
 

Ethiopia
Eragrostis tef (teff) has been a staple food for 2000 
years and still is today for 50% of the Ethiopian pop-
ulation (traditional fermented bread injera).

Has great market potential in health food and organic 
food sector: Gluten-free, rich in vitamins, iron, lysine 
and calcium – ideal diet for people suffering from 
coeliac disease or anaemia and for athletes. 

Can be cultivated in dry landscapes and under unsta-
ble weather conditions, grows on water-logged soils, 
is used in South Africa for erosion control. 

AGRICULTURAL SECTOR – Eragrostis tef (Ethiopia)

In Ethiopia, Teff is mainly used to prepare the traditional sourdough 
bread Injera which is served as a side dish to spicy stews. Teff is 
rich in vitamins, iron, lysin and calcium and, above all, is gluten-free. 
These attributes make Teff food a perfect diet for athletes and  
people with coeliac disease. 
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1886 – United Kingdom: The Kew Botanical Garden obtains 
seeds from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to initiate plantings in the 
colonial empire

Since 1960 – Ethiopia: The Debre Zeit Centre of Alemaya 
University (DZARC) performs cross-breeding experiments to 
improve yields and lodging resistance (stability of the stalk)

Since 1970 – Worldwide: Among others, Australia,  
United Kingdom, Israel and the USA, have started research 
projects on teff

1984 – USA: The Teff Company starts planting and  
commercialising teff flour and grain under the trademark 
Maskal Teff 

Netherlands 

2005: ABS agreement between the Ethiopian Institute of Biodiversity 
Conservation (IBC), EARO and HPFI

Implementation of the S&C and EARO foundation (SCEAR) in the Netherlands

•  �HPFI gets access to Ethiopian varieties for non-traditional food and 
beverages

•  Co-ownership of newly developed varieties
•  HPFI is granted no access to traditional knowledge
•  HPFI cannot transfer genetic material to third parties without consent
•  Non-monetary and monetary benefits are shared
•  Annual research and financial reports 

•  Penalty fees for breach of contract
•  Arrangements for the possibility of early termination

SCEAR fund founded to manage royalty payments and  
	register new teff varieties

2003: Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed between the 
Ethiopian Agricultural Research Institute (EARO), Larenstein Uni-
versity and the Dutch company Soil and Crop Improvement (S&C) 

•  Royalty payment, licence fees
•  Co-ownership of new varieties
•  Research collaboration
•  Teff fund to propagate scholarships and other social projects 
•  �Transfer of genetic material to the Netherlands for research 

purposes

2007: HPFI terminates the research project

Concerns of the Ethiopian Institute of Biodiversity Conservation (IBC):
•  SCEAR fund solely under Dutch administration
•  Outstanding payments
•  HPFI failed to provide the annual reports
•  �In collaboration with German authorities and the not-for-profit 

organisation Sequa, HPFI was engaged in a project for Ethiopian 
farmers – initiated without consent of the Ethiopian authorities 
and funded with money from the SCEAR fund 

Concerns of HPFI:
•  Ethiopian export ban on teff is under-

mining the business model of HPFI
•  Slow progress in building  

sufficient infrastructure for  
the implementation of the 

agreement

2009: Bankruptcy of HPFI

•  �Values transferred to companies, Ecosem/Prograin, Ancientgrain 
BV, Prograin International BV 

•  �The newly founded companies are unbound by the terms of the 
ABS agreement

2004: Foundation of Health Performance Food International (HPFI) 
– S&C treated as subordinate part of HPFI 
�HPFI files a patent application with the European Patent Office 
(EPO) – granted in 2007

Termination of MoU 
•  �Patent covers a special drying process of the grains and the 

production of all subsequent products derived from the flour 
(e.g., flour, dough, food, beverages)

•  �Patent application and implementation problems lead the  
Ethiopian government to re-negotiate 
the agreementtiate the agreement

 

2008: HPFI sells EPO patent

Patent sold for 60,000 € to a partnership of HPFI directors without 
informing shareholders or partners. The patent from 2007 is now 
owned by Prograin International bv, a Dutch company under the 
administration of the former HPFI director and the person stated 
as the inventor in the EPO patent. 

 

2006: The Ethiopian government is declaring an export ban on 
Teff in order to improve food security in the country

Research project between HPFI and DZARC

The objective of the research programme is to develop varieties 
better adapted to the Dutch weather conditions.

 

Eragrostis tef (Teff) is an annual gras and staple food for more  
than half of the Ethiopian population. Farmers grow Teff on approxi-
mately 20% of the country’s cultivated area. In 2011/12 the total  
production value was 1.6 billion USD with a commercial surplus of 
464 million USD.

Actors: DZARC, EARO, Larenstein  
University, S&C
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Actors: HPFI (S&C), EPO, EARO, IBC,  
Ethiopian Ministry of Agriculture

Actors: Ethiopian gouvernment, 
HPFI, DZARC, Dutch plant breeders Actors: HPFI

INCONSISTENT IMPLEMENTATION AND COMMUNICATION BETWEEN PROVIDERS AND USERS

The relatively high number of actors involved in the teff case likely contributed to the rather complicated  
and opaque R&D process. Additional obstacles include:

•	 Unclear division of labour between Ethiopian authorities EARO and IBC

•	 Patents filed through the SCEAR fund, solely under Dutch administration

•	� Patent based on traditional knowledge (drying process of the grains) and includes rights on products – 
both excluded in the agreement

•	 Ethiopian export ban undermining the business model of HPFI

•	 Outstanding payments of royalties and licence fees

•	 No annual reports filed by HPFI

Analysis – User and Provider Activities
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Actors: HPFI, IBC
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OPPORTUNITIES PROVIDED BY THE NAGOYA PROTOCOL: 
Procedure: 

 �Competent national authorities with clear competences, as defined by the Nagoya Protocol, would have  
provided for more transparency and legal certainty.

 ��Information exchange with competent national authorities and ABS Clearing-House  would have improved 
the communication between all involved parties 

 ��The ABS Clearing-House (checkpoints) and national ABS focal points could have contributed reliable and 
accessible information and means  for  monitoring (patent application, transfer of genetic material to third 
parties, use of traditional knowledge, status of research).

 �INSTITUTIONALISED PROVISIONS: 
Key institutions and provisions (ABS Clearing-House, checkpoints, provisions of conflict resolution) to en-
sure compliance are still absent on the national and international level. The entry into force of the Nagoya 
Protocol in October 2014 represents a crucial step towards establishing such compliance mechanisms.
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Actors: HPFI (S&C), EPO, EARO, IBC, Ethiopian Ministry of Agriculture
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