(positive and negative) to inform decision making that has resulted in LIFT’s great results.
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Annex 1. Sector-level theory of change
Figure 8. TOC for rural land rental sector
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Figure 9. TOC for access to finance sector
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Figure 10. TOC for environment and conservation agriculture sector
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Annex 2: List of EEU research outputs
Title

Status

1

New land rental contract template and
process in Amhara and Oromia

Approved and adopted by regional land bureaux. This is now the
regional standard contract template.

2

New land rental contract template and
process in Tigray and SNNPR

Approved and adopted by RLAUD. This is now the regional
standard contract template.

3

Communications strategy to promote land
rentals in Ethiopia

Accepted by RLAUD and regional land bureaux; allowed GoE to
see the benefits of formalisation of rental transactions. Strategy
being implemented on a pilot basis through kebele and woreda
land administrations in selected areas.

4

Assessment of the leasing industry in
Ethiopia and options going forward

Accepted by RLAUD and contributed to dialogue around a new
leasing policy for Ethiopia.

Crop insurance feasibility study

Accepted by RLAUD and set basis to develop appropriate
insurance intervention. This was an explicit request from DFID.
Based on this feasibility study and extensive consultations with
stakeholders (including MFIs, GoE insurers, etc.), LIFT has
designed a new prototype multi-peril insurance product that can
be bundled with the SLLC loan.

6

Assessment of the impact on farmers of
the policy differences between Oromia
and Amhara Land Proclamations

The recommendations were accepted by RLAUD and the paper
was also presented by the authors (Bahir Dar University) at the
East African Land Administration Network (EALAN) conference
in Bahir Dar, which was attended by RLAUD and a number of
land institutes from across East Africa. The paper also informed
the revised Amhara Land Proclamation.

7

Feasibility study for implementing contract
farming

Accepted by RLAUD and contributed to developing an
appropriate contract farming model for Ethiopia

8

Strategy for feasibility and implementation
of small irrigation and mechanisation

Accepted by RLAUD and contributed to dialogue around a new
leasing policy in Ethiopia.
LIFT now partnering with equipment suppliers and making links
with input retailers.

9

Strategy to refinance financial institutions

Advisory paper to guide and inform government policy.

10

Assessment of constraints in land rental
regulatory frameworks in Tigray and
SNNPR

Presented to GoE; informing the discussion of the changes to the
federal and regional land proclamations.

11

Assessment of rural land rental
determinants in Ethiopia

12

Measuring the effects on efficiency and
equity of land rental arrangements in
Ethiopia

13

Assessment of demand by farmers in
Oromia and Amhara for land rental and
credit

5

Presented to GoE; informed the process to change the Amhara
Regional Land Proclamation; informing the discussion of the
changes to the federal land proclamation and land proclamations
in other regions.
Presented to GoE; informed the process to change the Amhara
Regional Land Proclamation; informing the discussion of the
changes to the federal land proclamation and land proclamations
in other regions.
Informed revised Amhara land proclamation.
ACSI’s piloting of the loan product influenced the Amhara
regional government’s decision to formally recognise SLLC as a
form of guarantee to obtain credit in the revised Amhara land
proclamation.
The new procedures set out in the MoUs have been adopted and
implemented by the regional land offices in Amhara, Oromia and
SNNPR, as well as six MFIs.

14

ACSI SLLC-linked loan product manual

15

Memoranda of understanding between
MFIs and regional land offices

16

Legal memorandum on three
interventions regarding the LIFT
programme strategies in M4P

Allowed GoE to review policy on use of certificates as guarantee
for loans. This issue is now included in draft federal proclamation
and revised Amhara Regional Land Proclamation.

17

Market assessment for Tigray and SNNP

Approved and used by RLAUD to promote policy change in the
regions (current changes to the land proclamations); created
evidence to inform policy making.
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18

Market assessment for Amhara and
Oromia

Approved and used by RLAUD to promote policy change in the
regions (current changes to the land proclamations); created
evidence to inform policy making.

19

Analysis of feasibility of inoculant in
Ethiopia

Action research to establish the viability of a market for organic
compost

20

Feasibility study on the availability of bio
mass in Oromia and Amhara

Action research to establish the viability of a market for organic
compost

21

Fisheries and aquaculture market
assessment and options for interventions

22

Rapid Assessment of Land Conflict
Drivers, Land Disputes, and Grievance
Redress Mechanisms in Three Regions of
Ethiopia

23

Assessment of the new SLLC-linked loan
product

24

Policy brief on EEU LIFT’s intervention in
the rural land rental sector

25

Policy brief on EEU LIFT’s intervention in
access to finance

26

Policy brief on EEU LIFT’s intervention in
the conservation agriculture sector

27

Dispute management procedures and
processes for land administration and
conflict assessment

28

Summary of the amendments to the land
proclamation in Amhara regional state

Summarises how the key changes to the proclamation relate to
and were informed by LIFT’s work.

29

Formalising land rental transactions in
Ethiopia: Is land certification enough?

This paper was presented to an audience of land experts,
practitioners and policy makers from around the world by LIFT
team members at the annual World Bank Conference on Land
and Poverty in Washington, DC in March 2018. A blog based on
this paper was posted on the USAID Agrilinks website. A link to
the blog appeared in USAID’s urban land newsletter.

30

Improving the Effectiveness of Land
Tenure Programmes Using a Market
Systems Approach (poster displayed at
World Bank Land & Poverty Conference

Presented to land experts, practitioners and policy makers from
around the world by LIFT team members at the annual World
Bank Conference on Land and Poverty in Washington, DC in
March 2018.

31

Strategy for women and vulnerable
groups’ access to the SLLC-linked loan
product

32

Assessment of land dispute resolution
systems in Ethiopia in the context of SLLC
and an improved RLAS

Action research requested by GoE to inform them on the need
for intervention in the sector. Presented to DFID-E. At the time of
completion, the minister had been replaced.
Supported and accepted by RLAUD with input from each of the
four regions. Allowed the development and delivery of training
and improved procedures to handle disputes and conflicts during
SLLC.
Key findings incorporated into updated SLLC manual in
September 2017.
Used to inform CEOs of MFIs and GoE on the importance of the
product and the challenges going forward. Evidence to develop
action plan on next steps to achieve policy changes in federal
and regional land proclamations. Some MFIs have changed their
procedures relating to the SLLC-linked loan product in light of the
recommendations of this report.
Presented to GoE (RLAUD and regional land bureaux) to inform
policy changes in federal and regional land proclamations. The
RLAUD Director presented the recommendations of this policy
brief to an internal national GoE evaluation and planning
workshop in August 2017 to influence decision-makers, including
State Ministers, and the revised federal and regional land
proclamations.
Presented to GoE (RLAUD and regional land bureaux) to inform
policy changes in federal and regional land proclamations. The
RLAUD Director presented the recommendations of this policy
brief to an internal national GoE evaluation and planning
workshop in August 2017 to influence decision-makers, including
State Ministers, and the revised federal and regional land
proclamations.
Presented to GoE (RLAUD and regional land bureaux) to inform
policy changes in federal and regional land proclamations.
Updated September 2018.
SIGN prepared on the procedural registration of disputes,
resolution of disputes prior to SLLC, and use of the rapid
environmental and social impact survey tool prior to starting
SLLC to act as an early warning system to identify potential
conflicts.

The report has been drafted and three intervention ssessments
provided. Based on the intervention assessments, LIFT will start
to plan for implementation of the updated training to Kebele
Experts/KLACs and for Woreda Court Judges.
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33

LIFT’s Economic Empowerment Unit
(EEU) incentivises landholders to keep
their SLLC up-to-date

34

Impact of LRSPs on formal rental
transactions taking place and use of rental
contract

35

To what extent does access to credit
(SLLC loan) increase incomes and
benefits the poor, women and VGs?

Shared with RLAUD

36

Impact of purchasing high quality inputs
from woreda level retailers because of
supplier-retailer network

Shared with RLAUD, Partners in the regional and federal land
offices

37

38

39
40
41
42

Streamlining retail regulation to help
farmers access agricultural inputs
Examining Women’s Economic
Empowerment impacts of the SLLC-linked
loan
SLLC Linked Individual Loan – Lessons
learned and recommendations for policy
change (to inform LIFT-UP)
Sharecropping Study (to inform LIFT-UP)
Licensing requirements for Input Retailers
(to inform LIFT-UP)
Assessment on land consolidation and
exchange in Ethiopia, (to inform LIFT-UP)

2-sider was shared with RLAUD

Shared with RLAUD

Presented on 26th September to experts within the Ministry of
Agriculture, who specifically work on agricultural inputs, Federal
Office staff and ATA representatives who work on input
distribution as well as with retailers
Findings and recommendations were provided to ACSI
Shared via Beam Exchange and other platforms for development
partners
Shared with FCDO in July
Shared with FCDO in the month of October
Shared with FCDO in November 2020. Awaiting further
information on status of LIFT-UP to determine next steps.
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