Policy implications of NCCR North-South research
How is it possible to capitalise on the positive aspects of khat, while mitigating its
negative features? Requirements include:
•

Forums where stakeholders at different levels can discuss issues related to
khat in a participatory, constructive, and transparent way, and can seek
solutions to problems.

•

Close cooperation between state and non-state actors to solve problems
related to khat, as well as to identify its social, economic, and scientific
benefits (use in pharmaceuticals, as fertiliser or compost, in food and
beverages, etc.).

•

Multidisciplinary research on khat to understand the interests of actors
involved, provide a firm information base for discussions, identify the possible
impacts of khat on economic development and public health, and allow
actions to be proposed based on scientific evidence.

•

Political will is necessary to create a conducive environment for such
initiatives.

Ephrem Tesema, PhD
Researcher and Development
Consultant
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia
etesema2001@yahoo.com

Ethiopia

Regional edition Horn of Africa

No. 6 January 2013

evidence for policy

These requirements necessitate a balanced approach involving a broad range of
stakeholders: national, regional, and municipal government officials; legislative
agencies, public health, and agricultural authorities, monasteries (the traditional
keepers of the plant in Ethiopia), indigenous medical practitioners, research
organisations, innovative individuals, farmers, traders, and consumers.
Research is particularly important. The lack of credible information has fostered
“sensational” information spread by the media and anti-khat activists. This harms
the millions of growers, traders, consumers, and governments who benefit from
the khat sector.
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Professor, Institute of Social
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University of Basel, Switzerland
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Khat (Catha edulis) is a controversial crop. When chewed, the leaves are
mildly narcotic, causing it to be banned in North America and much of
Europe. In Ethiopia, Somalia, and Yemen, where most khat is grown, the crop
is not illegal, and it provides the basis for a growing part of the economy.

Case studies featured here were
conducted in Ethiopia.
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• Khat is a controversial crop: it
is important economically, but
because it is a mild narcotic, it
has numerous disadvantages.
• Because of the controversy
surrounding its production and
use, khat has been neglected
by agricultural research and
extension services.

Over the past few decades, discussions about khat in Ethiopia have
alternated between people who want to make khat illegal and those who
oppose this. Most such arguments are based on ideology and politics rather
than science. Arguments about the harmful and beneficial effects of khat
have diverted attention from the potential for research on the crop,
including its alternative uses. This issue of evidence for policy, based on
three years of multi-site field research, outlines the positive and negative
effects of khat, and proposes ways to engage in a more constructive
discussion.
The positive side of khat

Research by Tesema (2011) has

Khat generates a large amount of

revealed that for centuries before it

• Open, constructive debate
about khat should involve all
stakeholders in the sector to
design policies that maximise
the benefits and mitigate the
disadvantages of the crop.

income for Ethiopia’s farmers, and

• Such a debate must be
informed by multidisciplinary
research to provide reliable
information about the crop, its
production, trade, and use.

consumers, this stimulates growers to

over the last decade it has emerged
as one of the country’s five leading
agricultural exports. Along with the
rising number of domestic
increase production using new
technologies, expand their plots, tap
surface and ground water, and
improve harvesting and packing
techniques.
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became a widespread cash crop,
monastic communities, forest
dwellers, Muslim communities, and
indigenous healers kept khat. They
used it for various purposes: for
healing, for barter, as currency, for
gifts, to pay tax, and to circulate
during rituals.
In urban centres, various types of
khat-chewing establishments have
emerged to serve different categories
of consumers. In most cities and

Featured case study
Khat value chains were investigated
in Ethiopia spanning three regional
states, five districts, three regional
night markets, and several major
retailing and consumption centres
in urban areas. Data were collected
via participant observation, case
study and document analysis, and
interviews. The researcher traced
the flow of khat as a commodity
by analysing competing actors
involved in the process. The research
covered leading khat-production
regions, including Oromiya and
Southern Nations, Nationalities and
Peoples Regional Sates, as well as
Amhara region which has just begun
producing for national markets.
Regional khat markets such as
Aweday in Oromiya, Tefera-Basha in
the South, and Zenzelima in Amhara
region play key roles in adding
value to the commodity before it is
transported to consumption centres
within and outside Ethiopia (Tesema
2011).
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services lack knowledge about the crop,
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including its impact on water resources,
land coverage, and its effects on other
crops and food security.

Enhancing positives, reducing
negatives
Khat is an unusual global commodity. It is
valuable only when fresh, so requires a
rapid, efficient distribution system. Most is
produced by small-scale farmers in Africa,

Definitions
•

Khat: Catha edulis, called chatt in Amharic, jimaa in Oromifaa, and
qat in Yemeni Arabic. A shrub or small tree with evergreen leaves
native to the Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. The fresh
leaves are chewed and have a mildly narcotic effect.

•

Garaba: The residue of khat after the tender leaves are chewed. It is
used to make compost, as fodder for goats, and as fuel in different
parts of Ethiopia.

and the trade and distribution is controlled
mainly by people from the producing and
consuming countries. International
companies have little involvement in this
value chain. Governments have little say in
price regulation, and there is very little
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How is it possible to capitalise on the positive aspects of khat, while mitigating its
negative features? Requirements include:
•

Forums where stakeholders at different levels can discuss issues related to
khat in a participatory, constructive, and transparent way, and can seek
solutions to problems.
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Close cooperation between state and non-state actors to solve problems
related to khat, as well as to identify its social, economic, and scientific
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These requirements necessitate a balanced approach involving a broad range of
stakeholders: national, regional, and municipal government officials; legislative
agencies, public health, and agricultural authorities, monasteries (the traditional
keepers of the plant in Ethiopia), indigenous medical practitioners, research
organisations, innovative individuals, farmers, traders, and consumers.
Research is particularly important. The lack of credible information has fostered
“sensational” information spread by the media and anti-khat activists. This harms
the millions of growers, traders, consumers, and governments who benefit from
the khat sector.
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