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6. Findings from the focus group discussions 
The results of the focus group discussions with senior officials and experts are summarized and presented in this 
section. Since the wheat rust EWAS started as a pilot in 2015, the discussion focused on comparing practices, 
processes, capacity, and policies over two periods: (i) until 2014 (2010–14) and (ii) after 2014 (2015–2020).    
 

6.1. Wheat rust epidemic surveillance and monitoring before and after 2014 

The discussants documented the experience they had in crop disease monitoring in general and in rust incidence 
assessment at federal and regional levels (Table 22). It was clear from the discussion that there was no specific 
wheat rust incidence monitoring by regional and federal institutions until 2015, except that it was considered 
as part of the general crop protection activity of the institutions. Before 2015, exploratory surveys to assess 
disease incidence and severity were conducted by research institutions, the ministry of agriculture, and crop 
protection departments at regional or zonal levels with no coordination among the actors. The exploratory 
surveys conducted by regional bureaus of agriculture were general and did not focus on specific crop diseases. 
Although the 2010 wheat rust epidemic, caused by a virulent yellow rust race, resulted in a huge yield loss in 
Ethiopia, there was no specific wheat rust incidence forecasting and early warning system until 2015. In the 
past, wheat rust monitoring and assessment were considered as part of the general crop protection activity, 
which focused mainly on giving general crop protection management advisories quarterly based on climate 
forecasts. According to the discussants, the major problem caused by the lack of disease-specific crop 
monitoring and early warning advisories was that crop protection was an institutional arrangement whereby it 
came under the crop directorates in the regional states so that it did not get the required attention in terms of 
budget allocation, logistics, manpower, and training.  
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Table 22.  Experience of wheat rust epidemic assessment by regional and federal institutions before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 

ALL LEVELS 
• Research institutions, the ministry of agriculture, and 

regional crop protection departments collect general 
crop disease information separately-there was no 
integration.  

• Crop protection early warning was not an integrated 
practice. 

• Rust information was collected when an incidence was 
reported and/or through seasonal exploratory surveys.  

• Planning made based on quarterly weather forecasts 
received as part of the crop extension activity but no 
independent process for crop disease advice.  

• There was no organized disease monitoring work. 
• General crop protection precaution advice provided by 

a generalist crop protection expert for all crops, which 
was not crop or site-specific. 

• There was no early warning for wheat diseases.  
 

FEDERAL LEVEL  
• Wheat rust technical team established from all partners at the federal 

level (team disseminates information to regions) to follow up an 
outbreak.  

• The focus is given to rust hotspot area-based precautions.  
• The initiative is taken to develop integrated rust monitoring software 

supported by CIMMYT and EIAR. 
• Crowdsourcing of rust incidence from development agents and farmers 

started.  
• Plant health clinics in the country (Bale, Aris, Bishoftu, Bahir Dar, 

Kombolcha) are involved in disease monitoring and include farmers’ 
observations in the monitoring system. 

REGIONAL LEVEL  
• Regional state discrepancies exist in crop protection including wheat 

rust monitoring.  
o Attention is given to crop protection in Oromia and Tigray 

regions, organized at a directorate level.  
o Still under crop directorates in Amhara and SNNP regions. 
o The focus is given to rust-hotspot areas at the regional 

bureau level in Oromia, and training is given to DAs in 
hotspot areas.   

o Increased farmers' awareness created in rust-hotspot districts 
(e.g., Gedeb, Ittosa, Digelu, etc.) and additional training 
provided to DAs at farmer training centers in Oromia.  

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussions (FGD), November–December 2020. 

 
Comparing with the past, the discussants listed down the changes they had observed after 2014 in wheat rust 
incidence detection and monitoring at federal and regional levels (Table 22). The breakthrough came with the 
establishment of a wheat rust technical team drawn from all partners at the federal level, which transformed 
agreed decisions into actions at the federal level and disseminated information to regional states for the 
following up of rust outbreaks. The establishment of the technical team was a result of one of the rust planning 
meetings organized by CIMMYT and its partners in 2015. According to the discussants, the new wheat rust 
detection and monitoring initiatives started at the federal level included the following: (i) giving focus to rust-
hotspot areas; (ii) deployment of an integrated rust monitoring software supported by CIMMYT and EIAR; 
(iii) crowdsourcing of rust incidence from development agents and farmers; and  (iv) greater involvement of 
plant health clinics (Bale, Aris, Bishoftu, Bahir Dar, Kombolcha) in wheat rust disease surveillance and 
reporting (Table 22). It was learned from the group discussions that regional states were at different levels in 
their institutional arrangements and the focus they gave to wheat rust incidence monitoring. The Oromia and 
Tigray regional states had elevated their crop protection service to a directorate level, while it remained within 
the crop directorate in the Amhara and Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples (SNNP) regions. Given 
its large wheat area prone to frequent rust outbreaks, the Oromia regional state has strengthened its crop 
protection service by giving special focus to rust monitoring in hotspot areas, and by providing regular trainings 
for development agents and repeated awareness forums for farmers in the hotspot areas (Table 23). In general, 
the discussions revealed clear changes in the practice and capacity of rust disease surveillance and monitoring 
over the past few years, mostly at the federal level and in the Oromia Regional State; the opinion of the group 
was that the regular rust planning meetings has mostly triggered these changes.  
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6.2. Fungicide supply planning before and after 2014 

The group discussions indicated clear differences in the planning of fungicide purchases before and after 2014. 
In the past (before 2015), the fungicide supply was dominated by private suppliers who imported it from outside 
based on their assessment of the market. Private companies mostly imported fungicides along with other 
chemicals such as herbicides and insecticides (Table 23). The wheat rust outbreak in 2010, however, triggered a 
mass importation of fungicides, including special requests for fungicides by the government to neighboring 
countries. 2010 was an extraordinary year for yellow rust infestation, and as a result, the country imported a 
record amount of fungicide (more than 600,000 liters) for the control of yellow rust (Fig. 2). As shown in Figure 
2, the amount of fungicide imported varies over the years indicating a better level of managing fungicide imports.  

 

Table 23.  Planning of fungicide purchases for wheat rust management before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 
• Fungicide supplied by private sector only. 
• Dependent on the will of importers  
• The importers do their assessment, and they 

request import permits from MoA. 
• 2010 was a special case and the government 

took extraordinary steps on fungicide imports. 
• No specific fungicide request but requests are 

made for all chemicals (insecticides, 
herbicides, and fungicides) 

• The list of registered fungicide importers has increased. 
• The MoA conducts an inventory of annual and seasonal fungicide imports.  
• Quarterly meetings are conducted between MoA (state minister), ATA, 

Researchers (EIAR, CIMMYT), Private sectors, Unions, and Cooperative 
representatives to plan for fungicide imports.  

• Meetings are conducted with importers to discuss their import plan and help them 
to get LC permits.  

• Unions, cooperatives, and ESCO (Agriculture Service Corporation) are involved in 
the import of fungicides.  

• Oromia Federation, cooperatives, and the private sector consult on fungicide 
imports based on the assessment of need by the BoA (allocations made to 
federations and private importers) 

• Need assessment is based on the recent trend, and on woreda (district)-level and 
kebele (sub-district)-level requests.   

• The farmers’ need comes from their experience of the current season, SMS 
messages, and information they get from the media.  

• State Minister conducts weekly video conference meetings (with federal directors 
and regional bureau heads) to discuss urgent issues and measures to be taken.  

• Amhara: chemical needs are planned specifically for fungicides, insecticides, and 
herbicides) 

• The Inputs Supply and Marketing Directorate presents the request to the state 
minister (Input Supply) and then supplies are distributed to unions, farm service 
centers. Private importers also import and supply chemicals in the region based 
on the climate agro-advisory and disease early warning advisories.  

• The Ministry has a policy of fungicide reserve that covers at least 10% of the 
wheat area (decided at the rust planning meeting in 2015).  

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussion (FGD), November–December 2020.  
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Figure 2.  Amount of fungicide imported over years in Ethiopia.  
Source: Ministry of Agriculture Records.  

According to the discussants, several changes have been made since 2015 in planning for fungicide purchase 
because of the different awareness creation and capacity-building efforts made through the wheat rust 
initiatives implemented in the country, particularly the regular rust planning meetings. An increase in the 
number and diversity (private, public, and farmer unions and cooperatives) of registered fungicide importers, 
the consistent annual and seasonal inventory of fungicide imports by the MoA, quarterly meetings among 
major stakeholders (MoA, ATA, EIAR, private sector, unions, and cooperatives), advisory-based consultative 
need assessment, and high-level (state minister) engagement in the planning and procurement of fungicide as 
a major agriculture input are among the major changes after 2014 mentioned by the discussants (Table 23). In 
addition, the Ministry has a policy of fungicide reserve that covers at least 10% of the wheat area (decided at 
the rust planning meeting in 2015).  
 

6.3. Communication of wheat rust epidemic between federal and regional 
offices before and after 2014 

According to the points from the group discussion, communication between federal, regional, and lower-level 
agricultural bureaus in the past was through conventional means such as letters and telephone calls focusing 
mainly on general crop protection and production aspects. After 2014, however, information about rust 
presented at the rust planning meetings was communicated to regions through regular planning meetings with 
the Ministry of Agriculture (Table 24). However, the regional crop protection heads believed that rust 
communication was not strong enough and they suggested the use of the communication modality used by the 
ministry to deliver agro-climatic advisories at 10-day and seasonal time scales for effective rust 
communication. It was agreed that the rust early warning advisory was reliable but that communication to 
different stakeholders at the lower level required strengthening. 
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Table 24.  Wheat rust epidemic communication between federal and regional agricultural offices before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 
• Letter  
• Telephone  
• Only general communication about crop 

production and protection 

• The MoA agriculture sends/communicates wheat rust advice to regional offices 
(until 2019).  

• Wheat rust early warning communication between federal and regional bureaus is 
not strong.  

• Advice needs to be directly communicated to regional bureau heads, directors, and 
crop protection experts. 

• The advisory product is reliable but communication to different stakeholders at a 
lower level requires strengthening.  

• Agro-climatic advice is distributed to regional bureaus at 10-day and seasonal time 
scales, and the list of recipients can be used for the rust advice. 

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussion (FGD), November–December 2020.  

 
6.4. Communication of wheat rust epidemic to development agents before 
and after 2014 

There is a large regional discrepancy in the communication of rust early warning advisories in Ethiopia. While 
other regional states provide general crop protection awareness to their Development Agents (DAs) as part of 
the seasonal extension package update, the Oromia regional state communicates rust information to its DAs 
and provides targeted training on rust management for those DAs located in rust hotspot areas. The Oromia 
region also collaborates with plant health clinics in the region to communicate and train DAs in highly rust-
prone areas on a seasonal basis (Table 25).  

Table 25.  Wheat rust epidemic communication to Development Agents before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 
• Through the extension system as part of the 

general crop management package  
• Targeted trainings are provided to DAs in hotspot areas based on the rust early 

warning advice. 
• SMS  
• Written general communications and occasional visits. 
• Additional focused trainings are provided to areas/zones with expected disease 

prevalence (rust, fall armyworm, locusts, etc.) in Oromia.  
• Plant health clinics also provide training in selected topics including rust in hotspot 

areas in Oromia.  

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussion (FGD), November-December 2020.   

 

6.5. Communication of wheat rust epidemics to farmers before and after 2014 

The use of development agents to reach farmers has been a vital way to communicate information about rust 
epidemics or any other outbreak of disease both in the past and in recent years (Table 26). As the rust early 
warning information becomes available, other communication outlets such as the use of ATA’s Interactive 
Voice Response System (IVRS), SMS via DAs, mass media, and mass mobilizations have been used to reach 
farmers and inform them about wheat rust conditions (Table 26). As indicated by the discussants, although 
some of the recent changes are dictated by the advance of and increasing access to communications channels, 
the regular availability of the rust early warning advisory is the major driver of the changes.  
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Table 26.  Wheat rust epidemic communication to farmers before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 

• Through DAs • Through DAs  
• Interactive Voice Response System (IVRS)  
• SMS to DAs  
• Mass mobilization 
• Media on an occasional basis  

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussion (FGD), November-December 2020.  

6.6. Changes in rust management practices 

Before awareness was raised about the incidence, severity, and management of rust, the use of fungicides was 
seen as the sole rust control option (Table 27). As awareness grew and information became available through 
early warning advisories, the rust management portfolio included crop rotation, the use of resistant wheat varieties 
and certified seed, and planting date adjustment in addition to fungicide application (Table 27). 

Table 27.  Major rust epidemic control and management practices before and after 2014. 

Before 2014 After 2014 (2015-2020) 

• Mostly chemical application 

 

• Crop rotation 
• Fungicide application (rust full package) 
• Use of resistant varieties (regularly updated) 
• Use of certified seed.  
• Sowing date adjustment  
• Continuous rust race identification and communication to breeders 

Source: Authors, based on focused group discussion (FGD), November-December 2020.  

Because of the frequent breakdown of resistance, wheat breeding is heavily involved in the development of 
durable rust resistant varieties. The breeding programs are working towards the fast-track release of resistant 
varieties, the supply of breeder seed, and in some cases the multiplication of certified seeds to replace highly 
susceptible varieties. The breeders use the type and virulence of rust races identified and provided by the wheat 
rust initiatives and the information provided during the rust planning meetings as inputs to their breeding 
activities and for the supply and distribution of seeds of resistant varieties as a replacement for those varieties 
that turn out to be susceptible. According to the group that discussed the issues, the extension system currently 
encourages farmers to rotate their wheat fields with other crops and advises them to buy new seeds instead of 
recycling their own saved seeds. It was learned that these rust management practices helped in reducing 
dependence on fungicides at a national level.  
 

6.7. Benefits of the Rust Early Warning System to federal institutions 

The discussants identified several benefits that the rust early warning advisory contributed to improving the 
planning and operation of federal initiations concerning wheat rust management (Table 28). The rust early 



   
 

 37 

warning advisory enabled preparedness and early planning for rust at the Ministry level. It also helped in 
advising fungicide importers in advance of rust outbreaks, deploying experts to rust hotspot areas, planning 
training at different levels of the extension system, and the prompt scouting of disease incidence and early 
advice to stakeholders.  

Table 28. The benefits of the rust early warning advisory to federal institutions and partners.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors, summary based on focused group discussion (FGD).   

According to the discussants, the rust early warning system has been used to provide information on the 
incidence and potential severity of rust for advising the research system (breeders, seed companies, and crop 
management) for better management of rusts. The regular rust planning meetings have strengthened 
institutional collaboration and internal team integration among federal institutions and their partners and 
attracted the attention of high-level decision-makers, which has impacted decisions on budgeting, foreign 
currency allocation, and the increased involvement of key stakeholders. For example, the National Bank of 
Ethiopia created a dedicated desk for fungicide import for wheat rust that helped several importers to get 
involved in chemical imports (fungicides). Moreover, the awareness created through the rust planning meetings 
helped to strengthen wheat rust trap nurseries in the country for rust monitoring. 
 

 6.8. Further Improvements needed to the Wheat Rust Early Warning Advisory 
System  

Besides the multiple benefits mentioned above, the discussants want to see further improvements to the rust 
early warning system. Major improvements that the group suggested include the following: (i) developing a 
central database and rust early warning system that can be operated by the MoA; (ii) including information on 
varieties and crop management in the early warning advisory; (iii) providing location-specific advice at least 
to district level; (iv) training experts who can run the early warning system at the national level; (v) holding 
regular awareness-creation events at the regional, zone and woreda levels and promoting the service to different 
stakeholders; (vi) integrating the disease advisory with the climate agro-advisory and allowing user feedback; 
(vii) the system needs to strengthen the integration of the different sectors (crop production, protection, and 
input supply); (viii) providing the advisory to all key actors along the wheat value chain; enhancing capacity 
(human and infrastructure) at different levels (federal, region and woreda).  

 

• Preparedness and early planning for rust at Ministry level  
• Providing early advice to fungicide importers  
• Deploying experts to rust hotspot areas. 
• Planning trainings at different levels.  
• Advising the research system (breeders, seed companies and crop management) 
• Strengthened institutional collaboration and internal team integration.  
• Prompt scouting of rust incidence and early warning of stakeholders  
• Decision support for high level decision makers (on budgeting, foreign currency allocation, increased involvement of key 

stakeholders (e.g., unions)  
• Helped several importers to get involved in chemical imports (fungicides) 
• The National Bank created a dedicated desk for the import of fungicide for wheat rust. 
• Wheat rust trap nurseries have been strengthened for rust monitoring. 


