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Introduction
The current conflict in the northern Tigray 
region of Ethiopia has plunged millions of 
people into extreme levels of hunger and 
hundreds of thousands into famine. This 
conflict is one of a series of interconnected 
shocks to hit smallholders and rural dwellers 
in the Horn of Africa over the last few years. 
Before the onset of the conflict, extensive 
crop damage was inflicted by waves of locust 
swarms. Ethiopia has been one of the most 
extensively impacted countries in the region, 
and Tigray in particular. This paper explores 
how a key factor shaping the context where 
these shocks hit is the Ethiopian state’s drive 
to industrialise agriculture, with resulting 
social and ecological costs, including linkages 
to conflict. The Ethiopian case therefore 
brings into sharp relief how the agency of 
the African state is central in understanding 
the drive for the Green Revolution in Africa. 
We show that part of why the BMGF, as 
well as the World Bank and USAID, could 
capture Ethiopia’s agriculture and push the 
Green Revolution through corporate and 
private sector expansion, is because the state’s 
authoritarianism conveniently insulates them 
from democratic pressure or accountability, 
while laying the conditions for conflict and 
violence.

Multiple shocks in a politically 
and ecologically precarious 
region
The paper finds that the locust swarms that 
infested East Africa and the Horn of Africa 
during 2020 came on the heels of a series 
of droughts and floods linked to the climate 
crisis that had been hitting smallholder 
farmers in the region. The conditions linked 
to climate change also contributed to the 
intensity and reproduction of the swarms. This 
series of multiple shocks vastly impacted crop 
production and household food insecurity and 
resilience. COVID-19 restrictions added further 
strain on food security and farming practices.

Smallholders first: A 
home-grown, state-driven 
approach to the Green 
Revolution
The overall resilience of smallholders and rural 
dwellers, however, is shaped by a deeper 
political economy context. A central factor in 
Ethiopia has been the state’s role in driving 
agricultural industrialisation in line with its 
national development objectives and its desire 
to move up the ladder of the global economy, 
an approach that pre-dated but converges with 
philanthro-capitalist and corporate agendas. 
This policy been driven along two planks. The 
first has been a productivist Green Revolution 
approach, in which raising the productivity 
of smallholder farmers is seen as the solution 
to poverty and hunger. The results of this 
approach have been mixed, however, and 
mostly disappointing: while some increases in 
agricultural productivity have occurred, Ethiopia 
remains one of the poorest countries in the 
world, still experiencing some of the highest 
levels of hunger. The approach has failed to stem 
rising inequality, unemployment and associated 
political tensions. (The second important policy 
plank, large-scale agricultural investments, is 
covered later in this summary.)

In addition, the Green Revolution drive is leading 
to technological lock-ins, such as growing 
pesticide use by smallholders. Initial data on 
pesticide uptake and employment suggests 
pesticide usage is replacing labour employment. 
The greatest impact in high uptake areas is on 
female- and youth-headed households, which 
are relatively more reliant on off-farm wage 
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employment. This aligns with larger trends 
of youth unemployment, which have been 
blamed on the country’s inequitable agricultural 
and industrial growth path and have been key 
in the intensified political tension since 2014. 
This speaks to the dangers of the current Green 
Revolution development consensus being 
promoted for Africa, where the majority of 
people are dependent on agriculture, including 
much of the youth.

Commercialising smallholders: 
convergence of state-led 
development, philanthro-
capitalism and World Bank 
designs
However, the problem posed by many 
agricultural scientists and Ethiopian agricultural 
policy, is not enough Green Revolution. Efforts 
are therefore underway to deepen the role of 
the market in expanding the Green Revolution, 
through increased roles and power to the 
private sector and foreign corporations.

The seed sector is a key target of the private 
sector and foreign corporations. Off-farm seed 
breeding, production and distribution systems 
have primarily been a public sector affair – 
85% of the improved seed varieties released 

are publicly owned and bred through the four 
main parastatal seed cooperatives (Ethiopia, 
Oromia, Amhara and South Seed Enterprises), 
which produce 75% of the total volume of 
cereal, pulse and oil seeds, with no royalties or 
exclusive use rights being granted on publicly 
bred and produced seed. However, the emphasis 
on trade, to earn foreign exchange, and pressure 
of multilateral donors and philanthro-capitalist 
organisations such as the BMGF have led to a 
stronger push to commercialise the seed sector. 
Although the Ethiopian Seed Proclamation 
of 2013 and the Plant Breeders’ Rights (PBR) 
Proclamation of 2017 contain certain safeguards 
towards the possible realisation of farmers’ 
rights, the former is primarily oriented towards 
the commercialisation of the sector, and the PBR 
law is essentially based on International Union 
for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants  
(UPOV) 1991. 

In this context, state control of seed production 
and poor intellectual property (IP) protection 
is being blamed for the relatively low diffusion 
of improved seed into the agricultural system, 
and hence the need for greater privatisation 
and IP protection to dynamise the spread of 
commercially bred and produced seed. However, 
with little historical evidence that IP is relevant in 
terms of ensuring that better quality seeds are 
accessible and available to smallholder farmers, 
the relatively low uptake of improved seed by 
these farmers and the small number of crops 
in the case of uptake seriously challenges both 
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their suitability to the needs of most Ethiopian 
farmers and their supposed superiority over 
farmers’ seed. Furthermore, while the laws 
provide important exceptions for farmer seed 
systems, they do little to actively advance and 
support such systems as a critical component 
to ecologically and socially transformative food 
systems. The conditions are, instead, being 
created for commercial expansion, without 
assured benefits to smallholder farmers 
and little state commitment to supporting, 
recognising and protecting farmers’ rights and 
farmer managed seed systems.

From smallholders first to 
agrarian extractivism
Given the perceived failures of smallholder 
agriculture to achieve the agricultural 
transformation desired by the state, the second 
important policy plank has been the deeper 
integration of Ethiopian land, labour and 
resources into global capitalism, through the 
promotion of large-scale industrial plantations 
to attract capital and investment to spur 
employment and ‘modernisation’ of the 
agricultural system. These have largely served 
as a means to bring foreign capital to bear on 
ecologies, people and Ethiopian agriculture, 
but also offer a tool for the state to ‘civilise’ 
those populations and bring them under state 
control. 

In production terms, however, most large-scale 
industrial plantations have been a resounding 
failure. Despite the devotion of a significant 
amount of the state’s human, institutional and 
financial resources, they have fallen far short 
of their anticipated outcomes. Of a total of 
2.3 million hectares that had been leased to 
domestic and foreign investors by 2015, less 
than 20% have been put under cultivation. 
They have also done little to increase agricultural 
output – during the 2014/15 cropping season, 
these large projects were responsible for only 
4.3% of total national agricultural production.

What these investments have done is increase 
the exposure of Ethiopian land, rural livelihoods 
and nature to the grip of global finance capital, 
sometimes referred to as rogue capital. 

The investments also reflect class interests 
in Ethiopia, as more domestic than foreign 
investors have also tried to get in on the action. 
Ethiopian companies, however, are less able to 
invest in productive capacity as they mostly do 
not import large enough quantities of capital 
goods and/or export their produce, to qualify 
for the favourable terms offered to foreign 
investors. Thus, foreign investors, many from 
India and China, have been favoured and 
control much larger areas of land.

Even in the case of productively ‘successful’ 
agricultural projects, such as horticulture farms 
in the highlands for flower exports to European 
markets, adverse social and ecological impacts 
are significant. Given existing land shortage in 
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the highlands, making space for them requires 
removing farmers from their land. The Amhara 
National Regional State Disaster Prevention and 
Food Security Program Coordination Office says 
that flower growing investors displace as many 
as 3 000 people per year, who are left with 
little choice but to seek survival in low-paid 
jobs, without access to the land and resources 
they once had. Operations contaminate Lake 
Tana and the Blue Nile with fertiliser and 
pesticides, thus contributing to the pressure 
on the Nile that is building as a result of 
the drive for ‘development’ along its basin. 
Limited research on sugar cane plantations also 
indicates wide-spread impacts on biodiversity.

The entry of global capital is further facilitated 
by the failure of large state-owned projects 
such as the Kuraz Sugar Development Project, 
which, as a result, have been turned over to 
private (mostly Chinese) capital. Left on the 
margins are the agro-pastoralists who were 
displaced to make way for these projects. 
Thus, after billions of public money and loans 
spent on promoting large-scale agriculture 

and infrastructure-heavy projects, these have 
contributed little to national production or 
foreign exchange earnings and have instead left 
in their wake the failures of agrarian extractivism 
– dispossession, misery, hunger, poverty and 
ecological degradation.

The failures of agrarian 
extractivism and Ethiopia’s 
political conflict
Even though the state exercises a high degree 
of control over the agrarian landscape, 
subjecting it to global value chains and the 
demands of transnational corporations and 
finance capital has unleashed processes that 
the state could not and has not been able 
to fully control. Resistance to the terms of 
agricultural industrialisation and low wage 
factory development, and failure to stem 
growing unemployment and inequality under 
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic 
Front (EPRDF) contributed to the protests that 
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the United States because Ethiopia is the US’s 
strategic lynchpin for projecting its interests 
and therefore of promoting acceptance of 
GM technology in the region. A number of 
commentators warn of the dangers GMOs pose 
to Ethiopia’s biodiversity, environment, farmers’ 
rights and food security. These threats are 
deepened by hinging agriculture more tightly 
to the profit needs of corporate power, which 
have little to do with achieving food security, but 
will continue to advance an agrarian extractivist 
agenda linked to globalised corporate 
profiteering. 

Conclusion
In this paper we explore the industrialisation 
of agriculture in Ethiopia through 
commercialisation of the smallholder sector 
and large-scale land investments. However, the 
process has consistently failed to realise even its 
own targets for higher agricultural productivity, 
productive investment and job creation. Instead, 
these approaches have been consonant with 
sharpening inequality and unemployment, key 
factors in shaping Ethiopia’s contentious political 
situation. 

Showing the central role of the Ethiopian state 
in driving the industrialisation of the food 
system points to the need for a view beyond 
only the role of those like the BMGF in pushing 

flared up in 2014/15. These protests set off 
a chain of political events that eventually led 
towards the current conflict and extreme 
suffering of millions in the northern Tigray 
region. This is explored in more depth in the 
full paper.

State-driven industrialisation, 
introduction of GMOs and US 
imperialism: converging around 
agrarian extractivism
Despite the fall-out and failures of agricultural 
industrialisation in Ethiopia’s context, the 
process continues full-steam ahead, backed 
by transnational interests connected to US 
imperialism and geopolitical interests, as seen 
regarding commercial growing of genetically 
modified (GM) seed in the country. After 
years of denying their entry, the Ethiopian 
government recently began permitting 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs). In 
2018, the government issued a permit for 
confined field trials of purportedly drought 
tolerant and pest resistant WEMA-TELA 
maize and enset – otherwise known as ‘false 
banana’ – a key staple for over 20 million 
Ethiopians and one of the earliest crops 
to be domesticated in Ethiopia. Reflecting 
its continued attachment to large-scale 
agricultural industrialisation, in February 2020 
the government approved the commercial 
cultivation of Bt cotton for use only by large 
investors, with a key supplier of the seed being 
Mahyco, an Indian subsidiary of Monsanto, 
now Bayer. 

Given the failures of GM uptake to any 
significant extent on the continent, especially in 
Burkina Faso and South Africa, and Ethiopia’s 
prior refusal to allow the entry of GM seeds, 
this turnaround is especially important for 
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the Green Revolution in Africa, and the need 
to strengthen support to African smallholders 
in contesting their relationship with the state 
and its role in driving agricultural development 
policies that favour transnational capital and 
the global economy. 

However, with the role of northern 
philanthropies like the BMGF, the World Bank 
and USAID increasing in Ethiopia’s food system, 
the authoritarian means by which the state 
advances the Green Revolution brings to the 
fore the question of the complicity of these 
actors that operate from neocolonial and 
corporate volition, arrogantly eschewing any 
democratic accountability to African people 
and ecologies. We show that the authoritarian 
nature of the state helps to insulate them from 
having to answer to a wider popular mandate.

This context described by the paper poses 
particular warnings in light of the upcoming 
UN Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), which 

reflects a disproportionate influence of the 
corporate agenda and the global ‘development 
consensus’ that has a particular vision for 
Africa’s agricultural development path. 
Promoters of the Green Revolution, like AGRA 
and lnternational Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI), see agricultural industrialisation as 
a technical matter of creating value chains 
centred around corporations, so that people 
can transition out of farming and into up- and 
downstream employment. But Ethiopia shows 
that these market- and techno-centred solutions 
to complex social and historical problems do not 
offer such easy answers for African economies. 
The situations are, instead, riven by the 
particularities of insertion of southern economies 
into neoliberal globalisation, in a context of 
global hierarchies, domestic inequalities and 
politics, and regional geopolitics. 
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