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This policy briefing draws on nationally representative agricultural survey panel data from
2011, 2013, 2015, 2018 and 2021 to assess how adopting organic fertiliser affects
household welfare. Using a robust causal estimation approach, it focuses on two key
outcomes: real per capita consumption and poverty status.
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What is in this briefing?
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Background

What is the issue?

Agriculture remains the backbone of Ethiopia’s economy,
underpinning rural livelihoods, food security and employment,
particularly among smallholder farmers. However, the sector faces
growing pressures. Rising prices of chemical fertilisers, disruptions
to supply linked to global crises and recurrent domestic shocks,
such as drought and conflict, are increasing production costs and
vulnerability among farming households.

These challenges highlight the need for more sustainable and
locally available alternatives. Organic fertilisers, such as livestock
manure, compost, crop residues and municipal biowaste, offer a
practical option. They can help reduce input costs, improve soil
fertility and strengthen the resilience of smallholder farming
systems.

What does this briefing do?

Using nationally representative Living Standards Measurement
Study - Integrated Surveys on Agriculture (LSMS-ISA) panel data
(2011/12,2013/14,2015/16,2018/19 and 2021)" and a cluster-

1 See: https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/Isms/initiatives/lsms-
ISA#2

robust causal forest estimator, this briefing highlights the main
findings of a study evaluating the impacts of organic fertiliser
adoption on household welfare, specifically real per capita
consumption expenditure and poverty status.

About the DEEP Challenge Fund
The DEEP Challenge Fund supports nationally-led research that is
designed to strengthen strategies and policies to end poverty.

By working closely with steering committees in each country,
Challenge Fund projects are chosen to reflect national priorities, fill
current evidence gaps and move countries closer to tackling the
root causes of poverty.

The Ethiopia Challenge Fund awarded grants to local researchers in
2024.

For further information, see: https://povertyevidence.org/challenge-
fund/

How to get in touch
For all questions on the research and our work in this area, please
contact: tlemma.sdi@gmail.com or contact@povertyevidence.org
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Key points

1. Organic fertiliser adoption is widespread and provides a cost-reducing, climate-smart and pro-poor pathway to improving rural welfare
in Ethiopia.

2. While average welfare effects are modest, some households experience substantial gains, particularly poorer households using
integrated nutrient management.

3. Targeted interventions, rather than universal promotion, can significantly increase aggregate welfare gains.

4. Policies that combine organic and inorganic fertilisers (ISFM) and address labour and access constraints will yield the highest returns.
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Findings

Adoption of organic fertiliser is increasing across farming households

Plot-level adoption increased from 24% in 2011 to 42% in 2021, indicating widespread and growing use.

Household-level adoption (adoption on at least one plot) rose substantially, from 57% to 78%, showing that organic fertiliser is now embedded
in many farming systems.

Figure 1: Organic fertiliser adoption (2011-2021)
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Poorer farmers benefit most from organic fertiliser adoption

Households that use organic fertiliser tend to have higher consumption levels than those that do not. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov (K-S)
equality of distribution test rejects equality of distribution between adopters and non-adopters for all years

Figure 2: Real per capita consumption expenditure distribution by organic fertiliser adoption
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In practice, the benefits vary widely. Poorer households, those living closer to markets, farmers with larger plots and those who combine
organic and inorganic fertilisers tend to see the biggest improvements in their livelihoods. In contrast, wealthier households, and those in more
remote or less favourable farming areas, often see little or no benefit.

Figure 3: Distribution of benefit gained from organic fertiliser adoption (per capita consumption expenditure in ETB per year)
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Organic fertiliser offers poorer farmers the potential to increase productivity,
reduce costs and reduce agrochemical dependence

Higher productivity: Improved soil structure, nutrient cycling, and moisture retention can increase yields, especially on smaller plots and in
labour-abundant households.

Lower production costs: Replacing expensive chemical inputs with locally available organic materials reduces input costs, which is particularly
important for cash-constrained farmers.

Reduced agrochemical dependence: Organic fertiliser use can lower reliance on chemical fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides, reducing both
costs and exposure to volatile input markets.

Despite the potential benefits, organic fertiliser adoption remains uneven

Despite its benefits, adoption of organic fertiliser is not universal and varies significantly across regions and households. A number of
constraints continue to limit uptake, including limited labour availability, lack of access to composting equipment, and insufficient extension
and advisory services.

Adoption is also lower in more remote areas, where poor market access and limited local supply of organic fertiliser restrict availability. In
addition, many farmers continue to rely on chemical fertilisers, which often provide more immediate and predictable short-term returns.
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Recommendations

To enhance the welfare impacts of organic fertiliser adoption,
interventions should be targeted and adapted to local
conditions.

Promote integrated soil fertility
management (ISFM)

Encourage the combined use of organic and inorganic
fertilisers to improve productivity and ensure more reliable
returns. Targeted input vouchers or subsidies for blended
input packages can help liquidity-constrained households
adopt these practices.

Strengthen market access and rural
infrastructure

Invest in rural roads, aggregation centres and market linkages
to connect farmers to output markets and improve access to
complementary inputs. Better market access is critical for
translating productivity gains into higher incomes.

Support resource-poor households to
overcome adoption barriers

Provide training, small grants, and labour-saving composting
technologies to reduce the upfront costs and labour demands
associated with organic fertiliser use.

Strengthen local production and supply
of organic fertiliser

Promote community-level composting initiatives by leveraging
livestock waste, crop residues and municipal biowaste. This
can improve availability while creating local economic
opportunities.

Enhance extension and advisory services

Expand and strengthen extension systems to provide practical
training on composting, nutrient management and sustainable
farming practices, with a focus on reaching underserved and
remote communities.
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Data & Evidence to End Extreme Poverty

DEEP’s mission is to build evidence, insights and solutions that help end extreme poverty globally.

We aim to contribute to new global and national data and evidence that governments, decision makers, citizens and researchers can use to
improve people’s lives and support the world’s poorest people in their efforts to escape extreme poverty.

We are a consortium of the Universities of Cornell, Copenhagen and Southampton, led by Oxford Policy Management, in partnership with the
World Bank’s Development Data Group and funded by the UK Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office.
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