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1. Description of the market 

Location: Gambella is located near the Ethiopia-Sudan border. 
Baro River passes through the town and forms an important 
trading channel for both formal and informal trade. From 
Gambella, the river passes through Metar and Burbie in Ethiopia, 
and then to Nasir in Sudan.  

Catchment area: The catchment area for the market includes 
Akobo, Wangding, Koye 12, and Jikawa (Figure 1). Crop 
production is the main livelihood in the catchment areas where 
more 80% of the population is engaged in cereal production 
(mainly maize and sorghum). 

Market days and hours: The market operates every day for both 
food/non food and livestock. Food and non-food markets operate 
from 7:00 am to 5:00 pm; the peak time being between 10:00 am 
and noon, while the livestock market operates from 9:00 am to 
noon. 

Infrastructure: The market comprises a small, open market with 
temporary sheds and a livestock market place. The open market 
area is privately owned and traders pay around 50 Birr per month 
to land owners. There are around 80-90 private stores with 
holding capacity of 10-100 Mt each. 

During the rainy season, when the water level of Baro River 
increases, river navigation is the main mode of transportation 
among the two countries along Gambella region. Currently 
Government of Ethiopia is upgrading the existing Gambella-Lare-
Jikao road to a tarmac road. Juba, the main city of Southern 
Sudan, will be accessible through this road. Beside the road 
network, the expansion of telephone lines and cell phone 
coverage is in progress. 

Importance of market to food security: The market is located in 
an agro-pastoralist area where the primary sources of livelihood 
for the majority of the residents are crop farming and livestock 
production, and to some extent fishing and bee keeping. The 
market is a very important source of food supply to the people 
who live around the border, especially from the month of January 
to June, as locally produced stocks deplete. During this period 
they sell their livestock in order to buy grain and other food. 

Nearby markets: Other cross-border markets nearby are Lare, Pagak, and Dima. Burbe, Akobo, and Nasir are currently the main destination 
markets on the Sudan side. 

 
2. Commodities traded in the market 
Tables 1 and 2 summarize the main food commodities and livestock traded in Gambella market. The table also describes the market structure for 
these commodities. The demand for maize and sorghum in the market is important because they constitute the main staple foods in the area. 
Beside these key food commodities, beverage is an important manufactured product traded. Trade is both formal and informal in this market. 
However, food and manufactured commodities are mostly dominated by formal trade, while livestock trade is largely informal. Cattle trade 
represents a major share of total trade in livestock. Sorghum and maize are brought to Gambella market from the neighboring West Welega, 

Figure 1. Gambella cross-border market catchment area 
 

 
 
Table 1. Food commodities traded and market structure 

 Type of trader/market participant 

Commodity Wholesalers Retailers Brokers 

Maize 25-30 200 40 

Sorghum 25-30 200 40 

Teff 25-30 200 40 

Horse beans 25-30 200 40 

Wheat  25-30 200 40 

 
Table 2: Number of livestock traders in Gambella market 
 

Type of livestock Type of trader/market actor 

Traders Brokers 

Cattle 2 - 

Goats & Sheep 2 - 
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Ilubabor, and Sheka zones by wholesale traders, and these products are supplied to the Akobo, Burbe, and Nasir markets in Sudan by the same 
traders or by small traders who buy the grain from the wholesalers. Ethiopia is the predominant source   of grain to Sudan. Pastoralists on the 
border area sell their cattle by crossing from either side of the border as they gather information on where prices are more favorable. 

The total number of cereal wholesale traders in Gambella market is 
around 25-30. However, the market is dominated by five influential 
traders. On the other hand, the number of small traders is around 200. 
Most of the wholesalers own stores while small traders use rented shops. 
A number of wholesale traders also own medium size trucks (Isuzu). Small 
traders usually have a limited asset base. To be a broker there is no need 
of capital or license, (but some big traders have required export license 
while the small trader require local business license) it only requires skills 
on how to communicate to other traders in facilitating to identify 
profitable source and destination markets. Wholesale traders are main 
actors in the market by supplying food and non-food products to small 
traders, directly to consumers, and to their business partners on the other 
side of the border. 

Mobile phones are the main means of communication among different 
traders and brokers. Brokers play a major role especially in the food 
market. In most cases they help negotiate the price of the commodities. 

Transactions among traders, sellers and buyers, in general are settled in 
cash. Payment can be settled at hand or through a bank or any other 
agreed methods. After this settlement the supplier sends the consignment 
to the client. 

3. Commodity distribution system 
 

Source markets 
The main source of food commodities supplied to the Sudan border along 
Gambella is Ethiopia, where almost 90 % of the supply comes from 
Mechara, Bonga, Masha, Nekemte, Mettu, Weliso, Tulubolo and Addis 
Ababa (Figure 2). The most important route of supply is the Mettu-
Gambella route while for destination markets on the border the most 
important route is from Gambella to Burbe via Matar because of its 
accessibility by river and road transport. 

Ethiopia is also the main source for the informal livestock trade (Figure 3). 
There are many crossing points as livestock is moved across the border by 
producers who tend to seek better prices across the border. However, the 
road access to Wantao and Etang areas make them the most preferred by 
traders, forcing producers to sell most in these markets. Poor 
infrastructure on most border areas makes it hard to check and control 
the informal trade. 

 

Volumes traded 
The volume of livestock traded across the border is about 25 to 35 every day. However, this number may decrease by up to 50% during the rainy 
season (July-October) when the road is impassable because of flooding and marshes. 

Volumes of food commodities traded depend on the season. The local harvest of maize and sorghum starts in August and September and 
generates sufficient supplies for two to three months. Starting in December, traders start to bring and sell their supply from main source areas as 
producers start exhausting their stock. Wholesale and small traders use the kilogram or quintal (100 kg) for measurement. But retailers use a tin 
cup of almost 800 grams as their basic unit of trade. 

From June to September 2010 around 746.5 MT of sorghum, 845.3 MT of maize, 214.8 MT of wheat, and 77.5 MT of pulses were traded from 
Gambella in Ethiopia to Sudan informally. During this period there was no officially registered or observed transaction of commodity from Sudan to 
Gambella. 

Figure 2.  Cereals and legumes trade flow map 

 
Figure 3.Livestock trade flow map 
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Costs incurred in trade: Transaction costs along 
the main trade route in Gambella, i.e. from 
Gambella-Matar to Burbe of Sudan are as 
follows: 

 Transport cost: From Gambella to 
Burbe/Nasir by river is Birr 130 per 100 
Quintal. 

 Municipal fee: 
o At source in Gambella city - Birr 

4/Quintal. 
o Etang - Birr 4/ Quintal. 
o Matar - Birr 4/ Quintal. 
o Burbe (Sudan) - Birr 25/ Quintal. 

 Total for loading and offloading - Birr 8.00 
per Quintal.  

4. Seasonal variation in market supply 
and prices 

Maize and sorghum from local production are 
available from September to mid-December 
(Table 3). Starting mi-December, the new 
harvest from the main ‘external’ source areas 
start to arrive in the market. Volume of livestock 
trading varies according to the seasonality, high 
in dry season lower in wet season. Most of the 
commodities are supplied from Ethiopia to 
Sudan. 

Food prices are determined by the supply of 
local commodities and the local demand, as well 
as the supply from external sources. 
Commodities locally produced (in the Gambella 
region) are supplied between September and 
December, while commodities from external 
markets are supplied from January to April. 
Prices therefore tend to rise from May to 
August during the lean season (Figures 4 and 5). 
However, in 2010, prices have shown an 
uncharacteristic downwards trend due to good 
cereal supply in much of Ethiopia

1
. 

Prices of livestock show mixed trends throughout the season. The same applies to cereal-livestock terms of trade (Figures 6 and 7) 

Figure 6. Trends in prices for Cattle  

source: Central Statistics Agency (CSA) 

Figure 7. Terms of trade: Sorghum to Cattle  

 
source: Central Statistics Agency (CSA) 

                                                 
1 All commodities are traded in cash, in Ethiopian Birr or in Sudanese Pound. Current exchange rate is 10 Sudanese pounds = 55 Ethiopian Birr. 
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Table 3: Seasonal variation per commodity supplied in the market in a normal year 
 

 Months 

Commodity Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

Maize A A A A S S S S A A A A 

Sorghum  A A A A S S S S A A A A 

Teff A A A A S S S S S S S S 

Beans S A A A A S S S S NA NA NA 

Lintels S A A A A S S S S NA NA NA 

Cattle A A A A A A A A A A A A 

(Note A-indicates Abundant, S-Scarce & NA- Not Available) 
 

Figure 4: Trends in prices for sorghum 

 
source: Central Statistics Agency (CSA) 

Figure 5. Trends in prices for maize  

 
source: Central Statistics Agency (CSA) 
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5. Shocks/constraints to cross-border trade in Gambella market 
 

High municipal charges: Traders, especially those who use river transportation, are forced to pay repeatedly the same type of tax charge at every 
stop of the boat and this increases the price of the commodity at the destination market place. Bank loan facility was not allowed for the past year 
by government. 
 
Limited storage capacity 
There is limited number and capacity of stores at Gambella market and the recipient markets on the Sudan side. This does not allow the traders to 
have more stock for longer period of supply. 
 
Abnormal price reduction in 2010 
The decreasing price trend of grain for the last 9 months of 2010 has discouraged traders from holding large stocks from fearing of financial losses. 
 
High fuel prices 
In spite of the improving road infrastructure, the high fuel price is making transport more expensive. The high transport cost reduces the 
profitability of trade and thus limits the trade volumes. 
 
Devaluation of the Ethiopian currency 
Recent official devaluation of Ethiopian Birr by around 20-27percent in September has brought sharp price increment on imported commodities to 
Ethiopia. This has resulted in traders increasing the price of their stock through speculation. Although devaluation would have made Ethiopian 
commodities cheaper in Sudan, it appears to have created uncertainty among the cross-border traders with potential of destabilizing trade. 
 
Seasonal flooding 
During the rainy season (July-September) most of the border trade is affected by flooding except for the road from Gambella to Jikawo, during this 
period transport charge increases, because of this volume of supply decreases and price get higher. Though the market supply reduces, some 
traders increase their stocks in the ware houses before the raining season, to release to the market during the rainy seasons when supplies are 
limited. These traders are the one who determine prices; hence many small retailers shift their business within Gambella region and some close to 
tarmac towns instead of the cross border trade. 
 
Additional taxation 
Since January 2003 Value add tax (VAT) was introduced in the country and all traders are expected to be registered and conform to this system. But 
so far this covers only limited number of traders and they are facing competition from unregistered formal and informal traders, creating unfair 
competition among traders through price undercutting. 


