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Gardens of Eucalyptus and Festuca in the highlands of Central
Ethiopia: a peasants’ response to economic and land issues
Clarisse Guiral1
My contribution deals with the high-altitude gardens in Central Ethiopia and their place in
peasants’ strategies. This paper focused on the “places of planted crops”, locally named
atəkəlt bota, from its description to its historical evolution. Since 1975, the gardens have
known processes of intensification and transformation. The introduction of Eucalyptus and
Festuca in it reflects forcefully new peasants’ choices to get income and to mark the land
property.

Gardens, notably tropical gardens, have received attention from the scientific
community for their ecological, socio-economic and nutritional aspects. In 1985, the 1st
International Workshop was organized in Indonesia around the topic of “Tropical
Homegardens”.2 That occasion brought together, during one week, more than around
thirty researchers and people working in development projects to discuss the advance of
knowledge on this subject fulfilled in South countries. Such works acted as foil to
justify for taking into account gardens within development programmes advocated for
biodiversity conservation and sustainability (ex. programmes UNU-INRA3). At present,
international development organisations recognize the role and the contribution of the
gardens to meet major problems as reducing poverty and enhancing the status of women
in the household. Garden produce is a source of additional household income, especially
for the women mainly in charge of its production and its marketing.
In Ethiopia, gardens constitute an ancient food production means that has been
constantly reaffirmed over history.4 The agrobiodiversity which is maintained there is at
the heart of peasants' strategies. It ensures self-sufficiency and food security in times of
food scarcity, in particular by producing numerous tubers (enset,5 taro, yam, etc.).
Thanks to the cash crops (coffee, chat, spices), gardens generate also significant income
within the household. Besides, they are a place of innovations where new cultivated
1
2

3

4

5

MNHN (Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle), Département Hommes-Natures- Sociétés, CP n°26,
57 Rue Cuvier, 75231 PARIS Cedex 05. France. Email: cla_guiral@hotmail.com
The 1st International Workshop on “Tropical Homegardens” was held from 2 till 9 December 1985 in
the Institute of Ecology at Padjadjaran University (Bandung, Indonesia). A selection of contributions
submitted to the workshop was united by Landauer & Brazil in a book titled Tropical Home Gardens
and published in 1990.
The INRA (Institute for Natural Resources in Africa), training and research centre of UNU (United
Nations University), is supervising scientific programmes on biodiversity conservation, genetic
improvement and local plants utilization. Within this framework comes the work of Zemede (1997).
See Westphal, 1975; Zemede, 1997; Zemede & Ayele, 1995. From the accounts storied by Zemede
(1997: 43), the gardening practice has already existed at the beginning of Christian era and would be
intensifying with the coming of missionaries and foreigners. Some of the “garden crops”, as fruit trees,
were at first planted only around monasteries and churches before being later adopted by the peasants
(Ibid.).
Enset (Ensete ventricosum (Welw) Cheesm.), sometimes called the “false banana”, is the staple food
of several populations of Southern Ethiopia. Women extract from its pseudostem and corm a paste
eaten after fermentation.
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varieties are introduced, adapted and transplanted (Chouvin, 2003; Philippe, 2003;
Shigeta, 1990; Zemede, 1997).
Despite the fact that their role in rural economy as well as their cultural and identity
significance have been attested, they still remain little known. Until now, the deepest
works on that topic are life science studies focused on wild and cultivated plants
diversity present in the gardens of Southern Ethiopia.6 However, there is a lack of
anthropological and agronomical data on the place of the gardens in the farming
systems and on the horticultural strategies. Gardens exist variously according to the
ecological conditions and to the farming systems in which they are inserted.7 So, to each
local reality of the garden, correspond diverse peasants’ strategies implying specific
participants. The need of knowledge and thought on the gardened areas and horticultural
productions in Ethiopia is particularly important that a programme is currently put
together. This programme named “Home Gardens in Ethiopia” has been set up in 2006
by the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) of Addis Ababa, with the
collaboration of French partners and with the financial backing of the GFEF.8 Its aim is
to conserve agrobiodiversity by the valorisation of certain garden products through a
system of labelling and legal protection grouped together under Geographical
Indications (cf. Roussel & Verdeaux, 2007).
This article presents results of my research undertaken along an altitudinal gradient
in Central Ethiopia on the diversity of gardens and horticultural strategies. In line with
an ethnobiological approach, this work consists in examining, from the highlands to the
lowlands, the originality of knowledge, practices and representations associated to the
gardens to determine its cultural, socioeconomic and temporal realities. The main
purpose of this study is to grasp, in dynamic perspective, the place occupied by the
gardens in peasants’ strategies. The Ankober District at the eastern edge of the Central
Highlands of Ethiopia is a field of choice to take down the diversity of the links which
unites peasants’ communities with their gardens; along the slopes leading steeply down
to the Rift Valley exists a multiplicity of agroecological and cultural situations. Within
the framework of the 16th International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, I have chosen
to limit the discussion on the gardens in the highlands. First, I will explain why, in my
research study, I have been interested by the atəkəlt bota, the “places of planted crops”.9
Then, I will consider their place in the territorial division and the representations
associated to them. Finally, I will focus on the spatiotemporal evolution of atəkəlt bota
in the highlands. In conclusion, I will underline the original character of highlands
6

7

8
9

Since the 95 years, the major part of the studies of gardens in Ethiopia is concerned with their
ecosystemic part. Here can be quoted, on the one hand, the research led in the biology department at
Addis Ababa University (Ethiopia), in particular, those of the botanist Zemede, one of the pioneers of
this investigation domain, and his students (see Feleke, 2000; Belachew, 2002). These ones are
exploring diverse aspects of this agro-ecosystem, from its creation, its evolution to its stability in its
diversity and floristic associations. Zemede (2001) is using the ecological concept of climax to
designate this cropping system in balance. On the other hand, researchers and students from the
department of tropical forestry at Wageningen University (Netherlands) are devoted to the description
of gardens as agroforestry system (Tadesse, 1994; Tesfaye, 2005; Teshome, 2000).
The reality of the garden is obvious in certain populations of South-Western Ethiopia as the Käficho
(Feleke, 2000) and the Gamo (Roussel, 2001), where the “home gardens” occupy an integral place in
the farming system. But, this is less evident among Konso, the neighbours of the Gamo, who, while
they are practicing ‘gardening agriculture’, do not distinguish among their cultivated lands the
“gardens” from the “fields”, but rather the “gardens” from the “fields-gardens” (Demeulenaere, 2005:
152).
FGEF: French Global Environment Facility.
Due to the difficulty of finding an appropriate translation, I have chosen to keep along the text some
amharic transliteration, in particular for atəkəlt bota and atəkəlt.
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gardens planted with Eucalyptus and Festuca, far from the idea the scientific
community has commonly about gardens, and stress the need to go beyond the classical
conceptions of tropical gardens to understand the local reality.
Study area
This study was carried out in the Ankober District (North-Choa Administrative Zone,
Amhara Regional State) at 172 km north-east of the national capital Addis Ababa by
road, between latitudes 9°30’ and 9°45’ N. and longitudes 39°40’ and 39°55’ E. (map
below). This paper will mainly develop the fieldwork10 conducted in the highlands of
the district belonging to the däga zone.11 Däga starts approximately from the village of
Ankober located at 2960 meters above sea level (m.a.s.l.) and goes over 3500 m.a.s.l.
high.

N

General map of Ethiopia and localisation of research site
(Adapted source: Reliefweb; URL: www.reliefweb.int)

10
11

This article is based on part of field data collecting during different fieldwork between 2003 and 2007.
Amhara peasants divide their environment into three great categories or “ambiences” which are the
däga, the wäyna däga and the qolla. This terminology is generally used to designate the high, the
middle and the lowlands.
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From the highlands in the District, which are under the management of the qäbäle12
of Lay Goräbela, I took a prime interest in two of its four got named Lay Goräbela and
Qundi. Lay Goräbela is located at the upper entrance of the Ankober town, called also
in other words Goräbéla. Due to the proximity of Lay Goräbela to the town and to the
main road, the farmers who live in are often encouraged to participate to new
agricultural projects. Qundi is found, also near the road but beyond the upper limits of
Lay Goräbela and reaches altitudes bordering on the 3500 m.a.s.l. In these highlands are
living Amhara people13 mainly engaged in subsistence agriculture. Most of cultivated
areas follow a mixed crop/livestock system. As we move closer to the village of
Ankober, the farming system intensifies; we pass from a semi-intensive farming system
in the highest altitudinal zones, where barley tends to dominate, to an intensive farming
system characterized by a cereal-pulse rotation system (wheat, barley/pea, bean) and the
cultivation of oil crops (linseed).
The atəkəlt bota or the “place of planted crops”, a local expression of the gardens
Peasants of Ankober District, whatever the “ambience” which they live in, basically
distinguish two sectors assigned for cropping: the ərša märet and the atəkəlt bota.14 To
determine the differences which separate ərša märet from atəkəlt bota, I tried to
understand the way the peasants conceive and differentiate these two types of spaces,
and jointly to look into the meaning of each term composing these two appellations.
The division of lands allocating for cropping lies on the farming practices in process.
Two differences appear notably in the operations of ploughing and the way of making
the crops grow. By a detailed analysis of ‘cultural operations’15 respectively done in
each of these spaces, at first I noticed that the land ploughing work as well as the used
tilling tool differs. Ərša märet are farmed with an ox-drawn swing plough whereas, in
atəkəlt bota, the land is often turned over with a hoe called doma. Within the appellation
ərša märet, literally “the ploughed land”, the name ərša comes from the verb arräsä
that means “to plough, to cultivate”. Formed with the same root, the noun maräša
designates the ploughing tool, the swing plough, or the part “working par excellence” of
the swing plough, the ploughshare which scratches and opens the soil (Haudricourt &
Jean-Brunhes Delamarre, 1955: 15). In the atəkəlt bota, the soil is “dug”16 with the
doma, the hoe. The hoe is a multi-functional tool; in addition to its utilisation for
ploughing the land, it is useful for diverse operations that I will not develop in this
article along with operations of plantation and cleaning. Otherwise, when describing
these two ploughs, peasants do not directly oppose the used tilling tool, the hoe (doma)
and the swing plough (maräša), but the hoe and the oxen:
I’m ploughing with oxen [in the ərša märet], I’m digging with the doma (hoe) [in
the atəkəlt bota].17
12

13
14
15
16
17

During the military-revolutionary regime of the Derg (1974-1991), the term qäbäle was referring to
the lowest administrative unit. Under EPRDF (Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front),
each two or three former qäbäle were regrouped to form administrations of qäbäle. Since that time, a
new noun got is used to designate the sub-unit of new qäbäle as a reference to the old qäbäle.
Old Christian people speaking Semitic language, the amaräñña.
To render the text readable, I preferred not to include the preposition ‘of’, ‘yä’ in amaräñña, generally
found in front of the complement.
The ‘cultural operations’ designate the set of numerous works done for cropping: preparation, seeding
and others (FAO in 1985 quoted by De Bonneval, 1993: 98).
The verb employed by the peasants is qwäffärä; from it comes the noun quffära that designates the
soil work.
Quotation taken from the interview with Mulunäh Fäqadä on 12/04/05.
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The metonymy, replacing the plough by the oxen, could be explained as the
expression of a closely association between them. One other reason to this lexical
substitution could be that the peasants consider more the work load induced by the
plough with oxen or the manual plough than the tools used for the plough, pulled by
oxen or hand held.
Besides the fact that these two ploughs are respectively prevailing in ərša märet and
in atəkəlt bota, they are not exclusive. The location of cultivated lands on the farm and
their physical characteristics (topography, soil type…) of course influence the choice of
the plough and the crops. The hoe is for example used in the ərša märet to plough the
corners of the plot or the small part of land inaccessible for oxen. Also, the presence of
perennial plants in the atəkəlt bota is one of the points stated by the peasants to justify
the decision to plough with the hoe.
One other chief criterion in the lands division assigned for cropping is the way the
crops are put in the ground. In a general way, crops are broadcast sown in ərša märet
whereas they are planted in atəkəlt bota. The peasants’ choice for one of these two
farming methods depends on the type of crops they plan to cultivate. The farming
practices, particularly the care the peasants give to put the crops in the ground and the
gesture they accomplish to do it, constitute the main criterion of crops gathering into the
local plant classification. The peasants, when they consider the whole cultivated
plants,18 classify them into two great categories named: əhəl and atəkəlt. The category of
əhəl gathers the broadcast sown species, cereals and pulses. To əhəl are opposed
atəkəlt19 that are “what is planted”, more precisely “plants which have been planted,
transplanted, propagated by cutting” (Chouvin, 2003: 72).20 The local crop
categorization is then reflected in the way the peasants share the lands allocated to the
crops: the lands where the əhəl are broadcast sown and the lands where the atəkəlt are
planted. Otherwise, some plants, generally classified into the atəkəlt category, can pass,
at least temporally, into other category like zaf or qutqwato which respectively
correspond to the trees and to “what is pruned” (cf. figure 1). For example, the young
trees are named “atəkəlt” whereas, when they reach a certain height, they will be called
“zaf”.
To understand the local reality of the gardens in the Ankober District necessarily
implies to be interested in the place where the individual care of the plants is prevailing,
the atəkəlt bota. Because the trees occupy a variable place within the plants categories,
the peasants showed me their individual plantations as atəkəlt bota or as zaf bota. That
is the reason why I have chosen to include in my study on gardens these individual
plantations located around or distant from the residence.

18
19
20

I insist on that point because the peasants gather differently the crops if they refer to the whole plants
or to their productions. For more details, see Chouvin, 2003.
The noun atakət (pl. atəkəlt) comes from the verb täkkälä which means “put in the earth”.
You may find in the figure 1 a list, nevertheless non exhaustive, of plants recognized by the peasants
of the Ankober District as belonging to the category atəkəlt notably those quoted in the text.
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Atakəlt, "what is planted"
Bässobäla (Ocimum basilicum L.)
Zaf, tree
Bärbärre (Capsicum annuum L.)
Cat (Catha edulis Forsk. ex. Endl)
Bahər zaf (Eucalyptus spp.)
Dənnəč (Solanum tuberosum L.)
Färänğ səd (Cupressus sp. L.)
Gwassa (Festuca macrophylla Hoscht ex A. Rich.)
Habäša səd (Juniperus procera Hochst ex Endl.)
Habäša gommän (Brassica integrifolia (West.) Rupr.)
Turusini (Chamaecytisus palmensis (Christ) Bisby &
Karot (Daucus carota L.)
Nicholls)
Koba (Ensete ventricosum (Welw.) Cheesman)
Wäyra (Olea europea ssp. Africana (Mill.) P. S. Green)
Näc c šənkurt (Allium sativum L.)
Qäy sər /qosta (Beta vulgaris L.)
Təqəl gommän (Brassica oleracea L.)
…
Gešo (Rhamnus prinoïdes L’Hérit)
Bunna (Coffea arabica L.)

Əhəl, "what is sown"

Gäbs (Hordeum vulgare L.)
Mašəlla (Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moensch)
Sənde (Triticum sativum Lam.)
Tef (Eragrostis tef Schw.)

Atär (Pisum sativum L.)
Baqela (Vicia faba L.)
Bäqollo (Zea mays L.)
Məssər (Lens culinaris Medic.)
Šəmbəra (Cicer arietinum L.)
…

"green"

Figure 1: The farming practices, a criterion founding the local crop classification

Qutqwato, "what is pruned"

Bahər zaf (Eucalyptus spp.)

(planted, propagated by cuttings, transplanted)

(Chouvin, 2003)

Təratəré, cereals or legumes consumed

Atakəlt, "what is planted"

Əhəl, what is sown, broadcasted
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Privileged place of the atəkəlt bota in the farming lands
After having paid attention to the main features of ərša märet and atəkəlt bota, I took
interest in the place that each of these spaces occupied in the territorial division.
From the vocabulary analysis of these designations subsists still a question. Besides
the nouns ərša and atəkəlt that I mentioned before, why do peasants use distinctively for
these two types the terms märet and bota? The peasants maintained that they could
invariably use the words märet and bota for each of these spaces. Then why is it
generally the word bota, literally the “place”, that is used instead of märet, the “land”,
to call the atəkəlt bota? More than a simple “place”, the noun bota has been described in
several books21 as the space to live. According to Crummey (2000), the bota, written
down on ancient registers (mäzgäb)22 of churches of Gondär, constitute, because of their
use, landholdings distinct from the lands mədər23. Contrary to the “purely” farming
lands (mədər), the bota referred “to the land which formed a homestead site, whether in
a town or in a country, not simply the ground on which the house itself stood but also
the enriched soil of its gardens” (Crummey, 2000: 166). In that definition, the bota
brings together the land occupied by the house and the space adjacent to the residence.
The specific use and meaning of the noun bota increase the interest to consider in
details the question of the atəkəlt bota. The proximity of the garden to the place of
living has been underlined several times in literature but in different ways. The
gardening place is often assimilated to the gwaro, literally the “back”. Ege (1997: 28)
mentions by gwaro the small plot close to the house and devoted to the garden, more
exactly the fruit garden. For Chouvin (2003: 185-186), the gardens are the plots
adjoining the house; according to their position to the entrance of this one, are
distinguished the front garden, däğğ märet, and the back garden, gwaro märet (Ibid.).
Zemede (1997), relying on the local appellation that he recorded of the gardens, “gwaro
ərša”, translated as the “backyard farm” also underlines the closeness of the garden and
the house but does not confine the garden to the back of the house. All these precisions
multiply my interrogations: What is the link between the atəkəlt bota and the gwaro? Is
the atəkəlt bota a home garden?
The peasants of Ankober District divide the lands of their farm into two main units,
the däğğ märet and the raq märet (cf. figure 2). This dichotomy is principally found on
the location and the distance between the lands and the house. The däğğ märet which
are the surrounding lands are opposed to the raq märet, the distant lands. These physical
criteria of these lands will determine, among others, the use, the choice of the cultivated
plants and the practices implemented on it. The däğğ märet are not restricted to the
“front lands” as it is supposed by the literal meaning of this appellation but designate
the lands around the house, the lands that peasants can see and watch over from their
home. While the ərša märet are present in the two categories of spaces, the atəkəlt bota
mainly are developed in the däğğ märet. In literature, as evoked above, the garden is
often assimilated to the gwaro. For the peasants of the Ankobär District, the gwaro is
included in the däğğ märet and corresponds to the space going along the inside and the
outside of the fence, atər, of residence, atər gəbbi. While the atəkəlt bota have a
privileged place in the gwaro, with notably the planted fences on the outside of the stone
21

22
23

They are studies dedicated to, at least partly, the land system which predominated in XVIIth and
XVIIIth centuries in the "provinces" of Eastern Gojjam (Mengistie, 2004) and of Gondär (Crummey,
2000), present zones of the Amhara region.
The mägzab are ancient registers hold by church on which were noted the land acquisitions.
Mədər is translated by Leslau as ‘earth, land, region’ (2002: 36).
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walls, they can also be distant from the houses. The territorial division does not simply
lie on the physical characteristics and as such on the agricultural value of the lands but
on the social and cultural values. Also, symbolically speaking, these two sets of spaces
are differently invested by the peasants. This division between the distant and the close
(the raq märet and the däğğ märet) marks also a difference between the two opposing
perceptions: the outside and the inside or the intimate, the gwaro featured the very
intimate. The gwaro is the place where the peasants are in a safe place hidden from the
others, by example the location where they go to urinate. But it is also the site of certain
funeral and birth rites.
Before going further into the description of the atəkəlt bota, I can already say that
these spaces occupy a privileged place in the surrounding lands. Also, belonging to the
lands close to the home, they are for the peasants attached to high symbolic values.
Nevertheless, we will see that the place of atəkəlt bota in däğğ märet has changed with
time and that, therefore, the atəkəlt bota are dissociated from the gwaro.
Gwaro, the “back”
- The very close -

Intimate sphere
Outer sphere

Däğğ märet
The surrounding lands

Raq märet, the distant lands

Atəkəlt bota
Ərša märet

Atər, fence
Atər gəbbi, the fenced household compound
Gwaro

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of the farm lands in relation to the residence of the farmers
and its representations
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The dynamic and singular character of the atəkəlt bota in the highlands
While cropping of barley and livestock production dominate on the highlands, the
cropping of atəkəlt is present as well. The atəkəlt bota, even if they are mostly reduced
in terms of space,24 occupy a growing place within the farming systems, readable at the
landscape scale.
It is said by elderly people that, under the old regime,25 there were not many and little
diversified gardens in the Ankober District. The rare peasants who cultivated atəkəlt did
it on small portions of land and were essentially planting local or anciently introduced
crops, as garlic (näcc šənkurt), Ethiopian kale (habäša26 gommän) and potato (dənnəč;
local variety named habäša). In other words, at that time and notably during the regime
of Haylä Səllase, cropping atəkəlt was unusual and even marginalized. The main reason
given by the peasants to that statement is the land context that was unfavourable for the
cultivation of atəkəlt. In fact, a large part of the peasants were tenants and did not hold
independent rights on the land they ploughed. They had no autonomy of decisions on
the way to use the land and to cultivate the crops. In that case, to plant atəkəlt meant, for
that population, to be forced to share the harvest, even when small, with the landowner.
This meant also to take the risk to spend a lot of time and efforts for that production
whereas they could be evicted without predictions. On the other side, landowners were
generally little inclined to this type of production all the more since, as they were often
absent from their lands, it would have been difficult to share the perishable production
of atəkəlt.27 Some of them perceived also the plantation of atəkəlt as an attempt from
tenants at land appropriation. At the Italian occupation (1936-1941), new cultivated
species and varieties were introduced (i.e. carrots, cabbages; introduction of a new
variety of potato). But it was, at the time of the Derg,28 that gardening became a
common practice. The agrarian and land reforms of 1975 were a radical turning point in
rural area organization. From this date on, the cultivation of atəkəlt has been really
transformed and intensified.
First of all, the experts of the agricultural office encouraged the peasants to plant new
seasonal crops as carrots (karot), cabbages (təqəl gommän), beetroots (qäy sər) and
chards (qosta). For that, they selected model peasants whom they provided with seeds
and they taught the rudiments of modern farming. The “best” atəkəlt remains for the
peasants of the highlands the potato, dənnəč. Peasants have progressively abandoned the
local variety named habäša to plant the improved variety provided by the agricultural
office called by the peasant the färänğ29 dənnəč. The cultivation of garlic whose
production was declining began also to be abandoned. The reason given by the peasants
was mainly the one of a climate warming that would have favoured the proliferation of
termites30
particularly
inducing
damages
on
the
garlic
cultivation.
24
25
26
27
28

29
30

According to twenty farms study, peasants keep, on average, two-three plots to cultivate atəkəlt which
reach together a surface of 6,96 ares.
Researchers leading studies in Ethiopia generally call the period before the Ethiopian revolution the
“old regime” (Gascon, 1995: 365).
‘Ethiopian, Abyssinian’.
From the interview with Asrate Dämbäru in date of the 22/10/04.
The Derg designates the coordination comity of armed forces, of the police and of the Territorial
Army. It was constituted in 1974 and ruled by Mängəstu Haylä Maryam. From 1975, the Derg
implemented a set of reforms, in particular in the agricultural field.
‘Foreigner’.
According to Səyehana Kidan Wäld (18/06/03), the evil eye (budda) of the merchants of garlic would
be the cause of the drop of productivity.
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The cultures of carrots, chards, etc., remain, despite the interventions of the agricultural
office, casual. The peasants face some difficulties to find seeds. It is also difficult for
them to manage the cultivation of atəkəlt at the same time that the harvest of əhəl.
Second of all, two new types of atəkəlt bota have been developed in the peasants’
farms in the highlands: the plantations of Eucalyptus spp. and Festuca macrophylla.
Around 1984 a great campaign of reforestation was conducting on the sloping lands on
the upper part of the district in which a majority of peasants were “invited” to
participate. The afforestation programmes launched in most parts of Ethiopia were the
result of strong recommendations coming from politicians, technicians as well as
environmental NGO to transform the country into a “green land”. This project can also
be read as a will of the government to control the territory and to invest the
marginalized lands. Eucalyptus was previously known in the region of Ankober but was
planted only here and there on the highlands. With the great plantations, the peasants
realized the utility value of this species. And then they began to establish individual
plantations of eucalyptus. Some peasants got back seedlings remaining from the stock
intended to the plantations and distributed by the government representatives. The
eucalyptus, locally called bahər zaf, has today a great social and economical value. The
population attaches an important place to the eucalyptus tree: (1) the wood became
essential for house construction, (2) the wood and the leaves31 are also used as fuel and
(3) the population receives an income by selling the wood. Today, the peasants master
the plantation of eucalyptus. That tree also began to be an adequate tool for them to
mark the land property. Otherwise, the reforestation programmes and also the land
reallocations to the peasants had a major impact on the gwassa areas, gwassa märet,
present on the highlands. These areas are called by the name of a grass, Festuca
macrophylla locally known as gwassa, which naturally grows and which is the main
material used by the highlands peasants to construct the thatched roof.32 They have
largely been cleared and fragmented at the time of the settlement of new farm lands and
plantations of eucalyptus. Today only few patches remain. It induced a lower
availability of gwassa resource. That is the reason why peasants began to get back some
roots of gwassa to plant near the living place. In this way, they get a personal production
of gwassa which they keep for eventual renovation of the thatch or to sell.
In the däğğ märet, the ərša märet and the atəkəlt bota occupy an essential place in
the peasants’ strategies especially to face food shortages and unexpected incidents.
Before harvesting əhəl, peasants are used to go into the ərša märet of the däğğ märet
and pick in small quantity the “eaten green” grains, əšət, that do not reach maturity; for
that reason, the ərša märet of däğğ märet are often called əšət märet.33 Concerning the
production of atəkəlt bota, their harvests are staggered, according to the necessary time
for each species and each plant to reach maturity and also according to the food and
financial needs of the household. The introduction of new perennial atəkəlt, like
eucalyptus and gwassa, gives a certain permanence to the planted area which, up until
then, was only temporary. Among the surroundings of the residence, the däğğ märet,
peasants generally choose the inaccessible lands for the oxen (ex. strip of land between
the terraces) to plant eucalyptus or gwassa. Sometimes, these cropping encroach on the
31
32
33

The leaves of eucalyptus which, burnt, spread the fire on a wide surface, are in particular used for the
food preparations made on the mətad, wide hobs.
The gwassa is chosen as thatch for its watertightness but also for its aesthetically qualities. It is also
used, once plaited, as ties for the constructions or for the cattle, and as mattress stuffing…
In the highlands, the broad beans and the peas are commonly the grains eaten green (raw, roasted,
boiled).
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near by ploughed lands, the əšət märet. In this case, the planted land will be seldom
called by the name of the lands that they occupy, the əšət märet. So, we witness a
transfer of the planted area. Eucalyptus are for example planted in the fence found
around the house to protect it from the wind but they are also planted far from the fields
and the other atəkəlt bota in order to avoid spoiling them. These atəkəlt bota are
generally located at the outer limit of the däğğ märet. Today, the reforestations of the
lands to governmental forest or communal forests of eucalyptus, the planted plots and
isolated trees have marked or even transformed the landscape.
Conclusion
The ethnobiological approach, taking into account the naturalist knowledge of societies
(Métailié & Roussel, 1998) and mainly confronting the diverse categorizations of
environment and natural elements, allowed me to apprehend, from the local discourse,
gardens in their complexity and plurality. This work was even more essential since the
data concerning local knowledge and garden practices were still little known and
scattered.
The “places of planted crops” I described in this paper show undoubtedly a high
plasticity to meet land use and environmental changes. Also, they present a right new
and almost unknown situation compared to the gardens studied until now in the south of
Ethiopia. In the highlands, a farming system is established, associating the production of
livestock, of high-altitude əhəl and of atəkəlt (potato, kale, eucalyptus and Festuca), a
small but a singular production. The atəkəlt bota receive individual care and correspond
to a special organisation into the residence’s surroundings. Since the Derg on, the
cultivation of atəkəlt became more integrated into the farming system and in the
landscape. Due to the introduction of new perennial atəkəlt, this place tends to become
permanent. The historical approach allowed us to identify the factors which interact on
the peasants’ choices. I emphasized in particular the influence of the introduction of
new cultivated species and varieties and the role played by the governmental offices in
the diffusion of new knowledge. Today, there is no choice but to accept that the atəkəlt
bota plays a dominant role in the peasants’ strategies.
The final purpose of my study is to show that it is essential to re-define the link
which unites the community to their garden(s) and not to be limited to the classical
conceptions of tropical gardens. Therefore, the understanding of the origin and the
evolution of the garden and also the logics they answer becomes possible.
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Ethnobotanical study of medicinal plants in Kafficho people,
southwestern Ethiopia
Tesfaye Awas1 and Sebsebe Demissew2*
Ethnobotanical study of medicinal plants used by Kafficho people was carried out in Kafa
zone, Southern Nations, Nationalities and People’s Regional States in Southwestern
Ethiopia. Kafficho are the dominant indigenous people living in the zone. Their language is
Kaffinono, which belongs to Omotic language family. Inquiries were made regarding the
local names of medicinal plants and the disease treated. Informants were asked to rank
medicinal plants used to cure a specific aliments.

1. Introduction
Traditional medicine is used throughout the world as it is dependent on locally available
plants, which are easily accessible, and capitalizes on traditional wisdom-repository of
knowledge, simple to use and affordable. These medical systems are heavily dependent
on various plant species and plant based products. The current account of medicinal
plants of Ethiopia, as documented for National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan by
Tesema Tanto et al. (2002), shows that about 887 plant species were reported to be
utilized in the traditional medicine. Among these, about 26 species are endemic and
they are becoming increasingly rare and are at the verge of extinction. Equally
threatened is the knowledge base on which the traditional medicinal system is based, as
the ethnobotanical information is not documented and remains in the memory of elderly
practitioners. Therefore, detailed information on the medicinal plants of Ethiopia could
only be obtained when studies are undertaken in the various parts of the country where
little or no botanical and ethnobotanical explorations have been made.
Ethnobotany tries to find out how people have traditionally used plants, for whatever
purposes, and how they are still doing so (den Eynden et al., 1992). Thus, ethnobotany
tries to preserve valuable traditional knowledge for both future generations and other
communities. Recently, the subject has adopted a much more scientific and quantitative
methodology and has studied the ways in which people manage their environment
(Phillips and Gentry, 1993a, b; Martin, 1995; Cotton, 1996; Höft et al., 1999).
Quantitative methods and species use values enable comparisons of use between
vegetation types or ecological zones, between people of different ages, gender or
occupation within or between communities (Höft et al., 1999, Cunningham, 2001).
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Except for recording the medicinal plants constituting the agrobiodiversity of
Kafficho homegardens by Feleke Woldeyes (2000) and medicinal use of Ensete
ventricosum (Welw.) Cheesman (Musaceae) by Yemane Tsehaye and Fasil Kebebew
(2006), no systematized study on the ethnobotany of Kafficho medicinal plants has been
conducted before. The Knowledge on medicinal plants is not easily accessible and this
study was restricted to Chena and Decha districts where people are aware about the
need to conserve plants. The awareness was created by the Institute of Biodiversity
Conservation/Ethiopia while running a project supported by Global Environment
Facility - “Dynamic Farmer Based Conservation of Ethiopia’s Plant Genetic Resources
Project” (Tesfaye Awas, 2001). The project has established Community Gene Banks at
Baha and Wacha villages, in Decha and Chena districts, respectively. Since the study
may be regarded as one of the pioneer in its nature, the obtained result will hopefully
contribute for implementing in-situ conservation, promotion and usage of the plants in a
sustainable manner, and also open up the way for future research and development of
new drugs from the medicinal plants. It also contributes in improving health care in the
rural areas of Kafa.
2. Location of the study area
The study was carried out between August 2000 and October 2003 in Kafa zone,
Southern Nations, Nationalities and People Regional State, Southwestern Ethiopia. The
capital town of the zone, Bonga, is located 440 km southwest of Addis Ababa, capital
city of Ethiopia. The name of the study area “Kafa” is well known and is every day on
the minds of the many people throughout the globe who savor the juice extracted from
the berry of a plant which originally grew in Kafa, coffee (Grühl, 1935). Kafa zone is
bordered by Oromiya region on the north, Semen Omo zone on the east, Debub Omo
zone in south east, Bench Maji zone on south and south west and Shaka zone on the
west. The zone is subdivided into 10 districts, namely Bitta, Chena, Cheta, Decha,
Gaweta, Gesha, Ginbo, Menjiwo, Silam and Telo. Chena and Decha are the two districts
of the zone in which the present study was carried out. In each district, the villages near
the Community Gene Banks (Baha in Decha and Wacha in Chena) were selected for
detailed data collection (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Map Ethiopia, stars showing the study sites.
712

Ethnobotanical study of medicinal plants in Kafficho people

Based on figures from the CSA (2005), Kafa zone has an estimated population of
851,063 of which 417,605 were males and 433,458 were females. With an estimated
area of 10,610.65 square kilometers, this zone has an estimated population density of
80.21 people per square kilometer. Kafficho are the dominant indigenous group of
people living in Kafa zone. Their language is Kaffinono, which belongs to Omotic
language. They are sedentary agriculturists and practice mixed farming, cultivating
crops, raising livestock and bee keeping. They follow either or Christian or Muslim or
Traditional Religion.
3. Materials and methods
The data collection was conducted in two phases. In the first phase informants were
asked to locate medicinal plants. The plant local names and aliments treated by the plant
were recorded on the spot when informants arrive at consensus. The plants were, then,
collected, pressed, dried and made ready for taxonomic identification. The plant
specimens were identified at the National Herbarium (ETH), Addis Ababa
University/Ethiopia. The specimens were identified by comparing with already
identified (authentic) specimens and using taxonomic literatures such as Hedberg and
Edwards (1989), Phillips (1995), Edwards et al. (1995, 1997 and 2000), Hedberg et al.
(2003), Mesfin Tadesse (2004), and unpublished manuscripts at ETH. Identified plant
specimens have been deposited at ETH and Institute of Biodiversity
Conservation/Ethiopia. After botanical identification of medicinal plants, structured
questioner was prepared by listing local name of medicinal plants used treat particular
aliment.
In the second phase, houses in each village were numbered starting from one corner
and 30 of them were selected using random numbers. In each house one person was
asked to rank medicinal plants used to treat a particular aliment according to personal
preference. A total of 60 informants (22 men and 38 women) were interviewed
independently to avoid others influence. Some social factors like age, gender and
education were recorded during interview. The preparation methods of medicinal plants
and dosage of application were considered as the intellectual property of the people and
were not collected. The informants were compensated for their time.
Each rank was given an integer number with the most important or preferred item
being assigned the highest number. The informant verse species matrix (with the rank in
the cell) was used as a raw data for analysis (Höft et al., 1999). Information obtained
from single informant was omitted as it has negligible scientific validity (Tippo, 1989).
The data was analyzed using multivariate computer programs CANOCO version 4.5 (ter
Braak and Smilauer, 2002), NTYSYS pc 2.0 (Rohlf, 1993) and PAST PAlaeontological STatistics, ver. 1.56 (Ryan et al., 1995), to see consistency of
information given by informants, variation among individuals and social groups in
using certain medicinal plant species. The resulting ordination diagram (with people in
plant space) obtained by running the three commuter programs were similar. The out
put obtained by latter was presented in our result.
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4. Results and discussion
4.1. Diversity of medicinal plants
A total of 124 medicinal plants, which belong to 107 genera and 49 families of vascular
plants (see Appendix) were recorded in Kafa zone. The Kafficho people use these plants
to treat about 18 aliments of human and domestic animals (Table 1). Some families
were represented by many species, like family Asteraceae (12 species), Fabaceae (10),
Lamiaceae (nine), Solanaceae (six) and Poaceae (five). Four families were represented
with four species each, eight families with three species, 10 families with two species
and 22 families with one species. Herbs accounted highest proportion and followed by
shrubs and trees (Table 2). A significant proportion of medicinal plants (74.19%) are
collected from the wild and about 25.81% are cultivated in homegarden.
Table 1. Aliments treated and the number of medicinal plants used by Kafficho people.
S. No.

Aliments

No of medicinal
plants used
23
8

S. No.

Aliments

1
2

Abdominal pain
Back pain

10
11

Rabies
Sexually Transmitted
Diseases
Skin Diseases
Snake
Poison/Repellant
Tooth Pain
Wounds
Internal diseases of
domestic animals
Fever of domestic
animals
Wounds of domestic
animals

3
4

Bone setting
Cough

6
14

12
13

5
6
7

Dysentery
Ear diseases
Eye diseases

7
3
10

14
15
16

8

Headache

21

17

9

Intestinal parasites

13

18

No of medicinal
plants used
12
10
14
14
14
15
9
20
10

Table 2. Life form classes and proportion of cultivated and wild medicinal plants.
Habit
Climber
Grass
Herb
Sedge
Shrub
Succulent
Tree
Grand Total
%

Cultivated
1
3
22
5
1
32
25.81

Wild
5
1
56
2
12
16
92
74.19

Grand Total
6
4
78
2
17
1
16
124

%
4.84
3.23
62.90
1.61
13.71
0.81
12.90

The medicinal plants are always cultivated on the upper slope of the homegarden,
specifically behind the house (Figure 2). The zone of medicinal plant cultivation and
collection is always kept clean. Animal wastes or any other garbage are not damped in
this zone. Weedy medicinal plants are also collected from this site, even when they
occur throughout the garden. Kafficho people give four reasons for this: to prevent
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contamination by discharge of animal waste in the lower slope of their house, protect
from livestock, make out of human sight and ensure continuous supply of medicine for
the household. The third reason is related to traditional belief. The fourth reason is
related to plant nutrition and the consequent plant performance. If medicinal plants are
grown in homegarden quarters with high soil nutrient, they grow faster, complete their
life cycle within a relatively shorter period and then die – a situation not appreciated by
farmers. Instead, the farmers want the medicinal plants to remain longer in their gardens
so as to ensure a prolonged harvest, and they achieve this by maintaining the plants
under stressed conditions that subdue plant growth.

Figure 2. The zone of medicinal plant cultivation in the homegarden of Kafficho people
The people use various parts of medicinal plants (Figure 3). Leaves contribute about
50% of part used and followed by seeds (15%) and roots (10%). There are instances
where different parts of the same plant being used for different purposes. There are also
cases where more than one plant is used to treat a particular aliment. Headache is, for
example, treated with a combination of either six or nine or 12 medicinal plants. There
also cases where a particular plant is used to treat many aliments. For example, both
Clerodenderum myricoides (Hochst.) R.Br. ex Vatke (Verbenaceae) and Croton
macrostachyus Del. (Euphorbiaceae) are used to treat seven aliments.
Tubers Whole plant
Stem

Bark

Fruits

Seeds

Sap

Roots
Rhizome

Leaves

Figure 3. Proportion of parts of medicinal plants used in the treatment of various
aliments.
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4.2. Naming of medicinal plants -folk taxonomy
Kafficho people name medicinal plants by using the disease treated followed by ‘ato’.
For example two medicinal plants, Vernonia auriculifera Hiern (Asteraceae) and
Datura metel L. (Solanaceae) are both used to treat snake poison and are collectively
named as ‘Dingerato’, where ‘Dinger’ is snake and ‘ato’ means medicine. Some names
are attributed to wild animals or domestic animals, like ‘Shetti Offio’ -Monkey’s
Kororima (‘Shetti’ means Monkey while ‘Offio’ is Kororima) for Aframomum
zambesiacum (Baker) K. Schum. (Zingiberaceae) to distinguish it from Aframomum
corrorima (Braun) Jansen. The latter is mainly used as a spice. An example of plant
names attached to domestic animal is ‘Bege Gicho’ – ‘Sheep’s Spine’ for Achyranthes
aspera L. (Amaranthaceae). The relationship or similarities among plants are also
expressed in plant naming like – ‘Damo Gebo’, where ‘Gebo’ means brother and
Ocimum urticifolium Roth (Lamiaceae) is a bother of ‘Damo’ - Ocimum lamiifolium
Hochst. (Lamiaceae). The people also name plants using colors like- ‘Chele Dukusho’
and ‘Neche Dukisho’ to distinguish Allium cepa L. (Alliaceae) and Allium sativum L.
(Alliaceae), respectively. In this case ‘Chele’ means red, ‘Neche’ means white and
‘Dukisho’ means onion.
Our result shows that 88.7% of medicinal plants have one to one matching of the
local name to the botanical name. The plant naming system is mainly at species level.
There are a few cases where one local name is used for two species (6.5%), one species
with two local names (3.2%) and plants with infraspecific names (1.6%).
4.3 Variation in ethnobotanical knowledge among social groups
Our result showed that medicinal plant use among Kafficho is site specific and there is
variation in plant use between the two districts (Figure 4). People in Decha district use
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-20
-30
-40

100

200
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Figure 4. Principal Component Analysis obtained by running multivariate computer
program PAST showing the difference in medicinal plant use between informants from
Chena (Women = Triangle, Men = Cross) and Decha (Women = Circle, Men = Square).
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many medicinal plants from the near by forest. They collect medicinal plants such as
Teclea nobilis Del. (Rutaceae) and Trilepisium madagascariense DC. (Moraceae) from
forest. Within each district there is difference in medicinal plant knowledge between
women and men (Figure 4). The formers ranked best those medicinal plants that are
available in homegardens or close to homestead. This is related to the role of women in
the management of homegardens (Feleke Woldeyes, 2000) and cultivation of medicinal
plants. The men ranked best plants that grow in the wild where they expend most of
their time.
Our result also shows that there is a positive relationship (r = 0.1801) between the
age of informants and their ethnobotanic knowledge. The older person knows more
medicinal plants than youngsters (Figure 5). Like any other traditional societies in
Africa (Fekadu Fullas, 2001), ethnobotanical knowledge of medicinal plants of
Kafficaho is transferred from the older people to younger generations at household
level. This knowledge is not existent in written form, their losses or distortion at every
transfer is inevitable. Our result further shows that, there is a negative relationship (r = 0.0954) between the educational level of informants and their ethnobotanic knowledge
(Figure 6). This show the occurrence of rapid disappearance of ethnobotancial
knowledge when new generation gets the opportunities that were not available to their
elders, such as attending school and living in urban areas (Tesfaye Awas et al., 1997).
Access to modern clinics also contributes to loss of indigenous medical systems
(Abbink, 1995). It is obvious that those people who went to school consider traditional
use of medicinal plants as harmful and backward and prefer to go to modern clinics.

No. of medicinal plants
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Figure 5. The relationship of age of informant and number of medicinal plants
recognized.
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Figure 6. The relationship of educational level of informant and number of medicinal
plants recognized.
5. Conclusion and recommendations
Medicinal plants have an immense contribution to the health care of Kafficho people.
As practiced in other societies, traditional medicine is practiced; one at the house hold
level and the other is through traditional healers. In the later case, there is specialization,
where people go to different specialists. Our study is limited to the former case and
focused on the ethnobotanical knowledge of Kafficho which is available at the public
domain. The aliments are also presented as they are mentioned by the informants and
were not described as they are used by health sectors.
Medicinal plant use among Kafficho is localized and dependent on plants that are
found around them. The ethnobotanical knowledge on medicinal plants also varies
among various social groups. A significant proportion of medicinal plants used by
Kafficcho people are collected from wild. Although the reasons for the loss of medicinal
plants and associated traditional knowledge systems are many, deforestation is the most
visible one in Kafa zone. With high rate of population growth, expansion of farmlands
by clearing vast area of forest annually, the loss or scarcity of many medicinal plants at
least locally is inevitable. Under such circumstances the use of plants for medicinal
purposes will also decline and consequently the once effective traditional health care
system will also be lost. This will affect the health service provided by the traditional
sector in the area.
One way of preserving such important traditional knowledge in the new generation is
through integrating to school curricula or at least introducing the idea as an extra
curricular school activity. The lessens learned in creating awareness about the need for
conservation of crop farmer varieties are also important in preserving in situ both the
medicinal plants and associated ethnobotanical knowledge among farmers.
Strengthening the gardens in community gene banks, which have been serving as source
for the exchange of medicinal plants among farmers is also important. Conducting
further collection of medicinal plants identified and their ex situ conservation in cold
rooms and field gene banks is also recommended.
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Appendix. List of medicinal plants used by Kafficho people: Botanical names, family
names, Kafficho names in Kaffinono, part used and aliments treated. The average
preference rank of each medicinal plant was given in parenthesis following the aliment.
Lowest number indicates the best one. The collector name and collection number of
voucher herbarium specimens were given at the end. All herbarium specimens are
deposited at the National Herbarium (ETH) of Addis Ababa University and Institute of
Biodiversity Conservation.
1. Acanthus eminens C.B. Clarke, ACANTHACEAE, ‘Phecho’, Stem, Fever of
domestic animals (19), Wounds (13), Wounds of domestic animals (8), Tesfaye A.
973.
2. Achyranthes aspera L., AMARANTHACEAE, ‘Begegecho’, Leaves, Headache
(17), Tesfaye A. 1052.
3. Acmella caulirhiza Del., ASTERACEAE, ‘Shishimo’, Inflorescence & Leaves,
Cough (10), Headache (9), Tesfaye A. 982.
4. Aeollanthus densiflorus Ryding, LAMIACEAE, ‘Dicho’, Leaves, Eye diseases (1),
Skin diseases (2) , Tesfaye A. 706.
5. Aframomum corrorima (Braun) Jansen, ZINGIBERACEAE, ‘Ogio/Ofiyo’, Seeds,
Abdominal pain (4), Tooth pain (7), Tesfaye A. 1046.
6. Aframomum zambesiacum (Baker) K. Schum., ZINGIBERACEAE, ‘Shetti
Ogio/Shetti Ofiyo’, Seeds, Back pain (4), Fever of domestic animals (13), Tesfaye
A. 1047.
7. Ageratum conyzoides L., ASTERACEAE, ‘Shetti Mitto’, Leaves, Wounds (12),
Tesfaye A. 815.
8. Ajuga alba (Gürke) Robyns, LAMIACEAE, ‘Koro’, Stem, Headache (20), Tesfaye
A. 979.
9. Albizia gummifera C.A.Sm., FABACEAE, ‘Chatto’, Leaves, Snake
poison/repellant (4).
10. Allium cepa L., ALLIACEAE, ‘Chele Dukusho’, Bulbilis, Cough (2).
11. Allium sativum L., ALLIACEAE, ‘Neche Dukisho’, Bulbilis, Cough (4).
12. Aloe kefaensis Gilbert & Sebsebe, ALOACEAE, ‘Ginwaro, Sap, Wounds (2),
Tesfaye A. 1043.
13. Amaranthus caudatus L., AMARANTHACEAE, ‘Chele Shullo/Neche Shullo’,
Seeds, Back pain (5), Tooth pain (10), Tesfaye A. 714.
14. Amorphophallus gallaensis (Engl.) N.E. Br., ARACEAE, ‘Shimbishitto’, Tubers,
Wounds of domestic animals (1), Tesfaye A. 770.
15. Anethum graveolens L., APIACEAE, ‘Mechwelago’, Leaves, Cough (8), Tesfaye A.
751.
16. Artemisia abyssinica Sch. Bip. ex A. Rich., ASTERACEAE, ‘Shukindo’, Leaves,
Cough (3), Headache (6) , Tesfaye A. 769.
17. Artemisia afra Jack. ex Wild., ASTERACEAE, ‘Ae'macho’, Leaves, Abdominal
pain (8), Internal diseases of domestic animals (4) Fever of domestic animals (3),
Tesfaye A. 1073.
18. Arundinaria alpina K. Schum., POACEAE, ‘Shinatto’, Leaves, Internal diseases of
domestic animals (8).
19. Asparagus racemosus Willd., ASPARAGACEAE, ‘Ufikaro’, Roots & Stem,
Wounds (11), Tesfaye A. 1001.
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20. Bidens prestinaria (Sch. Bip.) Cufod., ASTERACEAE, ‘Kello’, Leaves, Headache
(14), Tesfaye A. 1135.
21. Bothriocline schimperi Oliv. & Hiern ex Benth., ASTERACEAE, ‘Yemesho’,
Leaves, Headache (11), Sexually transmitted diseases (8) , Tesfaye A. 983.
22. Brassica carinata L., BRASSICACEAE, ‘Shano’, Roots, Dysentery (6), Tesfaye A.
1136.
23. Brassica nigra (L.) Koch, BRASSICACEAE, ‘Shanafo’, Seeds, Cough (6), Internal
diseases of domestic animals (1), Tesfaye A. 1085.
24. Brassica oleracea L., BRASSICACEAE, ‘Kafishano’, Roots, Snake
poison/repellant (9).
25. Brucea antidysenterica J.F. Mill., SIMAROUBACEAE, ‘Nukisho’, Leaves, Bone
setting (1), Rabies (11).
26. Carduus leptacanthus Fresen., ASTERACEAE, ‘Guchino’, Roots, Abdominal pain
(18), Headache (16), Sexually transmitted diseases (2), Skin diseases (11), Tesfaye
A. 976.
27. Catha edulis (Vahl) Forssk. ex Endl., CELASTRACEAE, ‘Chele Chato/ Neche
Chato’, Leaves, Cough (7), Tesfaye A. 1010, 1080.
28. Caylusea abyssinica (Fresen.) Fisch. & Mey., RESEDACEAE, ‘Yamo’, Leaves,
Internal diseases of domestic animals (3), Fever of domestic animals (9), Skin
diseases (4), Tesfaye A. 808.
29. Celosia trigyna L., AMARANTHACEAE, ‘Degicho’, Leaves & Seeds, Intestinal
worms (3), Tesfaye A. 710.
30. Centella asiatica (L.) Urb., APIACEAE, ‘Tepheleshe (1)’, Leaves, Eye diseases (8),
Tesfaye A. 1062A.
31. Chenopodium aff. schraderianum Schult., CHENOPODIACEAE, ‘Yocho’, Seeds,
Dysentery (7), Eye diseases (9), Headache (19), Tesfaye A. 767.
32. Clausena anisata (Willd.) Benth., RUTACEAE, ‘Embricho’, Leaves & Stem, Tooth
pain (1), Wounds (4), Tesfaye A. 802.
33. Clerodenderum myricoides (Hochst.) R.Br. ex Vatke, VERBENACEAE, ‘Agiwo’,
Leaves & Sap, Abdominal pain (20), Dysentery (4), Eye diseases (5), Headache (8),
Fever of domestic animals (15), Skin diseases (8), Wounds (9), Tesfaye A. 725, 980.
34. Coffea arabica L., RUBIACEAE, ‘Buno’, Leaves, Eye diseases (3), Snake
poison/repellant (10), Tesfaye A. 646.
35. Commelina diffusa Burm.f., COMMELINACEAE, ‘Naletto’, Sap, Skin diseases (7),
Tesfaye A. 1049.
36. Corandrium sativum L., APIACEAE, ‘Debo’, Seeds, Cough (9), Tesfaye A. 1044.
37. Cordia africana Lam., BORAGINACEAE, ‘Deo’, Leaves, Abdominal pain (16),
Wounds (14), Tesfaye A. 402.
38. Crotalaria incana L., FABACEAE, ‘Okesh’, Leaves, Wounds (15), Tesfaye A. 722,
800.
39. Crotalaria sp., FABACEAE, ‘Shetto’, Leaves & Roots, Tooth pain (9), Tesfaye A.
844.
40. Croton macrostachyus Del., EUPHORBIACEAE, ‘Wago’, Leaves, Eye diseases
(4), Headache (5), Intestinal worms (2), Fever of domestic animals (8), Sexually
transmitted diseases (7), Wounds of domestic animals (3), Tesfaye A. 364.
41. Cucurbita pepo L., CUCURBITACEAE, ‘Buko’, Seeds, Intestinal worms (4),
Tesfaye A. 473.
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42. Cyathea manniana Hk., CYATHEACEAE, ‘Shishino’, Leaves, Sexually transmitted
diseases (9).
43. Cymbopogon martini (Roxb.) J.Watson, POACEAE, ‘Tocho’, Roots, Abdominal
pain (22), Fever of domestic animals (10), Tesfaye A. 1050.
44. Cynodon dactylon (L.) Pers., POACEAE, ‘Chamiro’, Roots, Snake poison/repellant
(7), Tesfaye A. 1078.
45. Cynoglossum lanceolatum Forssk., BORAGINACEAE, ‘Chako’, Roots, Abdominal
pain (10), Tesfaye A. 811.
46. Cyperus digitatus Roxb., CYPERACEAE, ‘Micho (2)’, Roots, Snake
poison/repellant (12), Tesfaye A. 1008 .
47. Cyperus distans L.f., CYPERACEAE, ‘Micho(1)’, Roots, Snake poison/repellant
(13), Tesfaye A. 1007.
48. Dalbergia lactea Vatke, FABACEAE, ‘Bitbito’, Leaves & Roots, Snake
poison/repellant (5), Tesfaye A. 1000.
49. Datura metel L., SOLANACEAE, ‘Dingerato (1)’, Whole plant, Snake
poison/repellant (11), Tesfaye A. 753.
50. Datura stramonium L., SOLANACEAE, ‘Nafnifo’, Seeds, Rabies (3), Tesfaye A.
853.
51. Dicliptera laxata C.B.Clarke, ACANTHACEAE, Togo, Leaves, Eye diseases (6),
Headache (2), Tesfaye A. 807.
52. Dracaena steudneri Engl., DRACAENACEAE, ‘Udo’, Roots, Rabies (6).
53. Drymaria cordata (L.) Schultes, CARYOPHYLLACEAE, ‘Hakeato’, Leaves,
Tooth pain (14), Wounds (10), Tesfaye A. 971.
54. Echinops kebericho Mesfin, ASTERACEAE, ‘Kaphero’, Roots, Fever of domestic
animals (1), Snake poison/repellant (1), Tesfaye A. 1071.
55. Ekebergia capensis Sparrm., MELIACEAE, ‘Ororo’, Bark, Intestinal worms (13),
Rabies (5), Tesfaye A. 806.
56. Embelia schimperi Vatke, MYRSINACEAE, ‘Dupho’, Fruits, Intestinal worms (1),
Tesfaye A. 799.
57. Ensete ventricosum (Welw.) Cheesman, MUSACEAE, ‘Wutto’, Sap, Back pain (6),
Bone setting (6), Cough (12).
58. Eragrostis tef (Zucc.) Trotter, POACEAE, ‘Gasho’, Seeds, Back pain (3), Bone
setting (4), Intestinal worms (10).
59. Erythrina abyssinica Lam., FABACEAE, ‘Bero’, Bark, Abdominal pain (17), Fever
of domestic animals (14), Snake poison/repellant (8), Tooth pain (6).
60. Erythrina brucei Schweinf., FABACEAE, ‘Kolacho’, Bark, Rabies (7), Tesfaye A.
1110.
61. Euphorbia ampliphylla Pax, EUPHORBIACEAE, ‘Gineato’, Sap, Rabies (9),
Wounds (1), Wounds of domestic animals (4).
62. Euphorbia schimperiana Scheele, EUPHORBIACEAE, ‘Abromo’, Sap, Abdominal
pain (3), Skin diseases (1), Tesfaye A. 1045.
63. Ficus ovata Vahl, MORACEAE, ‘Chaphero’, Bark, Rabies (8), Tesfaye A. 1111.
64. Girardinia diversifolia (Link) Friis., URTICACEAE, ‘Shimbriko’, Roots, Rabies
(4), Sexually transmitted diseases (5), Tesfaye A. 1072.
65. Guizotia scabra (Vis.) Chiov., ASTERACEAE, ‘Tuffo’, Leaves, Intestinal worms
(8), Wounds (5), Tesfaye A. 810.
66. Hagenia abyssinica J.F. Gmel., ROSACEAE, ‘Kohosho’, Inflorescence, Intestinal
worms (9), Tesfaye A. 619.
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67. Hordeum vulgare L., POACEAE, ‘Sheko’, Seeds, Bone setting (3), Tesfaye A. 656.
68. Hydrocotyle mannii Hook.f., APIACEAE, ‘Tepheleshe (2)’, Leaves, Eye diseases
(7), Tesfaye A. 1062B.
69. Impatiens ethiopica Grey-Wilson, BALSAMINACEAE, ‘Ekeko’, Leaves, Internal
diseases of domestic animals (7), Tesfaye A. 981.
70. Isodon ramosissimus (Hook.f.) Codd, LAMIACEAE, ‘Dingermiko (1)’, Leaves &
Stem, Tooth pain (13), Tesfaye A. 1074.
71. Justicia schimperiana (Hochst. ex Nees) T. Anders, ACANTHACEAE,
‘Shersharo’, Leaves & Roots, Headache (10), Fever of domestic animals (12),
Rabies (2), Sexually transmitted diseases (4), Tesfaye A. 852.
72. Kalanchoe densiflora Rolfe, CRASSULACEAE, ‘Kachamiitobo’, Leaves, Wounds
of domestic animals (5), Tesfaye A. 837.
73. Kosteletzkya begoniifolia (Ulbr.) Ulbr., MALVACEAE, ‘Shatshato’, Leaves,
Wounds of domestic animals (7), Tesfaye A. 985.
74. Lagenaria abyssinica ( Hook.f. ) C. Jeffrey, CUCURBITACEAE, ‘Tojo’, Fruits,
Abdominal pain (9), Tesfaye A. 814.
75. Laggera crispata ( Vahl ) Hepper & Wood, ASTERACEAE, ‘Shetti Uphicho’,
Leaves, Headache (18), Fever of domestic animals (20), Tesfaye A. 1006.
76. Leonotis sp., LAMIACEAE, ‘Rasemro’, Leaves, Abdominal pain (23), Tesfaye A.
840.
77. Lepidium sativum L., BRASSICACEAE, ‘Shipho’, Seeds, Cough (1), Fever of
domestic animals (2), Tesfaye A. 854.
78. Linum usitatissimum L., LINACEAE, ‘Muto’, Seeds, Abdominal pain (7), Tesfaye
A. 1082.
79. Lobelia gibberoa Hemsl., CAMPANULACEAE, ‘Shamburo’, Leaves, Intestinal
worms (12), Tesfaye A. 819 .
80. Lysimachia ruhmeriana Vatke, PRIMULACEAE, ‘Michichiniato’, Roots,
Dysentery (3), Tesfaye A. 987.
81. Maesa lanceolata Forssk., MYRSINACEAE, ‘Chego’, Sap, Fever of domestic
animals (17), Skin diseases (13), Tesfaye A. 805.
82. Maytenus arbutifolia (A. Rich.) Wilczek, CELASTRACEAE, ‘Angitto/Shiko’,
Leaves, Eye diseases (10), Snake poison/repellant (6), Tesfaye A. 843.
83. Melilotus suaveolens Ledeb., FABACEAE, ‘Cholo’, Seeds, Cough (13), Ear
diseases (3), Tesfaye A. 707.
84. Millettia ferruginea (Hochst.) Bak., FABACEAE, ‘Bibero/Yago’, Seeds, Back pain
(2), Skin diseases (5), Tooth pain (2), Tesfaye A. 1005.
85. Momordica foetida Schum., CUCURBITACEAE, ‘Umbrao’, Leaves & Roots,
Headache (13), Sexually transmitted diseases (10), Tooth pain (8), Tesfaye A. 798,
977.
86. Nicotiana tabacum L., SOLANACEAE, Tumbao, Leaves, Internal diseases of
domestic animals (5), Fever of domestic animals (5), Snake poison/repellant (2),
Wounds of domestic animals (2), Tesfaye A. 839.
87. Nigella sativa L., RANUNCULACEAE, ‘Ae'affo’, Seeds, Abdominal pain (2),
Tesfaye A. 1113.
88. Ocimum lamiifolium Hochst., LAMIACEAE, ‘Damo’, Leaves, Cough (5), Ear
diseases (1), Headache (1), Fever of domestic animals (4), Tesfaye A. 747.
89. Ocimum sp., LAMIACEAE, ‘Kudo’, Leaves, Ear diseases (2), Headache (3),
Sexually transmitted diseases (6), Tesfaye A. 975, 1066.
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90. Ocimum urticifolium Roth, LAMIACEAE, ‘Damo Gabo’, Leaves, Headache (4),
Fever of domestic animals (16), Tesfaye A. 748, 984.
91. Oxalis procumbens Steud., OXALIDACEAE, ‘Michiato’, Leaves, Headache (12). ),
Tesfaye A. 1065.
92. Oxalis corniculata L., OXALIDACEAE, ‘Kakeato’, Leaves, Tooth pain (11),
Tesfaye A. 850.
93. Papaver somniferum L., PAPAVERACEAE, ‘Barteffo’, Seeds, Abdominal pain
(15), Tesfaye A. 986.
94. Pavonia sp., MALVACEAE, ‘Sheto’, Leaves, Wounds (6), Tesfaye A. 1054.
95. Pavonia urens Cav., MALVACEAE, ‘Shurnoko’, Leaves, Abdominal pain (19),
Wounds of domestic animals (9), Tesfaye A. 1109.
96. Pentas schimperiana (A. Rich.) Vatke, RUBIACEAE, ‘Machibutto’, Leaves, Back
pain (7), Internal diseases of domestic animals (6), Tesfaye A. 803.
97. Perscaria senegalensis (Meisn.) Sojak, POLYGONACEAE, ‘Gergoato’, Leaves,
Insecticide (1), Tesfaye A. 795.
98. Phytolacca dodecandra L'Hér., PHYTOLACCACEAE, ‘Yengamo’, Roots, Rabies
(1), Sexually transmitted diseases (1), Tesfaye A. 1116.
99. Piper capense L.f., PIPERACEAE, ‘Turfo’, Inflorescence, Fever of domestic
animals (6), Tesfaye A. 629.
100. Pittosporum abyssinicum Del., PITTOSPORACEAE, ‘Shollo’, Bark, Abdominal
pain (14), Cough (11), Tesfaye A. 1002.
101. Prunus africana (Hook.f.) Kalkm., ROSACEAE, ‘Omo’, Bark & Leaves,
Abdominal pain (21), Intestinal worms (11), Sexually transmitted diseases (3),
Wounds (7), Tesfaye A. 1056.
102. Pycnostachys abyssinica Fresen., LAMIACEAE, ‘Yearo’, Leaves, Dysentery (2),
Insecticide (2), Intestinal worms (6), Tesfaye A. 801, 812.
103. Ranunculus multifidus Forssk., RANUNCULACEAE, ‘Hogiyo’, Fruits, Leaves &
Roots, Dysentery (5), Eye diseases (2), Skin diseases (10), Tooth pain (3), Tesfaye
A. 713, 970.
104. Ricinus communis L., EUPHORBIACEAE, ‘Teso’, Seeds, Skin diseases (6),
Tesfaye A. 1115.
105. Rumex abyssinicus Jacq., POLYGONACEAE, ‘Ambatto’, Leaves, Headache (15),
Tesfaye A. 978.
106. Rumex nepalensis Spreng., POLYGONACEAE, ‘Goricho’, Roots, Intestinal
worms (5), Rabies (10), Tesfaye A. 809.
107. Ruta chalepensis L., RUTACEAE, ‘Chedramo’, Fruits & Leaves, Abdominal pain
(1), Dysentery (1), Fever of domestic animals (7), Tesfaye A. 745, 813.
108. Satureja paradoxa (Vatke) Engl., LAMIACEAE, ‘Nedo’, Leaves, Abdominal pain
(11), Headache (7), Tesfaye A. 1084.
109. Solanum americanum Mill., SOLANACEAE, ‘Acho’, Leaves, Abdominal pain
(13), Tesfaye A. 771.
110. Solanum dasyphyllum Schumach., SOLANACEAE, ‘Kumbaffo’, Fruits, Internal
diseases of domestic animals (2), Tesfaye A. 855.
111. Stellaria mannii Hook.f., CARYOPHYLLACEAE, ‘Dingermiko (2)’, Leaves &
Stem, Skin diseases (12), Tesfaye A. 1048.
112. Stephania abyssinica (Dill. & A. Rich.) Walp., MENISPERMACEAE, ‘Eko’,
Leaves, Wounds of domestic animals (6), Tesfaye A. 842.
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113. Teclea nobilis Del., RUTACEAE, ‘Shengaro’, Leaves, Internal diseases of
domestic animals (9), Tesfaye A. 999, 1017.
114. Thalictrum rhynchocarpum Dill. & A. Rich., RANUNCULACEAE, ‘Shunawedi’,
Leaves & Roots, Snake poison/repellant (14), Tooth pain (12), Wounds of
domestic animals (10), Tesfaye A. 796.
115. Trigonella foenum-graecum L., FABACEAE, ‘Kaffigiraro’, Seeds, Abdominal
pain (5), Back pain (1), Bone setting (2).
116. Trilepisium madagascariense DC., MORACEAE, ‘Gebo’, Sap, Wounds (3),
Tesfaye A. 1028.
117. Uebelinia kiwuensis Th. C.E. Fries, CARYOPHYLLACEAE, ‘Mocho’, Leaves,
Wounds (8), Tesfaye A. 724.
118. Vepris dainellii (Pichi-Serm.) Kokwaro, RUTACEAE, ‘Mengereto’, Bark &
Fruits, Intestinal worms (7), Skin diseases (9), Tooth pain (5), Tesfaye A. 998,
1029.
119. Verbena officinalis L., VERBENACEAE, ‘Ambelacho’, Leaves, Abdominal pain
(6), Tesfaye A. 1081.
120. Vernonia amygdalina Del., ASTERACEAE, ‘Grawo’, Bark, Fever of domestic
animals (11), Skin diseases (3).
121. Vernonia auriculifera Hiern, ASTERACEAE, ‘Dingerato (2)’, Leaves, Fever of
domestic animals (18), Snake poison/repellant (3), Tesfaye A. 857.
122. Vicia faba L., FABACEAE, ‘Bakello’, Seeds, Bone setting (5).
123. Withania somnifera (L.) Dunal, SOLANACEAE, ‘Gizawa’, Roots, Headache (21),
Tesfaye A. 989.
124. Zingiber officinale Roscoe, ZINGIBERACEAE, ‘Yanjibelo’, Rhizome, Abdominal
pain (12), Tooth pain (4).

726

In: Proceedings of the 16th International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, ed. by Svein Ege, Harald
Aspen, Birhanu Teferra and Shiferaw Bekele, Trondheim 2009

Welenkomi 35 years later
Axel Baudouin1
The Welenkomi balabat belongs today to Dendi woreda in Northern Shewa in the Oromia
Regional State. A monography from 1971 has been used as a base line document for studies
undertaken by myself and 6 students from Geography Department at AAU. We have
analysed the changes occurred during the last 35 years, mostly regarding land use,
population growth and the growth of urban centers. The poverty context and inadequate
governance and agricultural policies probably explain most of the observed stagnation.

A monograph on the Welenkomi2 balabat3 area, c.60
km west of Addis Ababa area was published by Mesfin
Wolde-Mariam et al. in 1971 (Mesfin et al. 1971).
Today, the former balabat area belongs to Dendi
woreda4 in Northern Shewa in the Oromia Regional
State. The monograph served as a baseline document
for studies undertaken by myself and eight students
from AAU (Addis Ababa University) and NTNU.5 The
Departments of Geography at both NTNU in Norway
and Addis Ababa University in Ethiopia participated in
this project, in which Welenkomi area was one of the
study areas.
We have analysed the changes which have occurred
during the last 35 years, the overall population growth,
the growth of urban centres, farm size and land use
changes, as well as the environment at kebele6 or
peasant association level. Interviews, surveys and remote sensing are extensively used
in our analyses.7 The present article aims to synthesize the Figure 1 Cover page of the 1971
results acquired so far. Future work will concentrate on report
mapping settlement growth and producing a land use map for
the whole area. I spent short periods of fieldwork in the area, mostly to collect data for
mapping purposes and to interview farmers. The work was facilitated by a colleague
from AAU, Esayiyas Sahlu, who acted as an interpreter and guide. He was born in
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Department of Geography, NTNU, Dragvoll, NO-7491 Trondheim, Norway.
E-mail: axel.baudouin@svt.ntnu.no.
The former name Welenkomi, and the currently used names Olenkomi or Wolenkomi can all be found
in the available literature.
Local chief, nominated by the Emperor.
Administrative unit
Samuel Lemma, Efhrem Gebremariam, Sara Worku, Biniam Moreda, Mulugeta Bezabih, Aschale
Dagnachew, Mohammed Seraje, Meheret Belay.
Lowest administrative unit.
The project was funded by NUFU (Norwegian Council of Universities’ Committee for Development
Research and Education) from 2002 to 2007.
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Welenkomi and speaks both languages in use in the area. His intimate knowledge and
good relations with the population highly contributed to the feasibility of our study and
to the collection of information. I used all opportunities to have informal discussions
with various members of the community, mostly farmers.
Despite the existence of a tarmac road (Addis Ababa – Ambo), which has recently
been improved, it does not mean that travelling into the area is easy. On the contrary,
for more than two-thirds of Welenkomi in the area north of the main road, all travel can
only be done on foot or on horseback, and during the rainy season travel is difficult in
the area as a whole.
Why Welenkomi?
The main reason for choosing Welenkomi was not only the existence of the base study,
but also that the area is not far (about 60 km) from Addis Ababa. Another factor was its
relative wealth. Welenkomi is a traditionally well-off area, and if what is happening
there reaches a critical stage it will have implications for the whole country. Despite its
wealth, Welenkomi shares the fate of most rural areas of Ethiopia: no more land is
available for new cultivation. Landlessness is becoming a common feature. The level of
infrastructure and services is very low. Between the study of 1971 and the present time
dramatic events have transformed Ethiopia – the revolution, the redistribution of land in
1975, the forced villagization of the population during the 1980s – all of which have had
a profound impact on rural regions. Today there is almost no trace of forced
villagization in Welenkomi. The village constructed close to Ihud Gebeya was totally
eradicated from the landscape after the fall of the Derg. However, other features and
practices still influence the present situation.
The Welenkomi area
The area consists of three geographical units: the lower plateau in the southern part,
with its border/northern limit delimited by the Addis Ababa – Ambo main road running
east-west, and a hilly region to the north of the road, which can be subdivided into hills
and steep slopes leading to an upper plateau (Dega Egu).
Climate
In the classic agro-climatic zones of Ethiopia, the area falls into the upper weyna dega
and the dega zone. Data collected at Addis Alem (located at 2350 m a.s.l.),
corresponding to the intermediate hill area in Welenkomi, give a mean annual rainfall of
c. 1000 mm, with annual variations from 700 mm to 1600 mm. Monthly mean
temperatures are between 15°C and 19°C. The lower area (Rare), below the main road
in Welenkomi, is the warmest, while the Dega Egu area is colder and wetter. Normally,
70% of total annual rainfall falls between June and September; March/April is the small
rains season. Despite the relatively good climatic conditions, irregularity in the timing
and amounts of rainfall can reduce substantially the agricultural production, even if the
area has been spared from serious drought and famines.
Natural vegetation
The area was already deforested in 1957 (An aerial coverage from 1957 was used for
mapping the project area in 1971). The Kela valley and Kora ridge were covered with
dense scrub vegetation. On the lower plateau there were a few dense eucalyptus woods
on both sides of main road near Kela river and on the lower slopes of the Kora ridge.
The Dega Egu is said to have been covered with forest in the 1930s. Aerial photos from
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1957 showed relatively dense forest on the southern slopes of Dega Egu mountain. We
had no access to the recently discovered aerial coverage done by the Italians in the
1930s. However, the land use map drawn in 1971 shows that no more forest was left in
the area at the time. In fact, no land use class was given to forest, since there was no
more original forest left to map, only scattered remnant trees. The southern part of the
area to the south of the main road is almost totally cultivated, including grazing areas
along the rivers. From Gare Kora (the hills in a crescent shape to the north of
Welenkomi and beyond) scrub and grazing land on steep slopes compete with cultivated
land, especially along the escarpment forming the southern border of Dega Egu. The
inhabitants have cut down the forest and sold the timber; a sawmill in Kichu closed
already in the 1930s, whole another in the Jemjem valley closed at the beginning of the
1960s. In 1970 the only remaining sawmill was in Welenkomi town and this ceased to
operate soon after. Trees were, and still are, found (but in fewer numbers) in the
northern half of the area, the same as those named in the 1971 report: Zigba
(Podocarpus gracilior), Weira (Olea Africana), Tid (Juniperus procera), Bisanna
(Croton macrostachys), and Koso or koso tree (Hagena abysinnica). Scrub vegetation
dominates along Kella valley and Kora ridge, with species such as the thorny Agam
(Carissa edulis) and Kega or Abyssinian rose (Rosa abyssinica), or with Digita
(Calpurnia subdecardra), and Kitkita, or candlewood (Dodenea viscosa) which, despite
its quality, is used for ploughs. In the lower plateau zone are found mostly acacia
species and remnants of bisanna (Croton macrostachys).
Planted trees
Apart from the aforementioned vegetation, the wooded vegetation today mostly
comprises planted eucalyptus (as is common in Ethiopia); initially the eucalyptus was
planted on farms as fences, and today there are a few plantations.
Soil types
Table 1 below shows that soils in the area differ in quality, with the richest and less
acidic soils being found on the lower plateau (dark grey clay soils, vertisols, koticha). It
also shows that they were all nitrogen deficient already in 1971. It may be that at that
time there was already some pressure on the cultivation system. Soils in Dega Egu,
more recently put under cultivation, still had a higher organic matter content than soils
from other areas.
Table 1. Soil analysis by topographic regions (source: Mesfin et al. 1971: 12).

Dega
Egu
Upper
plateau
Lower
plateau

% org.
Matter
(depth in
inches)
3-6

Avail
-able

Avail
-able

Avail
-able

pH

% organic
matter
(depth in
inches)
0-3

N

P

K

Ex.Ca

Ex.Mg

Cec

5.5

4.6

2.0

low

low

high

26

8

60

6.3

2.3

1.7

low

low

high

33

7

62

6.8

1.7

1.5

low

low

high

41

10

75

texture

Dark, reddishbrown silly clay
Dark greybrown clay
Dark grey clay
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Erosion
There are numerous gullies and traces of erosion, especially along footpaths and cattle
paths on slopes. Cultivation on steep slopes, such as in Dega Egu, contributes to the
degradation of the soils in the area.
Another frequently occuring feature
of soil erosion is the state of the river
beds in the lowlands. Every rainy
season brings a change in the
topography of the river beds. Deep
black clay soils are regularly
waterlogged. Lower areas are more
fortunate since the alluviums from the
mountain have been deposited there.
Figure 2. Erosion in Dega Egu.

Figure 3. Cultivation of marginal
land on steep slopes in Dega Egu.

Figure 4. Erosion of the
riverbanks at the Kela-Awash
junction, south of Welenkomi
area.
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Figure 5. Administrative divisions, Welenkomi 1971.
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Figure 6. Administrative divisons 2005 (simplified: 11 rural PAs regrouped into 7 units).
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Administrative divisions
There were originally five atbiyas (administrative areas) in the territory of the balabat
of Welenkomi: (1) Debisa, the south-eastern part; (2) Rare, between Debisa and Ketema
Akababi in the south-west, and including Welenkomi village and the area up to the hills
5 km to the north; (4) Kichu, the north-eastern part; and (5) Dega Egu, the mountainous
area in the north, with elevations ranging from 2500 m to 2900 m. The whole southern
plateau is also called Rare (which means flats/flooded area in Oromigna). It was already
fully cultivated in the 1960s, and is considered a rich agricultural area. Its altitude
ranges between 2000 m and 2200 m. The administrative areas (atbiyas) are usually
delimited by rivers.
The actual administrative units are quite different. They were modified during the
Derg period and again after 1991, and Kichu bite is the only unit that remains more or
less unchanged. There are now two urban kebeles in Welenkomi/Olonkomi) and one in
Ihud Gebeya, as well as and eight rural PAs:8 Kelena Imburtu, Koticha Bure, Serwana
Debisa, Cheleleka Bobe, Kichu Bite, Gare Kora, Koriso Odo Guba, and Dega Egu . The
north-eastern and north-western parts of Dega Egu have been given to neighbouring
units, thus reducing the total study area. Dega Egu was populated by an Amhara
speaking minority, with the remainder of the population made up of Oromos.
Population and settlement
Under Menelik, the territory populated by Oromos was administrated by Ras Gobena,
and the Amharas came and settled during that time. Regardless of whether they are
Oromos or Amharas, people in Welenkomi are Christian Orthodox, except for a few
Muslims in urban settlements.
Settlements in 1971
In 1971 there were scattered small clusters of settlements, small hamlets consisting of
rarely more than ten houses, traditionally located on hilltops or along the slopes of the
hills, usually avoiding lower areas. Today, settlements are found throughout the area,
except in the north-east and Kora ridge (which is mostly unoccupied) and on the
steepest slopes leading to Dega Egu. Isolated houses are scarce. Tukuls (thatched round
cottages) are surrounded by eucalyptus and consist often of several houses, with a
garden comprising a vegetable plot and an area for cattle (permanent grazing) or cattle
stand close to the fence. There were some village-like concentrations, such as those
found in Jemjem, which had 40 tukuls in 1970 at the site of an old sawmill. Kela,
located on a river 2 km east of Welenkomi Inchini and 1 km north-east of Jemjem, had
33 houses occupied by farmers in 1970. The most important were the two small towns
developing along the main road: Welenkomi town (2290 inhabitants in 1966) and Ihud
Gebeya (303 inhabitants).
The changes in settlements since 1971 reflect the growth of former hamlets and the
proliferation of new ones. Both urban areas in Welenkomi have also grown quite
considerably, mainly longitudinally along the road and also in density, with the addition
of new rows of houses and streets along the road. The administrative limits of the towns
are regularly extended to cope with the extension of the settlements. According to the
1971 study, a rural population of 9335, with an average of 5.3 members per household,
together with the two urban centres (Welenkomi, Ihud Gebeya) gave a total of 11,928
inhabitants for Welenkomi area as a whole (Table 2).
8

PA = Peasant Association, the basic administrative unit in the countryside.
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Population growth
Given the changes in the administrative units it is quite difficult to analyse the
population changes at local level within the Welenkomi area. Nevertheless, despite
uncertainties, a few important facts emerge from the data presented in Table 2. The rural
population has grown about 2.5 times over 35 years, sharing a territory which is
shrinking (Dega Egu lost some areas). The increase in population also means an
increase in the area occupied by settlements, and the urban growth contributes too. The
overall population density has almost tripled. For the same period, the urban population
shows a much higher growth rate, with more than a threefold increase, from 2593 (in
1971) to 9700 (my own projections for 2007). The urbanization rate has risen from 20%
in 1971 to 30% today. This urban growth cannot only be due to natural growth, but also
to in-migration, either from surrounding rural areas or from other places. The sex-ratio
in rural areas shows a constant majority of males. By contrast, in urban kebeles there is
a clear majority of women. This suggests that women tend to move to urban areas at a
higher rate than men. This may be because it is easier for women to find employment in
towns, particularly as housemaids or as waitresses in traditional places selling alcoholic
drinks.
This is further confirmed by the household size. The household size in rural areas is
approximately 5 persons per household, compared to the urban area of Welenkomi town
which has only 4.5 persons per household (Mohammed 2006).
In response to the question of whether the population will still grow at the same rate,
the answer is: probably not. Sara Worku’s findings show that rural women’s behaviour
in Welenkomi is about to change with regard to contraception (Sara 2006). Even if the
health services are poorly developed, the younger generation of women is turning to the
use of contraception at a much higher rate. There was a doubling of the number of
women using contraception (by injection) between 2002 and 2005, despite the
difficulties involved in accessing the services. The women sometimes have to travel
long distances (as far as Addis Ababa) and this is often done without asking their
husbands for permission. Sara argues that the fact that poor households are practicing
birth control and having fewer children could lead to an improvement in their material
life, which in turn can be a factor promoting the use of contraception. Today, people are
aware of the fact that it is no longer possible to reduce the size of farms without falling
into poverty. Therefore, a slowing down of the population growth rate in coming years
can be expected, because of lower fertility levels and also because of the increase in
poverty-driven out-migration.
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Table 2. Population data for Welenkomi. Census and evaluations (sources: Mesfin et al. 1971; CSA 1998;
Dendi woreda office; and Peasants Associations)9
Units
1971
Welenkomi
town
Ihud
Gebeya
Urban
Pop.

1971

Units
after
1975

1984
men

1984
wom
en

1984
total

1994
men

1994
women

1994
total

2003
men

2003
women

2003
total

2290

Welenkomi

1557

2063

3610

2114

2661

4475

3038

3824

6862

(303)10

Ihud
Gebeya

573

641

1214

824

921

1745

2593
Kelena
Imburtu

Projections
2007

1557

2063

3610

2687

3302

5689

3862

4745

8607

500

424

924

590

556

1146

719

678

1397

703

734

1414

674

574

2311

2328

2157

4485

707

711

1418

709

657

1063

1319

1273

259212

1630

1598

3228

9700

Debisa

1776

Rare

1436

Ketema
Akababi

1362

Kichu

137111

Rare
Ejersa
Lefo

405

393

798

526

537

1063

Dega
Egu

3390

Debisa
/Dibisa

492

466

958

594

583

1177

Serwana
Leko
Serwana
Huluko

618

583

1201

488

461

949

550

532

1082

597

621

2646

557

571

1130

739

689

1428

919

892

1811

1222

1186

2653

1491

1447

2938

605

608

1213

794

736

1530

969

898

1867

1083

1083

2166

1336

1317

2653

1633

1607

3240

9335

7139

6997

14115

8269

7917

18619

10089

9658

19417

22400

11928

8996

9060

17725

10956

11219

24308

13951

14403

28354

32100

Kichu
bite
Kichu
Ejersa
Lefo

Cheleleka
Koticha
Bure
Quorena
Nune/
Kore
Nune
Dega Egu
Gare
Kora
Koriso
Odo uba
Rural
pop.
Total

9

10
11
12

The data cannot be trusted totally: there were 5 rural units (atbiyas) in 1971, replaced after 1975 by 11
rural and 3 urban kebeles/peasant associations (PAs). Ihud Gebeya was not yet considered as a town in
1984. Between 1984 and today there has been a further reshuffling of PAs, in addition to the growth of
urban centres encroaching gradually on their neighboring PAs. Especially in Dega Egu, parts of the
former atbiya from 1971 belong to other PAs to the west and the east today. Data for 2003 are given
by the kebeles/Peasant Associations and woreda officials. Projections for 2007 are based on a 3%
increase per annum for urban kebeles and a 2% increase per annum for rural kebeles.
In 1984 Ihud Gebeya was still not defined as an urban unit; its population has been part of Kichu bite.
Without Ihud Gebeya
Data for Cheleleka-Koticha and Kore Nune in 2003 show a regression from 1994, which may be due
to an extension of Welenkomi urban area.
735

Axel Baudouin

Land tenure: a critical issue
Having gebar land was closest to owning private property. Since 1944 gebar land has
been subject to taxes which have to be paid in cash instead of work, products and
services. Gebar landowners were subject to several taxes such as land tax, agricultural
tax, educational tax, health tax – ranging from 20 to 80 birrs per year per hectare (ha),
according to land quality and status in gebar or semon (church land). Semon was land
dedicated to the church, and landowners had to serve the church as priests or deacons,
or had to hire priests. Church land is land where the church has full ownership rights.
Six absentee landlords in the balabat owned 32% of the land. Table 3 shows that land
was mostly cultivated by tenants, especially in the north (Dega Egu) (89%), which was
more recently populated or colonized than the southern lower parts of Welenkomi.
Table 3. Tenants and landowners in 1971 (%) (source: Mesfin et al. 1971)
Owners/cultivators
Tenants
Total
Atbiya
Debisa
32.8
67.2
100
Rare
33.6
66.4
100
Ketema Akababi
26.7
73.3
100
Kichu
23.2
76.8
100
Dega Egu
11.0
89.0
100
23.6
76.4
100
Average

Size of holdings
Table 4 shows that 31% of all farmers had holdings less than 2 ha and 51.5% had less
than 3 ha. The largest farms (over 8 ha) were mostly operated by owners; the rest
belonged to absentee landlords, especially in Dega Egu and Kichu. The average area
under crop was c.5 ha per household (25 qert13). Given the size of households, this gives
an average of c.1 ha per person, or between 1 ha and 2 ha per unit of productive labour.
Nevertheless, given the total cultivated area (Table 5) and the number of rural
households as 1766 (Mesfin et al. 1971: 19), the average size of farm land belonging to
a household must have been close to 6 ha.
Table 4. Percentage distribution of landholdings by size: 1971 data (Mesfin et al. 1971).
Ha
Owner/
cultivator
Tenant
Total

0-1
2.02

1-2
3.78

2-3
3.04

3-4
3.04

4-5
2.36

5-6
2.50

6-7
0.75

7-8
1.01

8+
7.02

Total
25.52

9.38
11.4

16.14
19.92

12.9
15.94

11.28
14.32

7.9
10.26

5.94
8.44

2.70
3.45

2.70 5.54
3.71 12.56

74.48
100

Table 4 shows that most owners have 3–4 ha, while most tenants have 2–3 ha.
Cultivated land per unit of labour increases from Dega Egu, where tenants dominate
down towards the lowlands, and owners tend to have bigger farms than tenants. Before
1974, most farmers were tenants (c.75%), as a significant share of their produce was
appropriated by the State (through the many taxes), by the landlords and the church.
Tenants had to give away between one-quarter and one-half of their production. When
13

1 qert = c.0.25 ha in this area.
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taxes were set at about 25%, the tenant had also to provide oxen and seeds; when they
were set at 50%, the owner had to provide seeds. In addition, the owner used to take
10% of all production before collecting his rent.
Farm size today
Today, there are no longer any tenants or landlords, and the church land has been
redistributed. Landholdings are still affected by the land redistribution of 1975. Since
that time, due to the population growth, changes have occurred, mainly fragmentation of
land for distribution to newly formed households within families. Many among those
who received land in 1975 have since died and their holdings have been divided
between their heirs. Some farmers who already obtained a farm under the redistribution
can sometimes later increase their property by inheritance. Newly cultivated land (from
grazing areas or from previously uncultivated steep slopes, particularly in Dega Egu,
has contributed to an increase in the amount of farmland. A minor official redistribution
to soldiers returning home after the fall of the Derg also occurred at the beginning of the
1990s.
All in all, the results have been a fragmentation and/or reduction of holding size, and
landlessness has emerged, which is now becoming a serious issue. The new class of
landless rural poor has only a few solutions to gaining access to land. These are contract
work and sharecropping on the farms of owners who are deficient in their workforce,
such as older farmers or widows. What can be today in rural Ethiopia to ensure the
minimum size of a viable unit which is sufficient to provide enough food for a family
and surplus for the purchase of necessary household goods, services and clothing?
According to local people, a holding below 2 ha of land is a non-viable unit. Samuel
(2005: 7) found that among the households he surveyed the average holding size was
1.8 ha in Bite Ejersa Lefo-Serwana Debisa. Of 56 respondents who had farm land, the
majority (51%) possessed between 1.5 ha and 2.5 ha. However, since Samuel had just
under 50% of landless in his sample, which is much higher than the actual number of
landless there, these data are difficult to analyse. At least, it means that among those
having land, a small majority had c.2 ha or more. Aschale (2005: 70) found in Dega Egu
the average holding size was 1.9 ha, with 19% of holdings below 1 ha, 43% between 1
ha and 2 ha, and 38% with more than 2 ha. It is interesting to note that c.70% of the
farmers, when asked, told that their landholding was not enough to support their family
(Aschale 2005: 71). Aschale (2005: 86) also found that one-third of the farmers
practiced some form of sharecropping, often with relatives; among them, two-thirds do
sharecropping and one-third leased land. In the sample of households (80) from
Cheleleka Bobe and Gare Kora analysed by Mohammed Seraj (2006: 49), 35% were
landless and 38% owned less than 2 ha of land. This left 27% of the households with
more than 2 ha. The 27% of households formed the relatively well-off category of
households, leaving about three-quarters of the households in various degrees of
poverty. When all households were included, the average size of holdings was 1.1 ha
per household; when computed only for those having land, it reaches 1.7 ha per
household.
To summarize, the changes in the total cultivated area are limited: on the one hand
there has been an increase of c.10% of cultivated land, and on the other hand a reduction
of the total area, such as in Dega Egu, or a reduction due to the growth of settlements.
With today’s rural population of 22,400 and an average of 5 persons per household, this
gives c.4500 rural households cultivating 11,600 ha of land (Table 55), or 2.5 ha per
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household. The conclusion is simple: in the course of one generation (35 years) the
average farm size has been reduced by more than 50% (since we found that there were
c.6 ha per household in 1971). There is some discrepancy between these values and the
average size recorded from the sample households, e.g. 1.9 ha in Dega Egu, and 1.7 ha
in Cheleleka Bobe. This may be because of the composition of the samples or because
of interviewed farmers minimizing their assets. However, this does not contradict the
main fact which is the considerable reduction of the size of holdings.
Land use, crops and yields
Fallow land
As evident from the 1971 map (Mesfin et al. 1971) and Table 5, fallow land was already
quite marginal, except in Dega Egu where it amounted to c.10% of the cultivated land
area. A systematic and regular use of fallowing in a crop rotation system of three or four
years would leave 25% to 30% fallow at any time. These very low percentages for
fallow indicate that already in the period 1957–1971 there was great pressure on farmers
to maximize the growth of crops by reducing the amount left to fallow.
Table 5. Land use 1971 (ha) (source: Mesfin et al. 1971).
Atbiyas
Land use:
Debisa
Rare
Ketema A Kichu
– cultivated
2443
1373
1995
1922
– fallow
2
6
49
12
– grazing
106
91
320
386
– scrub/trees
18
6
531
427
– other
2
37
10
Total
2569
1478
2932
2757

Total
Dega Egu
3826
334
704
705
26
5595

11559
403
1607
1687
75
15331

Grazing and scrub
Grazing and scrub occupied very little space in Debisa and Rare, but were found to be
more important in Ketema Akababi, Dega Egu and Kichu. Figure 6 shows that most of
the grazing land, under common use, was located along the rivers.
Land use in recent years
The maps of land use in 1957/1971 and in 2003 in Ejersa Lefo and Serwana Debisa
(Figs. 6 and 7) show a clear picture of a general increase in settlements as well as the
reduction of scrub and grazing land, particularly in the hill area of Bite Ejersa Lefo. The
same trend is also observable elsewhere in the area, such as is shown on the maps of
Dega Egu (Figs. 8–10) prepared by Aschale (2005).
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Figure 7. Bite Ejersa Lefo and Serwana Debisa: land use 1971
(source: Samuel Lemma).

Figure 8. Bite Ejersa Lefo and Serwana Debisa: land use 2003
(source: Samuel Lemma).
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Figure 9. Dega Egu: land use in 1980 (source: Aschale Dagnachew 2005).

Figure 10. Dega Egu: land use 2003 (source: Aschale Dagnachew 2005).

740

Welenkomi 35 years later

Figure 11. Land use changes in Dega Egu (source: Aschale Dagnachew 2005: 80).
The second most important fact is the reduction in grazing land. Pastures today are
small patches along river beds and also are found close to settlements and close to the
farms where cattle are regrouped. Thus, the reduction in grazing land was mostly done
at the expense of the common grazing land located along rivers. Those areas have been
gradually encroached by private cultivation. Scrub areas, or areas that have deteriorated
too far for cultivation are heavily used as pasture for cattle. We have not obtained
reliable data about livestock.
Cultivated crops
The most usual crops grown were, and still are:
– Teff – Grown optimally at an altitude between 1800 m and 2000, but can reach 2800
m. In Welenkomi, teff is grown mainly on the lower plateau, which produces 70% of
all teff grown in the area.
– Cereals – Wheat (sinde) also dominates in the lower plateau (50%). Barley (ghebs) is
found in the northern hilly and mountainous area of Dega Egu, where the altitude
ranges between 2500 m and 2950 m. Cereals are cultivated for home consumption,
for sale and also for the production of local beverages (tella, katikala, areqe).
Sorghum (mashella) and maize (bekollo) are cultivated generally below 2400 m.
– Pulses – Chickpeas (shinbera) are mostly grown on the lower plateau, and horse
beans (bakela) on higher areas, while lentils (mesir) and peas (ater) are grown
everywhere.
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– Spices – The highly nutritious fenugreek (abish), Nech azmud, Tiqur azmud, and

other spices are grown; 82% of spices are grown on the lower plateau, mostly for
cash.
– Oil seeds – Nug is used for cooking and soap making, and the residues are used as
feed for poultry and cattle.
– Other crops – Vegetables grown in home gardens include green pepper (karia),
Ethiopian cabbage (gommen) – especially in Amhara households, potatoes (dinch),
onions (shinkurt), and false banana (enset) – mainly to the north of Ketema Akababi
and in the eastern part of Dega Egu.
Yields
Table 6 shows the average yields of major crops in the period between 1971 and 2005.
According to the data provided in the 1971 report, the estimated average yield in the
area was 3–6 quintals per ha for teff, wheat gave 6–8 quintals per ha, and sorghum and
maize gave c.5 quintals and spices 6 quintals per ha respectively (Mesfin et al. 1971:
41–43). Many of the older farmers told us that without fertilizers the yields had
diminished significantly, and that it was only when using fertilizer that they could
obtain the same yields as they did 20–30 years ago. Aschale (2005: 76) stated that 70%
of the farmers interviewed in Dega Egu PA reported that their agricultural productivity
had been declining in the past 20 years, and ‘they mentioned that continuous cultivation
without the use of fallow, land degradation, lack of application of modern cultivation
methods and absence of adequate agricultural extension services were some of the
factors responsible for the decline in productivity’. The problems were caused by
exhaustion of land (not enough rotation, not enough fallow, lack of artificial fertilizers)
erosion, and cultivation of marginal land.
Table 6. Average yields of major crops in 1971 and 2005
Crop type
Yields/ha: 1971
Yields/ha: 2005
Teff
500
250
Barley
550
300
Wheat
600
300
Maize
700
350
Sorghum
500
200
Pulses
400
200
Source: (Mesfin et al. 1971; Samuel 2005).
Cultural practices
Fallowing
According to Mesfin et al. (1971: 36–37), the ‘combination of crop and fallow was the
dominant form of land use’. Nevertheless, the area under fallow was quite limited.
There was no regular pattern, and it was “only adopted when weeds start to severely
reduce crop yields”. In 1971 only 403 ha out of a total of 15,331 ha were under fallow.
This means that already at that time fallowing was declining rapidly. There was, and
still is, one crop per year, and no belg cultivation (March–May season). We were able to
register some cases when guaya (Lathyrus sativus, grass pea) was cultivated
immediately after wheat on some plots in the lower area. According to Aschale (2005:
87), the practice of fallow has almost been abandoned. During my own trips in the
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Welenkomi area as a whole, I observed only a few plots of land under fallow, all located
in the Dega Egu area. However, the most important fact is that today fallow has almost
disappeared.
Crop rotation in 1971
Crop rotation was the rule, with legumes being cultivated every three or four years. The
system was as follows. In the lower plateau, 3-year rotation was practised: teff, wheat,
legume or nug. After teff, it could also be maize or sorghum instead of wheat. The
legumes (chickpeas (not in Dega Egu), peas, horsebeans, lentils, guaya) were
recognized for their capacity to restore fertility. In higher regions a 2-year rotation was
practised: wheat or barley, followed by oilseed crops or legumes.
Table 7. Distribution of crops (% of cultivated area) in the former balabat
(Mesfin et al. 1971: 41).
Teff
Wheat
Barley
Sorghum
Maize
Chickpeas
Peas/Lentils
Horse beans
Oil crops
Spices
Total

29.1
24.5
10.4
6.9
1.2
12.9
4.2
5.5
1.7
3.6
100,00

Crop rotations in recent years
My own observations after recording land use along some transects for two consecutive
years (2004, 2005) in Koticha Bure, south of Welenkomi town, show that except for
some plots reserved for grazing land, most often close to settlements, crop rotation is
still used systematically but somewhat modified (Table 8).
Table 8. Crop rotation: Transects in Koticha Bure and Kichu Bite 2004-2005
(Baudouin, field data).

Crop/land use 2004
wheat
sorghum
teff
sorghum
fenugreek
teff
maize
teff
wheat
grazing
teff

Crop/land use 2005
teff
maize
wheat
teff
teff
guaya
teff
teff
sorghum
grazing
grazing

Frequency
2
1
4
2
8
5
1
1
1
4
1
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The traditional crop rotation was said to be triennial: legumes, teff and wheat. In fact,
crop rotation has intensified, with teff being cultivated almost every second year.
Mohammed Seraj (2006: 41) reported that teff covered 56.3% of cultivated area in
Cheleka Bobe, and 41.5% in Gare Kora – confirmed by the fact that the proportion of
teff cultivated at a given time often accounts for c.50% or sometimes even more of the
total cultivated area. Table 8) shows one example of teff to teff rotation. Since the prices
of teff have been rising in recent years, farmers have tended to maximize their profits
and cultivate teff more often than under the older system.
The issue of livestock
In 1971 there was already competition between crop production and cattle raising,
particularly on the lower plateau. Farmers drove their cattle onto the neighbouring upper
plateau to graze on uncultivated slopes. There was shortage of cattle feed in the dry
season, animals lose weight and milk production was reduced. Sheep and goats for
mutton and skins were and still are sold on the hoof to dealers. Horses and mules are
small and light in weight, used for transport purposes. Hence, donkeys, which are small
and indigenous, were and still are the main means of transport from farm to market.
Poultry are raised mainly for cash.
From the recent studies undertaken we were not able to obtain reliable data about the
present livestock situation. Nevertheless, since the number of households is three times
the number in 1971, it follows that the total numbers of livestock must have increased.
However, the documented reduction in grazing land does not allow for a proportional
increase in livestock. Overgrazing is degrading pastures and the numbers of livestock
kept by households have decreased due to lack of sufficient pasture (Binyam 2005).
Manuring and use of fertilizers
In 1971 there was no general practice of manuring – though in parts of Dega Egu dung
was collected, rotted down and used as fertilizer – and artificial fertilizers were
unknown. Nevertheless, keeping livestock on harvested plots contributed to the plots’
fertility. Today, manuring is still not practised, and dung is mostly used for making
dung cakes used as fuel.

Figure 12. Dung cakes in Welenkomi (Photo: Axel Baudouin).
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The issue of fertilizer use
The reasons for low rates of fertilizer use are the high costs involved, the fact fertilizer
sales are largely financed through credit (cooperatives, or private), and penalties for
failing to repay after harvest may include the sale of assets (i.e. oxen) or imprisonment
by authorities. Alternatively, when the use of private credit is not honored farmers are
forced to undertake informal temporary sale to mizanzefaris.14 When crops fail due to
lack of rain, the fertilizers must still be paid for. Thus, only well-off farmers can afford
to use fertilizers without too much risk.
Decrease in soil fertility
The analyses done by Meheret (2007: 67–68) show that cultivated soils suffer from
serious deficiencies of total nitrogen, organic carbon and organic matter levels, and that
this is caused by intensive cultivation and the collection of crop residues and animal
waste for other uses. Most farmers in the study area experienced a decrease in soil
fertility and gave continuous cultivation as the main reason for this situation, as well as
the removal of crop residues and animal dung from the farm plots for fuel and animal
feed. For instance, all interviewed household heads confirmed that animal dung and
crop residues were collected for household fuel.
Livelihoods and coping strategies
As described by Mesfin et al. (1971), only approximately one-third of the households
met their daily calorie requirements. Food was consumed in large quantities only during
and shortly after the harvest period. Fruits were rarely consumed and vegetables were
only consumed shortly after the rainy season. Only between 15% and 19% of protein
intake came from animal sources.
The average weight of a person was below standard and a high percentage of the
population was infected with intestinal parasites because of the lack of clean and safe
water. We have not made any systematic health analysis of the present day population.
Nevertheless, it appears that people’s health is somewhat better than 35 years ago, even
if outside the urban centres they still do not have access to clean water. They have, at
least, access to some medical services and pharmacies in town. The situation is worse
for some groups in the population.
Those families with young children but without proper land rights or access to land
have the worst livelihood conditions in the area. The picture today is therefore
characterized by only a fraction of the households still having enough land due to
redistribution, marriage and inheritance, and many have plots which are too small to
sustain for a proper living. A proper living means being able to feed a family and having
surplus in order to meet other expenditures such as clothing, medicines, tools, and
school fees. A third group is also disadvantaged, namely the landless who make their
living by hiring their labour in some way or another. It is among these disadvantaged
groups that the majority of people searching for extra income are engaged in a variety of
non-farm activities, such as petty trading, production of alcoholic beverages, or in hiring
themselves out as waitresses in bars, migrating to towns, or getting seasonal
employment in coffee production areas in south-west Ethiopia.
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Local grain traders who often also act as moneylenders.
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Non-farm activities can involve permanent agricultural wages or daily labour for
poor young men, drinks selling and firewood vending for women, and grain and cattle
trade for those with capital. Non-farm activities, such as beer brewing, brick making and
carpentry, are practised in rural areas. However, most non-farm activities are located in
towns, and include making pottery, tailoring, charcoal production, kiosk retail, grass and
straw vending, work as guards, weaving, spinning, blacksmithing, liquor selling, and
religious teaching.
Land shortage, itself a consequence of population pressure, is the main reason for
young people to out-migrate: at least one person out-migrated from 46% of the
households in Cheleleka Bobe and Gare Kora. There are limited possibilities in the local
town (Welenkomi) for hired labour since traders and shops mainly use family labour.
Governance, the State and the administration
On paper, on plans and policy documents, everything seems perfect, and democracy,
decentralization and popular participation are constant characteristics. In reality, things
are definitely different. Farmers distrust people from the administration, including those
who per definition are there to help them. During all the visits I have made to the study
area I never heard any positive appreciation of the work done by the administration and
by development agents, on the contrary.
The key informants in Gare Kora (easily accessible from Welenkomi) complained
that even if there was an extension officer in Welenkomi, she seldom visited the villages
and was not assisting producers (Mohammed 2006: 66). One can imagine the situation
of remote PAs where access is only possible by walking or riding. On the issue of credit
facilities, c.54% of respondents had no access to credit (Mohammed 2006: 70). The
remaining 46% used moneylenders (28%), grain traders in town (22%), or urban saving
and credit associations (19%), as well as relatives and friends in villages or in town
(32%). This shows that on such a critical issue for rural development as credit, the
State’s involvement is almost totally absent and the farmers are left in the hands of
private moneylenders.
Grain traders lend money at relatively low rates or even at no rate at all. By doing
this they secure for themselves the provision of grain at harvest time. Those having
borrowed money from grain traders also take their harvest to the grain traders who they
have personal relationship with. The landless cannot access credit from moneylenders
since land is required as collateral for a loan.
To buy fertilizers, the cooperative providing credit requires 105 birrs per quintal,
paid in advance. People borrow from moneylenders at an interest rate of 100%, based
on written contracts, and this has to be repaid at harvest time with grain, when the prices
are at their lowest. People borrow variously from family, friends and grain traders
(Mohammed 2006: 66).
Private services are expensive, in fact so expensive that the veterinarian in
Welenkomi had to close his practice. The only state-sponsored veterinary clinic is
located 12 km away from Welenkomi town, in Ginchi. The overall picture is that
official services are either absent or inefficient or/and politicized. Is the State able or
willing to really solve the main issues that the farmers are confronted with? Whether it
is for extension services, credit or purchasing fertilizers, people complain about an
administration which is either absent in the countryside or inefficient and, in fact, more
eager to exert control on the farmers than to help them. It seems that the main objective
is the (political) control of the peasantry rather than finding solutions for development.
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Providing services and providing credit implementing projects requires dedicated
agents and better relations between peasantry and government. Is the State and its
agents ready for new attitudes in relation to the peasantry?
Urban areas
In 1971, when Welenkomi was approximately four times smaller, there were much
fewer shops and services or institutions (for a list, see Mesfin et al. 1971: 12–24). On
the institution and service side, there was a church and mosque, a court and police
station, public telephone, church schools, and one government elementary school. On
the commercial side, there were shops and craftsmen, and private services: 23 registered
grain merchants, 18 shops, 25 tailors, 4 weavers, 2 carpenters, 6 butchers, 1 barber, 4
flour mills, 1 sawmill, 5 bars, 23 tej bet (bars), countless tella bet (places where local
beer can be consumed) and at least 1 blacksmith. Needless to say, the activities of the
majority of the shops are concentrated on market days (Saturdays and Tuesdays). The
situation has changed, as shown by Table 9 and the following list of non-commercial
functions/activities in Welenkomi town (compiled by Baudouin in 2005): water office,
municipality, church, Protestant church, mosque, telecom post office, police station, one
elementary school, electricity power office, and one development agent office. Some
new services/administrations have been established following the creation of some
infrastructure (water and electricity, only for the town) and the creation of elementary
health services.
There are a few ‘modern’ activities: photography and tire repair, but most of the
changes have followed the growth of the town (with the exception of tailors). All in all,
development has been very poor, with no real increase in functions. It seems that the
general poverty of the farmers hinders the development of the town. Its main function is
still as a market town, for delivering elementary services to farmers on market days, for
selling crops to traders, for accessing a few elementary health services, and for people to
meet in the numerous places where alcoholic drinks are sold. With a population today of
c.7000 inhabitants, the review of functions available in the town confirm stagnation
despite the town’s increase in size.
Putting things together
Disruption of a sustainable system
As a consequence of high population pressure and shrinking farm size, the farmers have
modified the traditional and sustainable production system existing in the area, which
was based on use of crop rotation and fallowing, and on a close association between
livestock and agriculture, through manuring and the use of oxen as draught power. The
practice of fallowing is disappearing, crop rotation is under pressure, and grazing land is
being reduced and overgrazed. Manuring is not practiced in the fields anymore; instead,
animal dung is kept for household fuel and crop residues are used for cattle and poultry
feed. As a consequence, the soils are deteriorating. For those who can afford them, the
use of fertilizers more or less compensates for the deterioration of soils fertility.
Poor farmers and the landless account for the majority of the population today. The
average holding size has been reduced to a half of what it was one generation ago.
Many farmers are left with holdings which are far too small to be viable, and a
significant proportion of the rural population has become landless.
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The situation is worsened due to other factors: land tenure and governance
First, the land tenure situation creates a feeling of insecurity, with a fear of land
redistribution, which has a detrimental effect on the management of land resources, and
on any heavy investment that could protect resources or enhance productivity, such as
for example much needed irrigation works. No one with any common sense will invest
much time and resources on creating structures that can be taken from them, for
ameliorating land that they must give away or to protect trees that can be taken from
them. On the other hand, the poorest farmers and the landless favour land redistribution,
even if such redistribution would soon signify poverty for all, given the increase in
number of households in a limited area. This situation also increases the level of conflict
within families and in communities. The Government’s attitude is also important here.
The official point of view, reiterated during recent years, is that there will be no private
property of land and that the State still will remain the owner of land. In the meantime,
overexploitation of small farms, cultivation of marginal lands (steep slopes, former bush
land) will accelerate the degradation of land resources. Other less visible processes are
also at work, such as the concentration of land resources in the hands of a few
individuals in some communities. Some people with capital, regardless of its origin, can
act as money lenders (mizansefaris) and farmers with debts are obliged to sign contracts
giving these people, not the official property of plots of land but the revenue, the
product, of it. Thereby, poor farmers, still officially ‘owners’, are transformed to
employees/tenants on their own land when they cannot repay their loans.
Second, the state of governance in Ethiopia is such that almost all behavior from the
members of the administration is politicized. The top-down hierarchical functioning of
the administration makes administrators only accountable to their superiors and not to
the population they are supposed to serve. On the farmers’ side, there is no trust, no
confidence in the administration. On the issues of fertilizer price and distribution, as
well as on the lack of credit facilities, there is much anger against the State from the
farming community. In addition, the farmers are left isolated against the decisions of
grain traders about the prices at harvest times. Poor farmers are compelled to accept low
prices because they have no choice other than to sell as soon as the grain is harvested.
Recently, new developments reached Welenkomi. We know that land is the property of
the State and under the administration of the Peasant Associations. Nevertheless, when
the State wished to favor foreign investors with the establishment of flower farms,
prime land was taken from the communities (albeit with compensation) and sold or
given by the State to foreign companies. These flower farms now provide employment
to many young girls and women. Nevertheless, the community has lost a share of its
territory, a territory badly needed by most farmers.
Lack of change, lack of development
What is most striking is to discover that agricultural tools and techniques are still the
same. Harvesting is still done by hand (sickle) and no new arable tools are visible. An
increase in productivity requires investments (protection works, irrigation, etc.). In this
context of poverty, dependence and poor governance it is understandable that farmers
cannot invest in agricultural intensification and neither can they engage in infrastructure
and environment protection. There is apparently overpopulation, and an abundant
workforce. The solution for individuals is to search for alternative sources of income in
order to make a living. The poorer households rely more and more on non-farm
activities or on remittances sent by those members who have out-migrated to nearby or
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distant towns. The rapid growth of urban centres is a consequence of this situation.
However, the growth of urban centres within regions where the farmers are too poor
limits the development and diversification of urban functions at elementary level. In the
years to come, a steady urban growth is expected, which itself will challenge planning
and investment policies. In fact, it seems that bigger towns are growing, but not
developing.
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The Ethiopian Extension and the Farmer: A View from the Farm
Abeje Berhanu 1
0F

Since the 1960s, Ethiopia has been experimenting with different agricultural extension
programs (e.g. CADU and WADU projects). These extension approaches have been
pushing in one way or another for increased use of chemical fertilizers to increase crop
yield. In mid-1990s a new agricultural extension package program was introduced as the
country’s main development strategy. Its features include: (1) package orientation; (2)
stress on increased use of chemical inputs and (3) increased deployment of extension
personnel.

Introduction
Since the 1960s, Ethiopia has been experimenting with different agricultural extension
programs (such as the Maximum and Minim Package approaches of the CADU and
WADU varieties of the 1960s and early 1970s and the Peasant Agriculture
Development and Extension Project of the 1980s). These extension approaches have
been pushing in one way or another for increased use of chemical fertilizers and
associated extension inputs to increase crop yield.
In mid 1990s an agricultural extension package program was introduced as the main
development strategy of the country and has become a pillar for government efforts to
simultaneously develop the two economic twins – agriculture and industry – underpinning the government’s agriculture and industrial development policy, otherwise
known as agriculture development-led industrialization. The extension package
approach has been dubbed as “new agricultural extension package program” (though the
word ‘new’ might not as such reflect a qualitatively different approach from its
predecessors). Its main features include:
It is package-driven (main elements of the package include)
Physical inputs such as fertilizers, seeds
Government loan to buy inputs
Associated improved farm management practices
It stresses on increased intensification of chemical inputs and to this end:
National fertilizer agency was established (1992)
Fertilizer consumption increased from 15,000 tons in the early 1980s to over 300,000
tons recently
Currently 37 -50 % of farmers use fertilizer in contrast to not more than 20 % in mid
1990s
Another development, is the assignment of a DA to each kebele to facilitate the
implementation of the package approach
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Farmers’ training centres staffed by extension personnel having three years of training
from technical and agricultural training colleges have been set up in different parts of
the country
It was with the above in mind that I undertook a study in 2001-2002 as part of a PhD
dissertation (and also updated in a study undertaken in 2005-2006) to see how effective
has the agricultural extension package approach been (as seen in the eyes of rural
households) in improving the food security situation at the rural household level. The
socio-economic and agro-ecological aspects of the agricultural extension package
program are examined in the context of a case study undertaken in north-central
Ethiopia, north Shewa.
It is hoped that the issues and ideas raised in the paper will trigger some debates and
discussions on an area of research which appears to be less researched by and discussed
among social science researchers.
Conceptual framework and Methodology
Conceptual framework
The study employed a contextual approach which is suited for investigating both the
human and physical side of agricultural extension. Contextual analysis is grounded in
the belief that human conduct is explicable only if the contexts [both social and
physical] within which it is embedded are systematically explored … (Little, 2000).
Hence, there are two aspects of context: social and agro-physical. Social context
consists of social environment (e.g. sex and age composition of members of farm
householders; skills and techniques of production) and social interaction processes (e.g.
perceptions, attitudes and values). Agro-physical context concerns land, soils, climate
and crops and their interactions.
Main characteristics of the contextual approach include:
Takes the social and physical environment into account
Combines social context and agro-ecological context analysis
Draws on multiple (competing) perspectives
Accepts a holistic understanding of the issue
Focuses on micro-variations & their interrelations with macro-processes (eg regional
weather patterns)
Combines the methodological positions of constructivism (qualitative) and postpositivism (quantitative)
The corresponding analytical tools as used in the study are: social context analysis and
agro-physical context analysis. Social context analysis is used to obtain farmers’ in situ
perspective regarding agricultural extension program activities while agro-physical
context analysis explores the interaction between farmers and various physical
extension inputs as well as between them and the physical environment (e.g. soils,
climate).
This study combines both approaches as agricultural extension has both social and
physical dimensions. This makes the study a holistic approach in which processes or
events are studied in their interrelatedness (Kotze & Kotze, 1997; Eijk, 2000). As used
in this study, contextual holism does not however mean a framework without
boundaries. It is bounded by a carefully selected group of social and agro-physical
factors impacting interactions between farmers and extension program activities (Figure
1).
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Social environment

• Household
composition
• Technology

Program outcome
• Favorable
• Unfavorable

• Policies
• Resources

Agro-physical
• Land
• Soils
• Slope
• Rainfall
• Crops

Interaction process
• Perceptions
• Expectations
• Beliefs
Figure 1: A contextual framework mapping conceptual categories for the study
Methods and research instruments
Taking into account the conceptual framework outlined above, the study has utilized
both qualitative and quantitative research methods in the collection and analysis of data.
This is because agricultural extension has both social & agro-physical dimensions.
Study site
The study was conducted in north Shewa. Within north Shewa, two weredas were
selected for the study: Tarmaber (east) and Ensaro-Wayu (west) (see Map of the study
weredas). The main selection criterion was level of fertilizer usage – for example, in the
2000/2001 meher Ensaro used twice as much fertilizer as Tarmaber.
From within each wereda, three kebeles (each representing highland, midland and
lowland ecology zones to capture agro-ecological aspects of extension) were selected.
The six kebeles were: highland Sina, midland Armanya & lowland Asfachew from
Tarmaber; and highland Dembi, midland Salayish & lowland Dalota from EnsaroWayu. From each kebele, 47 to 53 household heads were selected randomly and
interviewed for the household questionnaire.
Research instruments
Qualitative data was collected using individual and focus group interviews as well as
personal observation of the study communities (see below). A household questionnaire
method was used in the collection of quantitative data.
A total of 88 depth interviews and 11 focus group discussions were conducted (Table
1). The participants included both men and women farmers; younger as well as older
farmers; poor and relatively better off farmers; highland, midland & lowland farmers as
well as male-headed and female-headed households. Some of the themes covered by
individual and focus group interviews are: level of access to productive inputs, history
of food insecurity in the household, program impact on the household and household
profile.
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The household questionnaire was administered to a group of 305 systematically
selected household heads; that is, on average 51 respondents from each of the six study
kebeles. The questionnaire was 8 pages long and divided into six sections: farm
experience and knowledge; quality of extension service delivery; level of awareness
about soil fertility; issues dealing with landholding and other productive assets;
production parameters and personal and household profiles. Trained interviewers (most
of them development agents) were deployed to complete the questionnaire by going
from house-to-house or from farm-to-farm.
Table1: Data gathering instruments and number of people/groups who participated
Study area
#household
#focus
#household
#DA
#DA
interviews
groups
questionnaire questionnaire interviews
Tarmaber
23
4
156
14
5
Ensaro
65
7
149
8
8
Total
88
11
305
22
13
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Agro-ecological data relating to rainfall and topography of the study localities was also
collected from each of the six kebeles. Accordingly each kebele was classified as: high,
moderate and low rainfall area and in terms of topography as: flat, undulating and steep.
The data was used to compare extent of utilization of extension inputs along the
highland, midland and lowland divide, with the corresponding high, moderate and low
patterns of rainfall.
Selected findings of the study
In this part of the paper, main findings of the study are presented.
Majority of households studied, as expected:
Had men as principal breadwinners (85 %)
Only 19 % had primary education, grades 1-3 (Illiteracy has reconquered most of the
adult population)
70 % had landholdings under 1.5 HA (major issue mainly in the highlands)
Almost all use oxen as a means of draft power – in the case of difficult terrains the hoe
is used to supplement the oxen plough
55 % had experience in using fertilizer (out of which 42 % were current fertilizer users
at the time of the study)
Two principal rural household assets (identified by respondents):
Land – almost all had access to a piece of land
Livestock – majority owned 1-2 oxen. Some had a cow or a calf/or a heifer. A few
owned small stocks (eg goats/sheep). Lowland farmers owned more livestock.
Regarding common methods of enriching the soils and improving crop yields, the most
common ones were:
Crop rotation (alternating cereals by legumes) – used intensively mainly in highland
Dembi
Green manure (combination of livestock manure, household and tree litter) – used
intensively in the midland and lowland ecology zones
Chemical fertilizers (DAP and urea) – largely used in Dembi and partly in Armanya
A combination of crop rotation, organic inputs and chemical fertilizers
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As can be seen from the figure, crop rotation is the most commonly used method across
the highland-midland-lowland ecology zones. This is followed by manure, with the
exception of highland Dembi (Ensaro) where it is not used because of cold June weather
which causes delays in the decomposition of organic matter contained in the manure.
The use of tree litter (leaves, broken wood) is almost non-existent in Dembi where there
is hardly any tree cover except eucalyptus tree. That is why all the 52 interviewed
farmers indicated that they heavily depend on chemical fertilizers.
Regarding knowledge and practice of fertilizer use, it would seem that most of it
must be gained in the last 10 years since the introduction of the new package approach.
From results of household questionnaire, it was revealed that:
Some have seen others farmers using fertilizers (10 %)
Some have thought about using fertilizer (29 %)
Some have used fertilizer in the past (13 %)
Others are currently using fertilizer (42 %)
Still others have considered using fertilizer in future (6 %)
The majority have heard from DAs about benefits of fertilizer use (72 %)
Of those who reported having used fertilizer (55 %; cf. similar findings of the Ethiopian
Economic Association’s 2006 study covering 92 weredas and 4587 households in which
56 % of the households were found to have participated in the extension package
program at different times)
33 % have used fertilizer since two years
30 % have used since 3-5 years
23 % have used for more than 5 years
14 % only once and then stopped applying fertilizer
Regarding quitting fertilizer use, the following reasons were mentioned:
Unsuitability of packages (most midlands & lowlands would more urea, which is
suitable for soil and rainfall conditions in the area)
Land not suitable (too steep, or sandy soils) – mainly true of Sina
Lack of money to buy fertilizer (younger, older, and female-headed households seemed
to suffer from this problem)
High fertilizer prices (in the last 2 and half decades fertilizer price rose by 300 % - older
generation farmers who bought fertilizer with less than 40 Birr some 30 years ago
found it very hard to believe that such skyrocketing prices are justifiable)
Plots too small to benefit from fertilizer application (mainly in highland Sina where
plots are very small)
Falling off output prices (this occurs immediately after the harvest when most producers
rush to the market to sell grains and pay off loans)
Some characteristics of fertilizer-using respondents:
Male farmers, aged 31-50
Farmers with primary level of education (Dembi farmers)
Farmers cultivating manageable plots, 1.50-1.99 ha (Armnaya)
Farmers cultivating flat, moisture rich plots (Dembi respondents)
Other factors affecting fertilizer use as highlighted by individual and focus group
interviews included:
Age of household head (older households unable to benefit) as fertilizer use requires
hard work to make the soils more receptive
Access to credit (lack of access to credit) – especially those not participating in the
government extension package program
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Input prices (high input prices and low prices for outputs)
Opportunities for production and use of organic inputs (eg Sina)
Households’ farming objectives (a farmer who plans to plant legumes in response to
market demand may not require fertilizer)
Environmental vulnerability factors (drought, frost)
Availability of agro-ecological endowments (rainfall, forest cover)
Farmers’ Response
As indicated in the introduction, the government has been striving to make farming
using chemical fertilizers the order of the day. However, farmers’ reaction has been
mixed. In the study area, based on their reaction to the fertilizer intensive government
extension program, farmers could be classified into different groups:
Those who have still refused to use chemical fertilizers (constitute a minority - may be
less than 5 %)
Those who are contemplating to use fertilizer in the future (another minority group –
under 5 %)
Those who stopped using fertilizer (10-15 %)
Those who are currently using (40-50 %; this group is sub-divided into those who
participate in the government approved package program and those who buy
fertilizer in cash and apply onto their fields on their own)
Those who do not have other options but fertilizer (e.g. highland Dembi).
Regarding the first group, there is an attitude that may be characteristic of this group –
hands off fertilizer. One Sina farmer said I will not let fertilizer touch my land. It is not
suitable for fertilizer as it requires flat plots which are protective of their soils. Such
group of farmers seem to cultivate small and risk-prone (erosion) plots mostly
characterized by steep topography. Such households also tend to be older households
(e.g. Sina) who lack labour to prepare the soils adequately and make them receptive for
fertilizer.
The second group tend to be dominated by younger households who are likely to be
constrained by shortage of land, oxen & cash to make effective use of chemical
fertilizers.
The third group consists of those who have tried fertilizer unsuccessfully and hence
are scared to use fertilizer in the future. Their failure might be due a combination of
factors such shortage of rain, unsuitable recommendations, and pest infestation.
Members of this group might have been forced to repay fertilizer loans by selling their
livestock assets (e.g. an ox). A lowland Dalota farmer who unsuccessfully tried fertilizer
on tef said; because of shortage of rain the tef crop was completely wilted. I became
very angry and decided not to touch fertilizer again. Such farmers are bitter about
fertilizers. Lowland farmers mainly belong to this group.
The current fertilizer-using group is mostly those farmers who cultivate flat or
undulating plots located in the highland and midland ecologies. Some members of this
group participate in the government extension program (though, most of them do not
accept standard recommendations in their entirety but modify them to fit their resource
and plot conditions – farmers call this practice ‘stealing’ as they are acting against the
advice of the extension staff) 2. The other group applies fertilizers on its own without
1F
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In the Ethiopian Economic Association’s study (2006) only 39 % of the farmers participating in crop
packages used the recommendations in full package as suggested by extension staff.
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following standard recommendations and seems to also use green manure in addition.
Midland farmers mostly tend to belong to this group.
The last group consists of those farmers who are helplessly dependent on fertilizers
(e.g. highland flat Dembi). A 26-year-old farmer from Dembi said; If I sow this plot
without fertilizer, I will have to be prepared to leave the area. Another farm said
without fertilizer Ethiopia’s children would be starved to death.
Comparison of the food security situation of respondent households
In Ethiopia where ensuring food security at the rural household level is of paramount
importance, the effectiveness of an extension program must be gauged by its
contribution to improving the food security situation of farm households. In this regard,
it is important to see the extent to which the current agricultural extension program has
contributed to improving the food security situation of rural households. This can be
done by comparing fertilizer-using and non-fertilizer-using respondents.
It needs to be noted that since time series data on fertilizer consumption by sample
households was not available, the comparison is based on amount of fertilizer
consumption reported by respondents during the 2000 crop season.
As can be seen from Table 2, the majority of fertilizer-using respondents rated their
food situation in the last five years as somewhat adequate with food shortages lasting on
average for 1-5 months in a given year. It is interesting to note that fertilizer-using
respondents who rated their food situation as not adequate purchased more fertilizer than
those who said they had a very adequate or somewhat adequate food situation.
Table 2: Mean and standard deviation of fertilizer purchased (kg) in 2000 by
respondents’ food situation for the last five years
Food situation
Mean fertilizer purchased (kg)
Not adequate
121.33 (15)
Somewhat adequate
102.70 (103)
Very adequate
89.73 (11)
Total
103.76 (129)
Note: Numbers in brackets refer to frequencies

Std.deviation
89.04
77.16
58.30
77.02

Similarly, respondents who experienced relatively longer periods of food shortages also
purchased more amounts of fertilizer (Table 3). This suggests, at least two, points:
Firstly, most rural households have increasingly become prone to food shortages,
regardless of their use of fertilizers, and
Secondly, increased fertilizer usage might not lead to or be a result of improved food
situation in the household
Table 3: Mean and standard deviation of fertilizer (kg) purchased by respondents by
number of food shortage months
No. of food shortage months
Mean fertilizer purchased (kg)
Std. deviation
150.00
(4)
54.01
6-8 months
109.42 (67)
78.71
3-5 months
107.27 (11)
84.56
No food shortage
90.20 (46)
74.59
1-2 months
103.59 (128)
77.30
Total
758
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Note: Numbers in brackets refer to frequencies
Comparing respondents’ food situation using mean total gross farm output of the three
major cereal crops may also give clues about the food security status of fertilizer-using
respondents (rates of fertilizer applications for the three crops varied from the fertilizerintensive wheat to the moderately fertilizer-intensive tef and to the non-fertilizerintensive sorghum). From the data in Table 4, I note that only 14 of the tef, 6 of the
wheat and 9 of the sorghum producers indicated they have had very adequate food
situation for the last five years. Although each of these figures represented a small
proportion of each of the three crop category respondents, their relative importance is
highlighted by the size of the mean.
Table 4: Mean output (kg) of selected crops produced in 2000-01 by respondents’ food
situation last five years
Food situation
Mean output of selected cereals (kg), 2000/01
Tef
Wheat
Sorghum
Very adequate
475.00 (14)
158.33 (6)
744.44
(9)
Somewhat adequate
375.11 (190)
263.73 (51)
763.10 (148)
Not adequate
321.88 (32)
342.69 (13)
730.77 (26)
Total
373.81 (128)
269.36 (70)
757.59 (183)
Note: Numbers in brackets refer to frequencies.
For example, mean tef output was highest among respondents with very adequate food
situation, suggesting that the adequacy of the food supply may be related to increased tef
output. But this increase might not be expected from fertilizer intensification. The role
of tef can also be seen from the fact that most respondents (77 %) produced it. In
Armanya and Asfachew, tef is intensively cultivated using labour and organic inputs
supplemented by a reduced rate of fertilizer applications. It also has another advantage –
the ability to grow in all three ecologies.
Sorghum appears to be the second most important crop with good yield potential.
Eighty-six percent of the 183 sorghum growers seemed to have enjoyed a somewhat
adequate food situation in the last five years compared to 80 % of the 70 fertilizerintensive wheat growers. Wheat, which is dependent on fertilizer intensification,
appeared to be a major crop among Dembi respondents. Generalizations based on
sampled cases could be misleading but this group appeared not to be in any better foodsecurity position than non-program-participating respondents.
In a study conducted by the Ethiopian Economic Association (EEA, 2006: 44), only
33.3 % of the program participating farmers interviewed indicated that their food
security status has improved as a result of participating in the extension package
program and 36.3 % witnessed an increase in their income. The same study found that
about 56 % of the sample households (sample size = 4587) have been involved in the
extension package program at different times. This shows that the findings of this study
find support from a recent large scale study conducted by the Ethiopian Economic
Association.
In general, combining results of household questionnaire and qualitative interviews,
it became clear that a constellation of social, economic and agro-ecological factors
would seem to influence rural households’ decision to use or not to use chemical
fertilizers. Most farming decisions take the form of:
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What to farm (i.e. what crops to cultivate on what soils or plots)
When to farm (i.e. which crop to plant and when – meher or belg season as the different
crops have different moisture requirements
How to farm (i.e. Which methods of soil intensification to use, as determined by
household resources)
These decisions influence amount of crop production in a given household, which in
turn affects rural household food security.
Summary
For extension to be effective and useful to farmers, it needs to adopt an integrated
approach that takes the small family farm and its socio-economic and agro-physical
environments as points of entry for improving existing extension programs or designing
future ones. This means: there will have to be diverse extension systems to meet
disparate needs, and that the new extension approaches will become more purposespecific, target-specific, and need specific (Norton, 2004: 388).
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The Challenges of Land Tenure Reform to Structural
Transformation of the Economy: Lessons from Country
Experiences
Getnet Alemu1
This paper reviewed country experiences of land reform and tenure arrangements in
relation to interaction among land tenure reform, agricultural productivity, mobility of farm
households, and the structural transformation of the economy. It tried to review the nature
and dynamics of land tenure reform under private and government ownership system in
response to changes in the economic and market development. It also tried to make
dialogue between these country experiences and the existing land tenure regime in Ethiopia
including the current land certification exercise based on focus group discussions held in
May 2005 in two zones of Amhara national regional state.

Introduction
Development, both from theoretical and empirical evidence, is conceived as a social
transformation (from rural to urban) and economic structural transformation (from
agriculture to non-agriculture). At the early stages of development, most economies are
agrarian dominant. Thus, in the process of structural transformation of these kinds of
economy, typically, as income per capita rises, the share of agriculture from Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) and employment declines over time while that of nonagriculture increases. This constitutes the basic stylised facts of theories of sectoral
balance (see Clark 1940, Kuznets 1966, Chenery and Syrquin 1975, and Taylor 1989).
At the early stages of development, the structural transformation inherent in the
development process is, therefore, agricultural transformation. The main tenets of
agricultural transformation are rapid agricultural growth with enhanced agricultural
productivity and reduce its share in total output and employment with, of course, a
simultaneous rise in the share of non-agricultural sector. The rapid agricultural growth
and the resultant decline in its share are not contradictory. Agricultural growth is rather
the apparent prerequisite for agriculture to decline and for the simultaneous rise in the
share of industry.
Successful industrialisation in the developed countries and some emerging
economies in Asia would not have been possible without rapid agricultural productivity.
The experience of Japan and China in their industrialisation efforts in the second half of
the 20th century was based on an agriculture-first strategy at the early stage and focus on
non-agriculture at the later stage. Thus, at the early development stage focus on
(investment in) agriculture is a must for successful industrialisation and overall
economic growth. The focus, however, must be time bounded and in the context of
transforming agriculture.
1
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In agrarian society, one of the key entry points to achieve an agricultural
transformation seems to be a well-defined and dynamic land tenure arrangement. Land
tenure reform that bestows ownership right or long-term use-right, with transfer and sale
rights within the context of Kaleckian2 type of agrarian reform or structural
transformation, is an appropriate approach to sustainable agricultural growth and a
prerequisite for successful industrialisation. Land tenure reform with ill-defined tenure
regimes and independent of macro framework usually led to agrarian and overall
economic malaise.
Most land tenure reforms, particularly at the initial period, made their objective the
creation of owner-farmers as a means of confronting the landlord system. To this end,
the tenure arrangement prohibited transfer of land or was carried out under severe
restrictions. This was practised in land reforms that bestowed ownership right and use
right. The structural problems of agriculture, namely, farm size, fragmentation, poor
farm management and the likes are usually left aside. These kinds of tenure
arrangements could not address new problems created by the development of markets
and the economy. Thus, land tenure reform must not be a once-and-for all action. It
rather is a dynamic one in such a way that older forms of land tenure may give way to
new tenure arrangements.
Examples of such reforms were taking place in Japan and China. There was a series
of policy revision in land tenure to address challenges of smallholder agriculture and
increasing agricultural productivity. Most land reforms, therefore, shifted from a simple
land reform to a Kaleckian type of agrarian reform to tackle problems associated with
smallholder agriculture.
This paper reviews country experiences and draws lessons for conceptualising
Ethiopian land reform and tenure arrangements, and the structural transformation thus
far experienced.
2. The Structural Transformation
Development, both from theoretical and empirical evidence, is conceived as a social
transformation (migration to towns and cities) and economic structural transformation
(from agriculture to non-agriculture). At the early stages of development, most
economies are agrarian dominant. Thus, in the process of structural transformation of
these kinds of economy, typically, as income per capita rises, the share of agriculture
from output and labour force declines over time while that of non-agriculture increases.
Put differently, as income rises, the non-agriculture sector grows as a share of
employment, income and expenditure and non-agricultural employment grows faster
than the rate at which total labour force grows. This constitutes the basic stylised facts
of theories of sectoral balance or structural transformation (see Clark 1940, Kuznets
1966, Chenery and Syrquin 1975, and Taylor 1989).
The fundamental reason behind this shift from development economics perspective is
that as income per capita grows demand grows faster for non-agriculture goods than
agricultural goods and as technology improves productivity growth in agriculture
releases labour from agriculture and productivity growth in non-agriculture pulls labour
out of agriculture.3
2

3

Kaleckian agrarian reform meant land reform to be followed with other supporting policies like
providing cheap bank credit, improvements in the method of cultivation, small-scale irrigation, cheap
fertiliser, and other productivity increasing inputs.
Agricultural goods have low income elasticities of demand and have low price elasticities of demand,
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It should be noted, however, that in the process of structural transformation the
absolute number of farmers might not necessarily fall at the initial period. The number
of farmers could in fact rise despite the fall in their share from total labour force, as the
total number of labour force rises. In developing countries like Ethiopia where the nonagricultural sector is small, the number of farmers may grow even fast with the
emergence of huge labour surplus in agriculture. The turning point for structural
transformation is, thus, when the absolute number of farmers starts to fall. This is a real
challenge for smallholder farm dominant economies like Ethiopia.
Developed and emerging economies that have substantially improved real incomes
per capita have done so through a social and economic structural transformation of its
economy. This transformation involved agrarian transformation, a process by which
smallholder farms shift from subsistence-oriented production system towards rapid
agricultural growth with enhanced agricultural productivity and increased integration of
agriculture with non-agricultural sectors of the economy based on market integration
and overall structural transformation of the economy where decreasing proportions of
employment and output of the economy are accounted for by agriculture and increasing
proportions of employment and output of the economy are accounted for by nonagricultural sectors.
The green revolution in Asia along with the vibrant non-agricultural sector has
demonstrated the role of agriculture in structural transformation. The share of
agriculture in GDP in East and Southeast Asia has fallen from 35 to 14 percent in the
three decades to 2000. At the early stages of development, the structural transformation
inherent in the development process is, therefore, agricultural transformation. The rapid
agricultural growth and the resultant decline in its share are not contradictory.
Agricultural growth is rather the apparent prerequisite for agriculture to decline and for
the simultaneous rise in the share of non-agricultural sector. ‘The faster agriculture
grows, the faster its relative size declines’.
It should be noted, however, that the process of structural transformation has many
dimensions (see Eleni and Johnston 1999). The emphasis in this article, however, is on
the interaction between land reform, increased agricultural productivity and mobility of
people in promoting the structural transformation of the economy, i.e., reducing
agriculture’s share in total output and labour force, and interactions in response to
increased non-agricultural growth.
In agrarian society, one of the key entry points to achieve an agrarian transformation
is a well-defined and dynamic land tenure arrangement that encourages investment on
the farmland and mobility of people in search of non-farm employment. In a
predominantly agrarian economy where the overwhelming production is accounted by
subsistent smallholder farm households, increasing agricultural labour force always
compromises the growth in agricultural output (Hayami and Ruttan, 1985 as quoted by
Elleni and Johnston 1999:17-19). Given a doubling Ethiopia’s population of every 25
years with little room to expand cultivated area and given the fact that land area is fixed,
mobility of farm households and increasing productivity of both labour and land are
critical to transform agriculture. Land reform is a key entry point to play this role.
Land tenure reform that bestowed ownership right or long-term use right with
transfer and sale rights within Kaleckian type of agrarian reform and structural
while non-agricultural goods have high elasticities of demand.
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transformation context is a right way to sustainable agricultural growth and also a
prerequisite for successful structural transformation. Land tenure reform with ill-defined
tenure regimes and independent of macro framework usually led to agrarian and overall
economic malaise.
Most land tenure reforms, particularly at the initial period, made their objective the
creation of owner-farmers as a means of resisting the landlord system. As part of
confronting the landlord system, the tenure arrangement was also prohibited transfer of
land or carried out under severe restrictions. The structural problems of agriculture,
namely, high growth of labour force relative to non-farm employment, small farm size,
fragmentation, poor farm management and the likes are usually left aside. These kinds
of land tenure reform could not address new problems created by the development of
the economy and discourages mobility and growth of non-farm employment.
The process of structural transformation in agrarian dominated economy implies that
the rate at which non-agricultural employment grows must exceed the rate of growth of
agricultural/total labour force. The rapid growth of agricultural labour is mainly the
characteristics of agrarian dominant economy and it resulted from high growth of
population and limited employment opportunity in the non-agricultural sectors of the
economy. The growth of total labour force which in this case is more of agricultural
labour force can, therefore, be taken as policy instrument in the sense that structural
transformation should be accompanied by concerted efforts in effective family planning
and creating jobs in non-agricultural sectors. Thus, the key entry point is promoting
non-agricultural employment opportunities as this has a significant impact in reducing
the rate at which agricultural/total labour force and population grows.
Land policy has key role in this respect. Land reform in the context of agrarian
reform or structural transformation i.e., integrated with market, broader strategy for
rural development, and non-agricultural growth encourages mobility of people and
diversifies their livelihood from agriculture to non-agriculture. This has a vital role in
boosting non-agriculture employment relative to the growth of agricultural labour force.
Growth in non-agriculture employment opportunity is in itself a checkpoint for growth
of agricultural labour force. For this to come economies need to have a dynamic land
reform where older forms of land reform should give way to new land reform in
response to the development of the economy and markets. This implies that the
significance of land policy aimed at increasing agricultural productivity growth and
facilitating mobility of people is critical to structural transformation process.
The dynamic land reform in Japan and China in the context of agrarian reform to
accelerate the process of structural transformation of the economy was critical to
achieving remarkable transformation of the economy. Land reform was carried out in
the context of agrarian reform that effectively removed institutional and structural
constraints associated with subsistent smallholder agriculture. The establishment of
strong agricultural research institutions, heavy public investment in infrastructure (road,
irrigation, drainage facilities, land reshaping, …), encouraging mobility of farm
households, and parallel development of job creation in the non-agricultural sector were
all critical to the achievement.
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3. Country Experiences
3.1 Private ownership of land: the Japanese experience
The rationales for the post war land reform
The main driving forces for the land tenure reform in Japan (see Kajita, 1965:8-14) can
be summed up into the following three factors:
1. Patterns of land ownership: The average size of holding was small, i.e., less than one
cho4. Furthermore, tenancy was pervasive and there was excessively high rent on
tenanted fields. According to a 1941 survey, the tenanted fields constituted 53% of
the paddy fields and 38% of upland fields, out of the total cultivated land (Out of the
total cultivated land 53% was paddy fields the rest is upland fields). On average 46%
of total cultivated land was tenanted. With regard to the rent, tenants were forced to
pay more than 50% (mostly in kind). In addition, tenants had to pay all input costs
except land tax.
There was also high insecurity of tenanted lands. The basic law regulating the
lease of farmland prior to the Land Reform was the Civil Code enacted in 1898. In
this law the period of tenancy was not fixed and landowners could take back their
land whenever they wished just by giving tenants a one-year notice. Tenants also
could not legally enforce their right to tenancy on the land they cultivated when the
landlord sold or leased his land to a third party.
This kind of tenure regime was recognised as a constraint to expansion of farming
and investment in agricultural production by tenants, landlords, and even by own
cultivators. Beyond a certain level of cho, even owner cultivators preferred to lease it
as the rent was really attractive. Very few owner cultivators cultivate beyond 5 cho
of land.
2. Political factors: Attacks on landlords by tenants became frequent in the 1920 and
30s, and intensified during the second world war. This situation created a fertile
political ground for the communist party, which opted for socialism. The Supreme
Commander for the Allied Powers (the Americans), who were in Japan, were
unhappy with this move and pressured the Japanese Government to immediately
launch land reform.
3. Critical food shortage: Japan was devastated by the war. Most industries were
reduced to ashes. During and immediately after the war, there was critical food
shortage and unemployment. In order to rebuild the economy, it was necessary to
enhance agricultural production and produce more food. For this farmers must be
given the land they had been demanding for years. Political pressures, including from
the Diet, forced the government to act.
The enforcement of land reform5
The first Bill for the revision of the Agricultural Land Adjustment Law of 1938 was
presented to the Diet on December 4, 1945. The main point of this bill is transfer of all
tenanted lands belonging to absentee landlords to tenants, but resident landlords were to
be allowed to hold 5 cho of tenanted land. This Bill, however, failed to secure the
approval of the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers. The main reason was that
if resident landlords were allowed to hold 5 cho, there would be very little land left to

4
5

One cho is almost equivalent to one hectare.
For details see.
765

Getnet Alemu

redistribute to tenants.6 This was a serious concern given the strong upheaval of tenants
immediately after the war and the strong move of the communist party (Kajita, 1965:2733).
The Second Land Reform Plan of the 1946, based on the recommendation by
Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, had two bills: Owner-Farmer
Establishment Special Measures Bill and the Agricultural Land Adjustment Law
Revision Bill. Under the first Bill, the government purchased all land leased to tenants
by absentee landlords, all tenanted land owned by resident landlords in excess of 1 cho,
excluding Hokkaido where the average was 4 cho, and all land held by owner-farmers
in excess of 3 cho, excluding Hokkaido where the limit was set at 12 cho. Land
purchased by the government was resold to the tenants on annual instalment basis at
3.2% interest per annum over a 24-year period.
The Agricultural Land Adjustment Law Revision provided for the regulation of
landlord-tenant relations and the institutional arrangement to effect the land reform. The
Agricultural Land Commission was established in every prefecture and village level.
While the Prefectural Land Commission was composed of 6 elected landlords, 4 ownerfarmers, and 10 tenant farmers, each Commission at village level was composed of ten
elected members of which 3 were landlords, 2 owner-farmers, and 5 tenant farmers.
What are the immediate outcomes?
This land reform brought an end to landlord-tenant agrarian structure and bestowed
ownership to peasants. This reform, as indicated by Sirisena (1996:88), changed the
proportion of owner cultivators from 30% in 1945 to 70% in 1950 and to 80% in 1960.
This ownership of farmland has become virtually synonymous with management and
this has increased farmers’ agricultural productivity and motivated them to increase
production. The reform also increased the income and changed its distribution structure
in agriculture, presenting the possibility of capital formation to farm households (Kajita
1965:46 and Ouchi, 1966:138). By 1955, real agricultural income has increased by 57%
over the 1934-36 average. Land productivity and agricultural investment also increased
significantly.
Table 1 Outcomes of the land reform
1933-42
1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954
1955
1955-59
1960
1961

Yield of rice per hectare of paddy
land (in kgs)
3040
-------3740
3980
3890

Agricultural investment (at 1952
prices in 100 million yen)
-725
1023
1044
1471
1741
1752
1699
----

Source: Kajita, 1965:46
6

In some parts Japan the size of landholding by landlords was within the range 5 cho (Kajita, 1965:30).

766

The Challenges of Land Tenure Reform to Structural Transformation of the Economy

As can be observed from table 1, improvements were significant immediately after
the land reform and started to slow down thereafter. This was mainly due to the
problems associated with smallholder agriculture. Following the land reform, the size of
holding became small and fragmented across all farmers.
In order to address this problem, the government enacted the Agricultural Land Law
in 1952. The main objectives of this law were the following:
1. Promotion of agricultural production capacity,
2. Restriction on the repossession of tenanted land, and
3. Regulations of the transfer of agricultural land.
With regard to land transfer, the law imposed the following restrictions:
1. Purchasing farmland in order to lease it to others is prohibited,
2. Purchaser must, at the time of purchase, be farming at least three tan of land (which
is less than 0.3 hectare). No one who is not classified as a farmer is permitted to
purchase farmland, and
3. In principle, the total amount of land after purchase, including land both owned and
rented by the purchaser, must not be more than 3 cho (Kajita, 1965:40-1).
This law was basically aimed at abolishing landlordism. Thus, its target was protecting
the re-emergence of the landlords by restricting and regulating agricultural land transfer
through sale and lease. Guided by these rules, the 1952 Law worsened the situation of
smallholder agriculture by discouraging land consolidation and increase of cultivated
land. Transfers of agricultural land after the land reform decreased relative to the prereform period. The amount of owner-cultivated land bought and sold from 1953 to 1962
did not exceed 1.3% per annum.
This process later evolved as one of the major constraints on agricultural
productivity. In line with this Kajita noted, “The progress made in methods of
production,” after the land reform “created a contradiction between growing agricultural
productivity and the dominant agricultural structure in Japan, that of petty farming. This
contradiction is evident in the fall of the efficiency of fixed capital (which is mainly
invested in farm machinery)” (Kajita, 1965:51). This implies that an enlargement in the
scale of farming means an increase in the yield on investment.
The other problem, which was basically emanated from the 1952 Agricultural Land
Law, was the imbalance between rapidly growing manufacturing industries and
smallholder agriculture. The period 1950-55 was that of a ‘honeymoon’ between
agriculture and industry as agriculture was taken as a springboard for recovery. After
1955 the rapid growth in manufacturing drew large amounts of labour from farm
households.
From land reform to agrarian reform
What followed after the land reform was that farm units became very small, fragmented
and not viable. In 1955, farms with operational arable land of less than 2 hectares
accounted for 96.4% of all farms and operated 88.1% of the total arable land. In 1960,
operations that could be considered viable farm units totalled 8.6% of all farms
(Nakayasu, 1991:143-4).
As discussed above, the 1952 Agricultural Land Law restricted transfer of land either
through sale or rent. At the same time, the growing industries drew a large number of
young families from farm households. In 1956, the total number of people over 15 years
of age engaged in agriculture was 39% of the total working population, but in 1959 the
proportion fell to 35% and then to 28% in 1962. More and more farm households took
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on non-farm jobs. They made this move without breaking away from land ownership
and utilisation.
This process left farm households with sever scarcity of labour. Japanese agriculture
could not, therefore, go along with the fast growing manufacturing industries. This led
to relative decline in agricultural production (see Table 2 below) and an imbalance
between manufacturing and agriculture (Kajita, 1965:57-58).
This imbalance caught the attention of policy makers and the 1952 Agricultural Land
Law came to be criticised. The Law had not only prevented farmland expansion and
land consolidation but also retarded agrarian transformation by retaining farm
households in agriculture.
Table 2 Agriculture and manufacturing production (index: 1933-35=100)
1946
1950
1955
1960
1962
Average annual growth rate 1950-62

Agriculture
-97.5
128.2
137
143.5
3.3

Manufacturing
8.1
77.6
173.8
380.2
494.7
16.7

Source: Kajita, 1965:55
One such criticism of the 1952 Law and agricultural productivity read as follows:
The basis of the landlord system was demolished by the land reform, and Japanese
agriculture has progressed by leaps and bounds. However, the land reform did not
solve the problem of petty farming. The percent of households farming on a
reasonable scale and who make their living from agriculture alone does not total
even 30% of the number of farm households…. There is also a trend toward a
decline in productivity. The development of agricultural technology after the Land
Reform has been remarkable, but if Japan does not make a requisite of land
consolidation, enlargement of the unit of cultivation, and planned production, it
will increasingly enter the stage where it will be difficult to expect increases in
agricultural productivity. … The Agricultural Land Law made its objective the
creation of owner-farmers as a means of confronting the landlord system. Now the
next step is the problem of tackling small-scale farming. This is the problem
facing agricultural administration at the present moment.
(an Editorial in the Asahi Newspaper in April 1959, as quoted by Kajita,
1965:59).
As a result, in May 1959, the Committee for the Investigation of the Basic Problems of
the Agricultural, Forestry, and Fishing Industries, which consisted of 30 scholars, was
formed by the Cabinet. Based on the Committee’s report, the Agricultural Basic Law
was enacted on June 6, 1961. The basic tenet of this law was to transform agriculture by
changing its structure through encouraging farm households engaged in off-farm work
to leave agriculture and hence to create and strengthen economically viable farm units
through consolidation of land and increase of its size (Nakayasu, 1991:144 and Kajita,
1965:60-61).
The 1961 Law eased the restrictions on the ceiling on the size of agricultural land,
which could be acquired. Furthermore, the Law provided various supports that can
speed up the agrarian transformation in the context of Kaleckian type of agrarian
reform. As noted by Kajita (1965:60-61), an average of 110 million yen was spent per
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district (averaging 100 hectares and/or 60-100 households). This investment was more
than three times the average annual income of full-time farm household. The average
income for a farm household in 1955 and 1961 was 376,664 and 450,847 Yen,
respectively (Kajita, 1965:45).
Following the Agricultural Basic Law, land was consolidated, size of holding
increased, heavy investment in ‘irrigation, drainage facilities, road construction, land
reshaping’ and ‘…machines, and facilities-were induced by means of subsidies and
institutional loans’ (Nakayasu, 1991:144). Subsidies, however, were not provided for
individual farm units but went to groups composed of several farm units to encourage
large-scale farms (Nakayasu, 1991:144).
Due to the relaxed transfer and sale rights and transformation effect, the size of
operational arable land expanded and an overwhelming proportion of farmers become
commercial farmers. As pointed out by Nakayasu (1991:145), “… the share of farmland
belonging to farm units over 3 hectares was a mere 2.4% in 1955, but by 1990, this had
expanded to 16.8%. …. The number of farm households had declined by more than
30% in the past 30 years”. According to the 1990 census, about 77.5% of farm
households were commercial farmers, produce for the market and this was mainly due
to the land reform, growth of labour market, particularly vast employment opportunities
in manufacturing (Nakayasu, 1991:145-156).
3.2 Government ownership: The Chinese experience
The rationales for the land reform
The agrarian structure before the communist came to power was dominated by a
landlord-tenant relationship. Immediately after the communists came to power in 1949,
the 1950 Agrarian Reform Law was enacted. This law divided the rural population into
“… five classes: landlords, rich peasants, middle peasants, poor peasants and labourers”
(Bramall, 2000:31). The main driving force for this classification was not the size of
land owned by farm households; rather, it was “… by the degree to which they
exploited others, either via high rents or low wages, and largely in accordance with the
procedure laid down in Mao’s (1933): ‘How to Differentiate the Classes in the Rural
Areas” (Ibid:31). Accordingly, the rationales for the land reform were expropriation and
redistribution of the surplus and the abolishment of the land ownership system of feudal
exploitation by the landlord class.
The other rationale for the land reform was pure effects of scale. It was believed that
there is an inverse relationship between farm size and land productivity. The main
argument, as noted by Bramall (2000:38), for this was that small farms use labour more
intensively per unit area than large farms.
The enforcement of land reform
The government nationalised all lands and redistributed to peasants free of charge.
Peasants received title deeds which ‘recognised the right of all landowners to manage,
buy, sell, or rent out land freely.’ (Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping, 1994:3). In North
China (which was liberated early), a more egalitarian reform was undertaken. Even
much of rich peasants’ land was redistributed. The communist leaders felt the negative
impact of absolute egalitarian land reform. Mao himself was also against this policy.
Accordingly, the 1950 Agrarian Reform Law was designed explicitly to avoid the
redistribution of lands held by rich and middle peasants in the Southern China.
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Landlords were also allowed to retain small and poor quality of plots of land, which
were actually less than what poor peasants got (Bramall, 2000:32-3 and 48-9).
What are the immediate outcomes?
The egalitarian land reform was immediately followed by poor agricultural
performance. The reform broke farms, which were optimum size, by taking land away
from the rich and middle farm households. The country evidence showed that in places
where more egalitarian land reform was pursued, agricultural growth was poor. By
contrast, in places where more lands were not taken away from rich peasants,
agricultural growth was relatively better and faster. This was also reflected in terms of
the process of capital accumulation. While the accumulation process was disrupted in
the northern parts of China, where radical land reform was implemented, the process
was relatively better in the South where the redistribution on land owned by rich and
middle peasants was limited (Bramall, 2000:30, 46 and 49-50).
Despite their initial belief to egalitarian land reform, the Chinese leaders recognised
the negative effects and started to think how to increase land size and consolidate land.
The major driving force of the huge collectivisation after 1955 was in fact to address the
agrarian structure that was dominated by small individual farms (Bramall, 2000:49-50).
From individual to collective farming system
As noted by Bramall (2000:30), the country-level evidence showed that the land reform
‘… hampered the pace of agricultural growth in the years immediately prior to
collectivisation’. The fundamental problem, which was also recognised by the
government, of this egalitarian land reform was fragmentation and small size of
holdings. To address this problem, the government pursued a policy of collectivisation
believing that it will consolidate farm plots and increase the size of holding so that
productivity of labour and land will increase. This was against their initial belief of pure
effects of scale.
As a result of this move initiated in the mid-1950s, individual owner-operated farms
were replaced by collective agriculture. Each farm household “…was allowed to retain
a small ‘private plot’ of land for its own use which was not to exceed 5% of the average
individual landholding” (Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping 1994:4). This process was
further strengthened and by the end of 1958 as part of the Great Leap Forward policies
“the agricultural collectives had been abruptly merged into Rural Peoples’ Communes”
(Ibid:4). In the same year, almost 90% of the rural population became commune
members and the average commune included 20,000 people. The commune took sole
ownership of all property including the small individual plots, livestock, and others
(Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping 1994:4-5).
The immediate result of collectivisation was an increased agricultural production.
This, however, could not be sustained. The effect of the Great Leap Forward on
agricultural production was disastrous.7 Food production declined substantially, a 23%
7

It should be noted also that Mao’s agricultural policy was a key to avoid famine and centred itself at
food self-sufficiency objective. Following this policy, however, what happened during the First Five
Year Plan (1953-57) was an incredible growth in both agriculture and overall economy. As a result,
the New China News Agency in Autumn of 1958 ‘… reported that incredibly high yields in grain
output had smashed the defective theory of the diminishing return of the soil and put the final nail in
the Malthusian coffin’ (Kula, 1989:13). Subsequently, significant reduction in the campaign of family
planning and a cutback in the manufacture of contraceptive medicines were in action (since 1979 to
date China has a one-child policy). Furthermore, there was also a complete shift to industry in terms of
drafting millions to work in industry and destruction of productivity incentives for farm labourers.
a
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decline in grain output between 1958 and 1961 and a decline of daily per capita
availability of food energy from 2,100 calories in the mid 1950s to 1,500 calories by the
end of 1950s and in early first half of the 1960s. This crisis was followed by the worst
famine in the world in the 20th century (Kula, 1988:115 and 1989:13-15).
From land reform to agrarian reform
The gains from collectivisation were not up to expectation. The immediate success
could not be sustained. The situation was even worse. Grain production per capita in
1977 was lower than that of 1956. This was a clear signal to the government to change
its agricultural production system. The death of Mao, which brought moderate leaders
who were opposing many of Mao’s agricultural development policies to power in 1978,
made possible the much required change of the production system. In the same year, the
new government pursued a general economic reform. As part of the general reform of
Chinese economy, the government made dramatic transition from a socialist agriculture
dominated by large collective farms to a more market-oriented agriculture dominated by
small family farms between 1979 and 1983. As Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping (1994)
noted,
In the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China held in December 1978, the Chinese leaders
recommended sweeping changes in rural policies. Elements of these changes
included expansion of free markets, a rise in government procurement prices,
diversification of the rural economy, and product specialisation and crop selection
in accordance with rural comparative advantage. The most radical and important
change was the later adoption of the Household Responsibility System (HRS) in
which land and crop production were contracted to individual households. During
1980-83, virtually every production tem in China adopted the HRS.
(Ibid:7).8
In terms of the land tenure, the reform failed to reinstate the ownership right which was
provided in the 1950 land reform. Land was redistributed among farmers on the basis of
family size with only use right. The use right was given only for three years.
Furthermore, the Constitution prohibited transfer of land. In 1984, however, transfer of
land was allowed and formalised in 1988 by amending the Constitution and the use
right was also revised and extended to 15 years for annual crops. In 1994, the use right
was further extended for 30 years and some mountains, hills, and the like to 100 years.
The revision of the Constitution in 1988 has encouraged farmers to leave their land for
non-agricultural work opportunities. Land was also subjected to readjustment when
there is any change in the household size without enough compensation. What was more
surprising was that this little compensation did not even take account of the
improvements made on the land (Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping 1994:8-9 and 13).
Outcomes of the agrarian reform
The remarkable progress achieved was not only in agricultural production but also in
other aspects of rural development. The reform has improved the standard of living of

8

23 percent decline in grain output between 1958 and 1961. Nolan (1993:5 and 10-11) also agrees with
Kula’s explanation in that he pointed out that there was sharp food availability decline in China
immediately after the Great Leap Forward.
It should be noted that some adjustment was undertaken in the 1960s towards reinstating private plots.
The decentralisation process simply reactivated the lower layers of the commune with new name such
as production brigades and production teams (See Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping 1994).
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peasants and boosted the overall economy. Grain production per capita increased and
millions of Chinese got opportunity for non-farm and off-farm employment. As noted
by Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping (1994:10), the rate at which grain production per
capita grew during the collectivisation period was only 1.3 kg per annum, while it was
more than 7.2 kg per annum during the decollectivisation period (1981-90).
It should also be noted that this achievement was not only due to the land reform.
The land reform was just one aspect of the overall agrarian reform. The late 1970s
reform was accompanied by widely developed irrigation, introduction of high-yielding
varieties, abundant chemical fertiliser produced locally, and heavy investment in
agricultural research (Bramall, 2000:48, Anbarasan, 1999, and Prosterman, Hanstad,
and Ping 1994:12).
Despite the remarkable achievements of the decollectivisation and the overall
economic reform, the rural land system that had emerged from the decollectivisation
had serious tenure problems. The actual land rights by farm households, as observed
Prosterman, Hanstad, and Ping (1994:12-14), fell short of the characteristics normally
associated with long-term tenure securities. The length of use right was inadequate and
there was a risk of losing land due to land readjustments in response to changing
household size. As a result, “most farmers did not make capital or long-term
investments to the land, …, because farmers did not feel adequately assured that they
would remain on their present land long enough to recover their investment and reap a
profit”(Ibid:12).
4. Lessons Drawn
This countries’ experiences show one clear historical evidence. Increased agricultural
productivity and agrarian transformation can largely be ensured by bestowing
ownership in the cultivator or at least bestowing use rights for a certain period along
with transfer and sale rights within a framework of structural transformation of the
economy.
Land reform is not a once-and-for all action, it is dynamic. Land tenure reform has
continuously been adjusted to address constraints that emerge through the development
of the economy and markets. Problems associated with smallholder agriculture were
dealt with multiple entry points: series of policy revision in land reform and
constitutional amendment to increase the size of holding and land consolidation,
provision of all the necessary supports to tackle other structural problems of agriculture
(widely developed irrigation, introduction of high-yielding varieties, local production of
chemical fertiliser, and heavy investment in agricultural research), and facilitate sectoral
mobility of the farm households to ease pressure on land.
Taking land reform as a package of agrarian transformation and a series of
adjustments in land tenure reform led even China to a remarkable achievement, despite
the fact that farm households still do not have long-term tenure security.
To recap, the important lesson drawn from this discussion is that egalitarian land
reform with no or restricted land transfer rights has adverse consequence on agricultural
production and transforming agriculture. Even land reform designed in terms of land
consolidation and increasing the size of land alone has little impact unless it is
supported by public investment that can mitigate the underlying structural problems of
agriculture.
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5. Reflections and Concluding Remarks
Land tenure reform alone has little and short-lived impact on agricultural growth. Land
tenure reforms that are contextualised in the agrarian transformation framework are
observed to have a long-lasting positive impact in enhancing agricultural productivity
and transforming the society and the economy. Although the main objective of land
reform at the initial period was just to remove the landlord system, there was a series of
policy revisions in land reform and a shift from land reform to agrarian reform to tackle
problems associated with smallholder agriculture.
Smallholder agriculture is subsistent in practice and it is a major constraint to the
industrialisation effort. In smallholder agriculture internal consumption (i.e. on the farm
consumption) accounts for a larger portion of output and what is left for market is very
small. This has adverse consequences on industrial expansion by rising price on food
crops (wage goods) and by limiting the market for industrial products. It prevents a
diversification of consumer expenditure that could potentially expand the domestic
market for industrial consumer goods. Thus, food self-sufficient program in subsistent
smallholder agriculture like Ethiopia does not mean much for sustained industrialisation
and structural transformation of the economy.
Experiences from other countries showed that land consolidation and higher size of
holding in the context of agrarian transformation (shifting the proportion of food
producers to food buyers) is more appropriate to increase agricultural production and
transform the economy.9
Table 3

Agricultural and industrial GDP share from the total:
a comparison of China and Ethiopia structural transformation (in %)
Agriculture
Industry
Decline in agriculture
Rise in
industry
Ethiopia (at 1980/81 price)
1961
75.8
7.0
--1978
61.6
9.3
-14.2
2.3
1993
53.5
10.3
-8.1
1.0
2003
39.4
11.9
-14.1
1.6
1961-2003
---36.4
4.9
China
Agriculture
Industry
decline in agriculture rise in industry
1952
57.7
19.5
--1978
32.8
46.8
-24.9
27.3
1993
25.3
51.7
-7.5
4.9
2003
14.8
53.0
-10.5
1.3
1952-2003
---42.9
33.5
Sources:
Ethiopia: EEA/EEPRI, Statistical Database, 2003 at and National Bank.
China: Lin 1998:523 and http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/…
9

In Ethiopia, if we take the urban population as buyers of food grains and the rural population as food
grains producers with of course small margin of error, we have 7 producers for one buyer. Efforts to
increase productivity and volume of food production without a simultaneous effort to boost the nonagricultural sector (transform agriculture) and, hence, transforming a significant number of food
producers into wage labourers the success in increasing agricultural production will simply turns the
effort on its head.
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The industrialisation and structural transformation Ethiopia has thus far experienced
is by far behind, if not opposite of, the country experiences mentioned above. Table 3
supports this claim.
As can be observed, in China, at the early stage of development, agriculture has the
largest share but through a process of structural transformation, industry took the
dominant position. The decline in agriculture first led to the proportionate increase in
industry and latter shift to distribution and service sector. This is what we call the
stylised facts of economic growth and transformation from agriculture to nonagriculture that all developed countries passed through. The Ethiopian experience is
different. While agriculture declined by 36 percent in the last four decades, industry has
increased only by less than 5 percent. It should be noted that this trend does not show
structural transformation but simply an economic malaise and unhealthy shift to
services due to militarization and burgeoned bureaucracy and administration while the
decline in China is associated with demanufacturing.
Ethiopia attempted to transform its economy by a successive Five-year Development
Plan as early as the 1950s as China did. Since all policies and strategies depends on one
sector (industry biased to the neglect of peasant agriculture policies in the last two
regimes and agriculture biased policy, at least in the policy document, in the current
regime),10 the achievement was quite contrary to the stylised facts of structural
transformation as observed in Table 3.
It should be noted that at the early stages of development agriculture and industry are
interdependent. The success of one depends on the success of the other. In the Ethiopian
context where nearly half of the peasants are living below subsistence and a significant
part of the others are incapable of producing a surplus of food above their own
subsistence needs, there is little or no incentive for industry to establish itself.
Conversely, in the context of very limited manufacturing base of the economy and
insignificant proportion of urban population of which nearly 40 percent are living below
subsistence, whatever efforts in agriculture can not bring agricultural growth as it will
be inhibited by a lack of market for farm products. In this kind of economy, each of the
two sectors must try to move forward. If one remains passive the other is highly likely
to be slowed down.
It can be concluded that growth in Ethiopia has been, and will be for sometime to
come as the policy itself recognised, agriculture-constrained and the driving force for
agricultural growth and transformation most probably will be land. What makes land
more important in the Ethiopian context is the number of people it supports and its role
in the overall economy. The livelihood of about 82% of the country’s population is
directly dependent on land. Thus, what happens to land is almost tantamount to what
happens to the economy. The strive to bring the whole economy on board for
accelerated development has, therefore, to start from land tenure reform.
The actual and potential dangers inherent in the Ethiopian egalitarian land reform
and the current land policy and Constitutional promise to each peasant to access land so
as to guarantee subsistence for poor rural households are:11 (i) taking more land away
10
11

For details of Ethiopian development strategies and policies see Getnet 2002 and 2005b.
The 1995 Constitution and Proclamation No. 456/2005 promise every citizen who wants to be engaged
in agriculture for living whose age is greater than or equal to 18 to be given land free of charge. It is
also stated that land can not be sold or exchange including the use right. According to the regulations,
land is owned by the state and land administration is the responsibility of regional governments. Thus,
there is no an independent body to observe land matters at federal level. The only body is a small unit
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from relatively optimum size and breaking up viable farms; (ii) collective action
problems associated with organising any possible irrigation for fragmented and small
size of holdings, (iii) adversely affected the motivation of farm households to be an
agent for agricultural development with adverse consequence on the level of marketed
surplus created.
What is even more disturbing, which most studies ignore, is the on-going regular inhouse redistribution of land. Parents share their land with their sons and this is a regular
activity in farm households. Although this is partly explained by the land tenure system
where redistribution is based on household size and fear of further government
redistribution, the major explanation is the failure of the economy to offer jobs in the nonagricultural sector. Farm households are not also supported and encouraged to leave their
farmland for other employment opportunities.
In Ethiopia, farm households’ use right has no time limitation. There is also a fear for
land redistribution as both the Constitution and Proclamation No. 456/2005 promised to
do so. They can inherit or transfer their use right as a gift but can not sale or exchange
their use right. Farm households who are given holding certificates can lease only part
of their holding to other farm households or investors for specific time. Farm
households are subjected to lose their use right if they are staying for sometime outside
their locality, if they fallow the land, and if they fail to conserve the land. They can not
use their land as collateral for loan. All these obviously have discouraging effect on
diversifying farm households’ source of livelihood and tied farm households with their
farm lands. On the other hand, investors who take land for farming activities based on
lease for specific time can transfer/sale their leasehold and use the land as collateral for
bank loans.
Recently holding certificate is being issued in four major regional states (Amhara;
Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples; Oromiya; and Tigray regional states). It
seems, however, to have very little impact. I had a focus group discussion in Gojam and
Gondar administrative zones with farm households who have user certificates and those
expected to have in the near future. I have asked those who have the user certificate for
what is the actual benefit and those who are expecting for expected benefit. I had also
the same discussion with committees for land administration in the peasant associations
of the two places. In all of the cases, the only benefit experienced and expected is the
avoidance of border conflict. They argued that the binding constraint for them is
deterioration in the size of land, the failure of land to give enough harvest as it used to
be, exhaustion of traditional mechanisms to regenerate the soil fertility, and absence of
any alternatives to their children other than sharing land with them. They attached the
highest degree to population pressure and the resultant regular in-house land
redistribution.12 This does not mean, however, that the practice of issuing land
certificate is useless; in fact it has to be scaled up and introduced to all other regions as
it has additional benefit.
What is emphasized here is that we need new land tenure reform that widens the
rights of the farm households and makes the land certificate more beneficial in the
context of structural transformation. The need for a new land policy is imperative to

12

within a department in the Ministry of Agriculture. Basically the land policy has no undergone
significant change since the 1967 land reform with the exception of recent attempt to issue user
certificates for farm households.
It should be noted, however, that Berhanu (2005) has found out that land rights strongly and positively
associated with investment in Northern Ethiopia.
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change the existing small and fragmented unviable farm plots to viable farms, to
encourage off-farm and non-farm engagements of farm households, and to stop regular
in-house redistribution which aggravates fragmentation.13 Since the 1975 egalitarian
land reform, there is no policy change to deal with new developments. Number of farm
households is increasing unabatedly with the resultant fragmentation and degradation.
Land reform has never been contextualised in the framework of agrarian transformation.
Improved rural land administration and tenure security that promotes off-farm and
non-farm activities is imperative. One possible area for this is to think of change in the
current tenure, from unlimited time use right to time limited use right with transfer,
exchange, and sale rights. This has a number of advantages. Farm households will be
certainly sure that they really own the land for that specific period, removes in-house
redistribution, consolidate fragmented farm plots, increase size of holdings, encourage
mobility of farm households and non-farm activities, mitigating the existing pressure on
land, and allow money banks to value the land for that specific period and provide credit
to farm households by taking the land as collateral as they do it for those who take
agricultural land on the basis of lease for specific period.
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The Effects of Fair Trade on Coffee Producers:
A Case Study of Ethiopian Coffee Cooperatives
Yuka Kodama1
The role of cooperatives has been reevaluated due to the retreat of governments from rural
development behind economic liberalization policy in African countries. Coffee farmers’
cooperatives have been reestablished in Ethiopia since 1999 and they have provided higher
profits to coffee farmers than private traders partly thanks to premium fairtrade price and
the price offered by private traders has also increased in line with the cooperative price.

INTRODUCTION
Coffee is a global commodity, with trade networks spreading worldwide. International
exchange markets in New York and London largely determine coffee prices, making it
difficult for producing countries, except for major producers such as Brazil and
Vietnam, to influence world price formation. The international nature of coffee
marketing and sales directly exposes coffee producers in developing countries to
international price fluctuations.
By building solidarity between consumers and producers, fair trade programs aim to
bring greater economic stability and empowerment to farmers. Although fair trade
coffee currently comprises only 1% of the world coffee market, this percentage is
growing along with rapid sales increases in the United States. While the common
expectation is that fair trade should provide more income to farmers, few studies have
evaluated the actual effects on farmers.
This paper examines the impacts of fair trade coffee, sold through coffee
cooperatives, on Ethiopian farmers. Ethiopia is the world’s eighth-largest coffee
exporter, and although the country held only a 3% share of the world market from
March 2006 to February 20072, coffee is a critical export commodity for Ethiopia.
This paper is organized as follows. The first section provides an overview of the
world coffee market. The second outlines policies related to coffee marketing and
cooperatives in Ethiopia. The research method and study area are introduced in the third
section, followed by analysis of coffee cooperatives and unions in the fourth section.
The fifth section discusses how cooperative activities have affected coffee farmers.
1. World Coffee Market: Oversupply and Changing Consumption
(1) World market overview
The world market for coffee is characterized by chronic oversupply. While coffee
supplies have significantly increased due to technological improvements, demand has
remained relatively stagnant in mature markets (Baffes and Varangis (2005: 297–299)).
1
2

Institute of Developing Economies, Japan. kodama@ide.go.jp
ICO home page (‘Exports by Exporting Countries to All Destinations’).
http://www.ico.org/prices/m1.htm, accessed April 20, 2007.
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However, within markets, consumption has been shifting toward polarization between
high- and low-end products. In the high-end market, the share of value-added products
has increased, as have shares of products linked to social and environmental concerns,
such as fair trade and organic products. The low-end market has also grown due to
improved technologies for roasting Robusta coffee, which is primarily used for lowpriced coffee and instant and flavored coffee (Baffes and Varangis (2005)).
Ethiopia produces Arabica coffee, which generally sells for higher prices than
Robusta. Ethiopia’s coffee industry and government have thus sought ways to increase
high-end sales of the nation’s coffee through fair trade and sales of organic coffee.
(2) Fair trade
Within the world market, fair trade coffee holds only a small share compared to
conventionally marketed coffee. For example, in Europe and the United States, fair
trade coffee comprises only 1–2% of sales, with the notable exceptions of 20% in the
United Kingdom and 6% in Switzerland in 2004 (Krier (2005: 80); Transfair USA home
page3).
While the growth speed of fair trade sales have become slower in Europe, recent
rapid increases in the United States expanded the total world volume of fair trade coffee
sales by 40% from 2004 to 20054. Another factor in the volume increase might be the
fair trade labeling system introduced in 1988. In 1997, the Fairtrade Labeling
Organization International (FLO) formed as an umbrella organization of
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) involved in fair trade. The FLO has worked to
standardize fair trade labeling, systematize certification of producers, and make fair
trade more visible to consumers by expanding the market to mainstream retailers such
as supermarkets5.
The FLO has established several conditions to standardize labeling6. Of these, two in
particular affect small-scale coffee farmers. First, producers have to establish a
democratic organization aimed at social, economic, and environmental development.
This condition means that organizations must form a general assembly to direct and
monitor the democratic, participatory, and transparent nature of their organization,
while also administering the export and usage of fair trade premiums and promoting
social development. Another condition affects traders, requiring them to establish longterm and stable relationships with farmers and to set a minimum price that is
substantially higher than the conventional coffee market price, adding a $0.05 US per
pound fair trade premium for social development (see Table 1 for details)7. Organically
grown coffee receives an additional premium of $0.15 US per pound. If the market price
exceeds the minimum price, the market price will become the minimum price and the
fair trade premium will still be added. This method of price setting is attractive to
3

4
5

6
7

Transfair USA home page (‘2005 Fair Trade Coffee: Facts and Figures’):
http://www.transfairusa.org/content/Downloads/2005Q2FactsandFigures.pdf, accessed January 31,
2007.
FLO home page: http://www.fairtrade.net/fileadmin/user_upload/content/sales_volumes_coffee.jpg,
accessed January 31, 2007.
While the FLO handles a large share of the fair trade market, various approaches regarding fair trade
are based on its concepts. Some criticize the labeling approach, contending that the standardized
method enables multinational enterprises to become certified as fair trade organizations (Hotta, 2006;
Tsujimura, 2006).
See the FLO home page for details: http://www.fairtrade.net/standards.html, accessed January 31,
2007.
The minimum price list was revised as of June 2007. The additional premium for organic coffee
increased to $0.20 US per pound and the fair trade premium to $0.10 US per pound.
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producers. For example, the $1.21 US per pound fair trade price applied to Ethiopian
washed coffee was 28% and 11% higher than the unit price for national export result in
2004 and 2005, respectively(National Bank of Ethiopia (2007: first quarter)). In this
paper, I refer to trade through the FLO system simply as “fair trade” because most of
Ethiopia’s fair trade coffee is sold with FLO certification.
Table 1 FLO: Fair Trade Minimum Price and Premium for Africa (as of January 2007*)
Fair Trade Minimum Price
Fair Trade Premium
(US￠/lb)
Type of Coffee
Washed Arabica
Non-Washed Arabica
Washed Robusta
Non-Washed Robusta

Conventional

Organic

121
115
105
101

136
130
120
116

Conventional and Organic
5
5
5
5

* The price list was revised in June 2007.
Source: FLO home page,
(http://www.fairtrade.net/fileadmin/user_upload/content/Coffee_SF_Dec_05_EN.pdf, accessed January
31.2007.)

(3) Organic coffee
The market size for organic coffee is also small, comprising only about 1% of the total
coffee market8. Applicants for organic certification must meet several criteria. Either
individuals or organizations can apply for the certificate because the certification
applies to agronomic conditions rather than social conditions, in contrast to fair trade
certification. Organic coffee can be sold through both conventional marketing routes
and fair trade routes. Consumers who choose fair trade coffee often prefer organic
coffee to regular coffee, although the concepts underlying the production of organic
coffee, including concerns for environmental conservation and health, differ from those
underlying fair trade (Barratt Brown (1993); Furusawa (2004)).
Ethiopia is the second-largest exporter of organic coffee by volume, after Peru. In
2005, Ethiopia shipped about 9,000 tons, which represented 19% of world organic
coffee exports and 6% of Ethiopia’s total coffee export volume9. The low cost of
producing organic coffee in Ethiopia may explain its large export percentage. Most
Ethiopian coffee is grown with few or no chemical inputs. Thus, often only the fee for
organic certification is required for the coffee to be officially recognized as organic.
Some say that no chemical inputs are needed because coffee is indigenous to Ethiopia
and thus adapted to local conditions. The government has also introduced improved
coffee varieties. Unfortunately, poverty may also play a role, as many farmers cannot
afford to apply chemical fertilizers or pesticides (Coffee and Tea Authority (1999);
Sherlock (2004)).

8

9

I calculated the export volume share of organic coffee as 0.9% in 2005 based on the volume of total
coffee and organic coffee exports by member countries of the International Coffee Organization
(http://www.ico.org/asp/display2.asp and http://www.ico.org/show_document.asp?id=1219, accessed
January 31, 2007).
The data source is the same as in note 8.
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2. Policies Related to Coffee Marketing and Cooperatives
(1) Marketing policies
Economic liberalization policies began in 1991 in Ethiopia when the Ethiopian Peoples’
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) came to power10. In the previous regime,
coffee marketing, pricing, distribution, and exporting were rigidly controlled by the
government, and the situation depressed coffee production and merchant activities
(Kodama, (2003)). While economic liberalization has brought market competition and
increases in producer prices, it has also made actors in the coffee industry vulnerable to
unexpected price fluctuations of the global market. Figure 1 presents historical changes
in the export price of Ethiopian coffee and clearly illustrates the violent price
fluctuations under the new system.
12

160
in US dollars
in Ethiopian Birr

140
120
￠/lb

100

8
6

80
60

4

40

2

20
0
1985

10

Birr/lb

180

0
1990

1995

2000

2005

Fig. 1 The Price Change of Ethiopian Coffee Export Price
Source: ICO Home Page (http://www.ico.org/asp/display7.asp, accessed on Jan.31,
2007), NBE various years.
Although most government controls have been abolished, the auction system
established in 1972 has been retained. The auction system, through which coffee beans
from producers are graded before being sent to the exporter, is considered necessary
because of the nation’s poor information infrastructure (Kodama (2003)). However, as
described below, coffee unions can bypass the auction system and export their coffee
directly.
(2) Policies for cooperatives
Cooperatives were active under the socialist Derg regime that began in 1974 (Dorsey
and Tesfaye (2005: 7)). Two types served rural areas: producers’ cooperatives (PCs)
and service cooperatives (SCs). Although PCs provided preferential treatment to
members, the productivity of PCs was about one-third lower than that of private farmers
(Dessalegn (1994a: 289)). The SCs focused on marketing and purchasing, dealing with
agricultural inputs, credit, milling services, selling of consumer goods, and purchasing
of peasants’ produce. Whereas peasants welcomed the services provided by SCs, most
10

Economic liberalization policies were instituted in 1990 by the Derg regime as “the 1990 Economic
Reform Program.” However, the Derg collapsed in 1991, before the program had major effects.
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of these cooperatives suffered from budgetary deficits and poor financial management
(Dessalegn (1994b: 252–254); Fantu (1990: 70)).
The Derg regime halted cooperative activities in 1990, when the new mixedeconomy policy permitted peasants to choose whether they would work for cooperatives
or individually. Most peasants chose to reallocate cooperative lands to individual
holdings (Dessalegn (1994b: 262); Gezachew (1994: 220–221); Tessema (1994: 211)).
In 1998, farmers cooperatives were formally revitalized by Cooperative Societies
Proclamation No. 147/199811. The proclamation defines cooperatives as organizations
“formed by individuals on [a] voluntary basis” that “participate in the free market
economic system,” highlighting how the new cooperatives differ from those of the
previous socialist regime.
As also outlined in Proclamation No. 147/1998, the new cooperatives could have a
layered organizational structure12, which had not been allowed under the Derg. The four
layers allowed are primary cooperatives, unions, federations, and cooperative leagues,
although only primary and union levels have been formed to date (Dorsey and Tesfaye
(2005: 9, 20)). The proclamation additionally defines the ratio of dividends for a
cooperative organization and its members. Article 33 of No. 148/1998 states that the
cooperative “society shall deduct 30% of the net profit” and “the remaining net profit
shall be divided among members.” Therefore, the unions provide 70% of their net profit
to the primary cooperatives, and the primary cooperatives provide 70% of their net
profit, including the dividends from the union, to cooperative members (Dorsey and
Tesfaye (2005: 29–30)).
(3) Coffee farmers cooperative unions13
Coffee cooperative unions have been established since 1999, and six are currently
active. These new institutions are designed to organize the primary cooperatives and
improve marketing efficiency. They thus play the role of service cooperatives, rather
than producer cooperatives. Furthermore, unlike private traders, coffee unions can
bypass the coffee auctions.
In the first stage of establishing coffee unions, the Ethiopian government recruited
ex-government officials who had experience in cooperative activities and the coffee
business, and supported their salaries for the union’s first 2 years. From 1998 to 2005,
USAID and Volunteers in Overseas Cooperative Assistance (VOCA) also conducted
development projects to assist the four initial Ethiopian cooperatives (Dorsey and
Tesfaye (2005: 9)). While strong state involvement does not align with most Western
concepts of cooperative and civil society development (Dessalegn (2002)), considering
Ethiopia’s dearth of human capital and resources, state-made cooperatives were
considered the best option.
Among the six unions, four include cooperatives that carry FLO certification and can
offer high prices to producers, as of October 200614. Fair trade certificates are granted to
primary cooperatives, rather than to unions, and the number of certificate-holders is still
11

12
13

14

In 1995, the transitional government that preceded the Federal Democratic Republic issued
Proclamation No. 85/1994 titled “Agricultural Cooperative Societies Proclamation.” This
proclamation was replaced by No. 147/1998 issued by the federal government.
This was also permitted by No. 85/1994.
The following information on unions is mainly from the Oromiya, Yirgacheffe, and Sidama coffee
farmers cooperative unions. I was unable to obtain information from the remaining three newly
established unions.
FLO home page (‘Number of Fairtrade Certified Producer Organizations per country’):
http://www.fairtrade.net/by_location.html, accessed January 31, 2007..
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relatively small. As of May 2006, only 24 of the 165 cooperatives of the Oromia,
Sidama, and Yirgacheffe coffee farmers cooperative unions had FLO certificates. In
2005, fair trade coffee comprised approximately 2% of the total national export
volume15. While more primary cooperatives would like to obtain FLO certification, the
application process is slow. Candidate cooperatives often lack the necessary
administrative capacity, and the FLO has hesitated to issue a large number of
certificates due to the limited market for fair trade products16.
3. Research Method and Area
(1) Research method
I conducted research in July 2006, at nearly the end of the 2005–06 agricultural year for
coffee (October to September). Interviews were conducted with officials belonging to
cooperative unions located in Addis Ababa and with 24 farmers in the Gedeo Zone of
the Southern Nations and Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR). I additionally
visited and spoke with staff members of the Federal Cooperative Commission, SNNPR
Regional Cooperative Promotion Bureau, the Gedeo Zone Cooperative Bureau, and the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development.
The 24 farmers in the Gedeo Zone were randomly selected; all were males except for
one female. An official from the Gedeo Zone Cooperative Bureau accompanied me as a
guide and translator.
(2) Research area: The Gedeo Zone
The Gedeo Zone is located in the southeastern Ethiopian highlands, 360 km south of
Addis Ababa. Ranging in altitude from 1200 to 2993 m (Nerzy et al. (2000: 3); Tadesse
(2002: 22)), the zone covers 1329 km2 and has a population of approximately 821,000.
The Gedeo Zone is one of Ethiopia’s most densely populated zones, with 617.5
persons/km2 (Central Statistical Agency (2006)).
Landowners generally cultivate small plots of only 0.3 ha on average. Coffee
production comprises the largest portion of agricultural land (34%), followed by enset
(31%), which is a main staple food of the Gedeo people (Central Agricultural Census
Commission (2003: 148)). However, because farmers often intercrop enset, maize,
avocado, and other crops in the same plot, the exact area under cultivation by crop type
is difficult to estimate.
Gedeo is the main production area of the renowned Yirgacheffe and Sidama coffee
types. The area ships out the largest volume of coffee of all of the zones of the SNNPR,
accounting for 10% of the total volume sent to the Addis Ababa inspection center17.
The Gedeo people are the ethnic majority in the Gedeo Zone, making up 81% of the
total population and 89% of the rural populations. Religious practices vary, with 43% of
the population Protestant, 25% practicing traditional religion, and 22% Ethiopian
Orthodox (Central Statistical Authority (1996)).

15
16
17

Based on unpublished data from the Oromiya and Yirgacheffe coffee farmers cooperative unions and
the Ministry of Agriculture. Exact data were unavailable for the Sidama Farmers Cooperative Union.
Based on my interviews with unions officials on July 18 and staff from VOCA-Ethiopia on July 24,
2006.
Based on data from fiscal years 2004–05 and 2005–06 from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development. These data do not include the shipment volume to the inspection center at Dire Dawa.
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4. Yirgacheffe Farmers Cooperative Union and Its Primary Cooperatives
(1) Basic facts
The Yirgacheffe Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union (YCFCU), set up in June 2002,
was the third coffee union to be established, following the Oromiya Coffee Farmers
Cooperative Union (OCFCU) and the Sidama Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union
(SCFCU). From its office in Addis Ababa, the YCFCU deals with 22 primary
cooperatives made up of 43,794 coffee producers in the Gedeo Zone, SNNPR (data
from July 2006). Of the 22 primary cooperatives, 5 have fair trade certification,
including 2 that also have organic certification. Nine others have organic certification
but lack fair trade certification.
The YCFCU has steadily increased its purchase volume from 437 tons in 2002–03 to
1,035 tons in 2004–05. Most of this increase has been attributed to the growth in fair
trade coffee (YCFCU (2005)). More than half of the YCFCU’s export volume in 2004–
05 came from double-certified coffee carrying both fair trade and organic certifications.
Coffee with only fair trade certification comprised 24% of the volume, while organiconly coffee and coffee without certification comprised 14% and 6% of the volume,
respectively (YCFCU (2005); Table 2).
The YCFCU had earned premium prices from its fair trade and organic coffee,
receiving premiums of 24% for double-certified coffee, 16% for fair trade coffee, and
22% for organic coffee compared to regular coffee prices in 2004–05 (YCFCU (2005)).
Table 2 Coffee Purchased by the Yirgacheffe Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union
(By type, 2004/05)
% of
Addis Ababa
Tons
FOB Price*1 New York C
total
Auction Price
($/lb, avg.)
($/lb,avg.)
($/lb, avg.)*1*2
FT & Organic

581

56

1.412

FT
238
23
1.318
Organic
142
14
1.388
Conventional
62
6
1.168
1.14
1.085
Total
1036*3 100
1.396
Note: *1 Average price of Sidamo type and Yirgacheffe coffee type.
*2 Calculated based on $1=8.6518 Birr as of 2004-05.
*3 The total is quoted from the source, rather than the sum of the numbers above.
Source: Yirgacheffe Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union (2005).
(2) Primary cooperatives
Among the 22 cooperatives of the YCFCU, only 14 carry fair trade and/or organic
certification. Considering that YCFCU purchases mostly certified coffee, it can be
assumed that the remaining eight cooperatives having no certifications do little business
with the YCFCU. As shown in Table 3, cooperatives with double and fair trade
certification shipped nearly 30% of their purchased coffee to the YCFCU, while
cooperatives with only organic certification and no certification shipped 6% and 3% to
the YCFCU respectively. Thus, the relationship between cooperatives and the union
varies based on certification. Cooperatives sell coffee not handled by the union through
the auction system used by private traders.
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Cooperatives with certifications associated with premium coffee receive larger
dividends for their members, as shown in Table 3. Double-certified cooperatives offer
dividends of 0.21 birr per kilo, twice more than the 0.09 birr offered by noncertified
cooperatives. Because higher dividends create greater membership incentives, the ratio
of active members (ratio of beneficiaries among registered members) is also higher.
Noncertified cooperatives generally manage to sell their coffee by themselves through
the conventional route, and even these cooperatives have secured profits for their
members.
Table 3 YCFCU: Data for Primary Cooperatives under the YCFCU
Sales
Avg.
purchase
(2004,
tons per
coop)

Coop. by certificate #
type

FT & Organic

3

673

Est. %
shipped to
the YCFCU
of total
purchase
*1
29

Dividends
Avg. #. of
beneficiaries
*2 (2005,
per coop.)

750

% of
dividends (2005, birr)*3
total
memberper
ship *2 avg. by avg. by
coop.*4 member*2 kg*4
46

140,730

188

0.21

FT
2 448
27
452
29
59,853
133
0.13
Organic*5
8 307
6
410
12
38,693
121
0.12
None*5
7 339
3
428
17
30,233
71
0.09
Total
20 387
13
492
24
55,706
122
0.14
Notes:
*1 It is assumed that certified cooperatives shipped all of their coffee as certified coffee.
*2 Five organic certified cooperatives are excluded due to lack of data on the number of beneficiaries.
*3 Dividends paid in 2005 were determined based on shipments in 2004.
*4 Three organic certified cooperatives are excluded due to lack of data on the number of dividends.
*5 One cooperative is excluded because it was a new member.
Source: Unpublished data from the Gedeo Zone Cooperative Bureau and a leaflet produced by the
YCFCU.

(3) Limitations of the union and cooperatives
For both unions and cooperatives, the biggest problem is a lack of funds with which to
purchase coffee. Transactions are often financed through bank credit, but if an
organization cannot repay the loan, new credit cannot be obtained. Some cooperatives
have been unable to buy any coffee in certain years because of their failure to repay
previous bank loans. Although farmers are satisfied with the price offered by the
cooperatives and are willing to sell more to them, cooperatives cannot buy all of the
produce farmers have to sell. Farmers sell the remaining volume to private traders18.
The limited size of fair trade coffee market is another constraint on the expansion of
cooperative activities. As described above, the YCFCU does not sell all of the coffee
produced by fair trade and organic cooperatives. However, other unions have reported
that they would have sold more fair trade coffee if more cooperatives had been certified
as fair trade cooperatives. This implies that some competition is already occurring
among unions for the fair trade market and that the YCFCU might be struggling to
secure its share.
18

According to the interview with VOCA-Ethiopia and a USAID press release (USAID Ethiopia:
http://www.usaidethiopia.org/info.asp?IID=19&CMID=22, accessed February 5, 2007), the financial
problem has been mitigated since the USAID Development Credit Authority (DCA) started the Long
Guarantee Scheme for coffee in 2000. For details, see Dorsey and Tesfaye (2005).
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5. Effects of Cooperative Activities on Coffee Farmers in the Gedeo Zone
This section examines the actual conditions affecting coffee farmers in the Gedeo Zone,
investigating the following questions: who benefits from cooperatives, what kinds of
benefits are received, and how do cooperative activities affect rural society?
(1) Characteristics of members, nonmembers, and non-cooperative areas
Among 24 interviewees, 20 lived in an area where cooperatives are active. Fifteen
were cooperative members, 5 were nonmembers, and 4 lived in an area with no
cooperatives.
a. Members
Among the 15 cooperative members, 8 were part of double-certified cooperatives, while
7 belonged to noncertified cooperatives. Interviews revealed that most of the
cooperative members had been members of the previous service cooperatives and thus
had been allowed to join the current ones without making any additional payments.
Members who joined the cooperative at the time of its establishment paid a lower entry
fee than members who joined later.
The interviews revealed no clear differences between members of certified and
noncertified cooperatives. Many people likely became members automatically, based on
their background in the former service cooperatives, and obtained the member benefits
at the time of joining.
b. Nonmembers in the cooperative area
Of nonmembers in the cooperative area, four of the five were children of members,
while one female had not renewed her household’s membership after his death.
The children of members claimed that they did not need to become independent
members and pay the entry fee because they could ship their coffee to the cooperative
along with their fathers’ coffee. The average age of these nonmembers was 28, younger
than the average age (42) of members (Table 4). In association with the generational
difference between members and nonmembers, the nonmembers had smaller
landholdings and thus produced less coffee.
The female coffee producer interviewed had lost her household’s membership
following the death of her husband. She had not asked for entry into the cooperative and
had not been asked to join. Although this is just one example, it may suggest how
female household heads are excluded from cooperative membership, although some
female-headed households may use a son’s membership.
c. Non-cooperative area
Farmers who have no access to cooperatives use private traders based near their fields.
The nonmembers I interviewed were satisfied with the prices offered by private traders,
noting that the traders paid prices equivalent to those paid by cooperatives in distant
locations. Thus, access to cooperatives is influenced by geographical location. In the
Kochole woreda (administrative ward), only 25% of producers belong to a cooperative;
the woreda covers a broad area, only 26% of which is used to cultivate coffee.
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Table 4 Average Data for Interviewed Farmers in the Gedeo Zone
Coffee
Age Education Area*1
(n)
(grade)
(ha)
(kg)
Cooperative Area
Member
15
42
6.3
1.70
1,163
Nonmember
5
28
6.4
0.52
452
Non-Cooperative Area*3
3
48
4.7
2.5
3,168
Notes: *1 The production area differs from the 0.3ha of the census data (Central
Agricultural Census Commission (2003)). The total farm area could have been
underreported to the government, while the figure here may include land held
by the family even that of independent sons.
*2 The weight is based on the conversion rate from sun-dried beans to fresh
cherries.
*3 One out of the four was excluded since he was 84 years old and produce a
large amount of coffee (5,000kg) unlike the other three producers.
Source: Field survey by author.

(2) Benefits to farmers
Overall, the cooperatives, and the newly created competition between cooperatives and
private traders, have increased prices paid to producers. Farmers recognize the positive
effects cooperatives have had. For example, when a cooperative has not been able to
buy coffee due to lack of their working funds, the prices offered by private traders have
dropped immediately.
In particular, cooperatives that purchase mainly fresh coffee “cherries,” have helped
raise the price of this product used to make “washed” coffee (also called “wetproduced” coffee, prepared when the coffee fruit is still moist). This rise in price had
helped poorer farmers, who often need immediate cash and must sell fresh crops before
they are dry; in contrast, farmers who can afford the time and space to dry their crop can
store sun-dried beans for an entire year (Kodama (2003: 173)). Therefore, the price of
fresh cherries had tended to be lower than that for dry beans. However, in 2005–06,
fresh cherries sold for 1.6–4.6 birr/kg, well above the price of dried beans19, which sold
for 1.4–2.6 birr/kg (data based on my research in Yirgacheffe)20.
a. Cooperatives with certifications
As shown in Table 3, cooperatives with double certification have enjoyed the highest
dividends. However, fair trade still made up only 30% of the total coffee produced by
19

20

Fresh cherries are sold from October to December, and dry beans are generally sold after January. The
international coffee price for natural Arabicas, which includes Ethiopian coffee, rose from $0.94 US/lb
in October 2005 to $1.09 US/lb in February 2006), an increase of 16% (ICO home page:
http://www.ico.org/prices/p2.htm, accessed January 31, 2007). Therefore, the higher price of fresh
cherries did not result from the international price decrease during the dry bean season.
Sun-dried and fresh cherries differ in weight due to the drying process. According to FAO estimates
(http://www.coffee-ota.org/3_7_property.asp, accessed January 31, 2007), sun-dried beans lose 64%
of the weight of fresh cherries; therefore, in Yirgacheffe, farmers assume that 1 kg of dry beans is
equivalent to 3 kg of fresh cherries.
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these cooperatives; therefore, while these farmers are not fully protected from
international price fluctuations, the premium price of fair trade coffee provides a buffer
to some extent.
Fair trade certified cooperatives have to conduct social development projects
utilizing fair trade premium fund. One fair trade certified cooperative I visited had
invested in several projects jointly with private traders because the amount of the
premium fund was not enough for their independent projects. The projects included
bridge construction and improvements to the electrical infrastructure. Currently, many
cooperatives still struggle economically and can play only small roles in social
development projects in their local areas. However, it is still too early to conclude how
cooperatives will contribute to local development if larger funds can be obtained from
the sales of fair trade products.
b. Cooperatives without certifications
Cooperatives without certifications sell their coffee at the auction center used by private
traders. As Table 3 indicates, these cooperatives still manage to provide dividends to
member farmers in addition to the initial purchase price, which equals the price offered
by private traders. Cooperatives might squeeze their margin for farmers, unlike private
traders, although in reality the situation is quite complex.
In expectation of dividends, farmers tend to sell their better-quality coffee to
cooperatives rather than to private traders. Therefore, the coffee offered by the
cooperatives might receive a better score at auctions compared to the traders’ coffee.
One farmer reported that he carefully selected coffee for sale to the cooperative. In
contrast, he did not care about the quality of coffee he sold to private traders, even
putting stones or leaves in coffee bags sold to the traders, because the traders did not
establish long-term business relationship and were generally not as concerned about
quality. However, cooperatives without fair trade certification are vulnerable to
international price fluctuations, even if they have better-quality coffee. While
international coffee prices have been increasing since 2003, further long-term study is
needed to predict how these cooperatives would fare if international coffee prices were
to fall.
(3) Cooperatives and rural society
The activities of coffee cooperatives have not brought about dramatic changes in social
structure, but they have had some general, wide-ranging impacts. While financial
constraints have prohibited cooperatives from purchasing all the coffee that farmers
wish to sell, the competition presented by cooperatives has raised the purchase price
offered by private traders.
Prices for fresh cherries have particularly increased, a situation that has helped
lower-income farmers. In areas served by cooperatives, a large economic gap does not
appear to exist between cooperative members and nonmembers. Many nonmembers are
the sons of members and receive benefits from the cooperative by sending their coffee
to the cooperative with their fathers’ shipments.
However, economic gaps are apparent at the regional level, between cooperatives
with fair trade certification and those without, which remain vulnerable to international
price fluctuations. Currently, these differences are not dramatic, as fair trade coffee still
makes up a small percentage of Ethiopia’s overall coffee sales, but as the production
and sale of fair trade coffee increase, these regional gaps could become larger.
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CONCLUSION
This paper examined fair trade coffee and its impacts on farmers in by examining the
role of coffee cooperatives in Ethiopia. By increasing competition, the activities of
coffee cooperatives have generally increased the prices paid to both member and
nonmember farmers.
The export volume of fair trade coffee has also increased and has helped buffer fair
trade coffee farmers from international price fluctuations. However, fair trade sales are
still limited, and thus the benefits to farmers have been relatively small and diluted.
Although increased fair trade sales could provide more income to farmers, regional
economic gaps might also widen, dividing members of fair trade cooperatives from
those whose cooperatives have been unable to obtain certification. Such a situation may
lead to social discontent, particularly if international coffee prices fall. Moreover, fair
trade certification is not a guarantee of market success because cooperatives must then
compete in the global fair trade market as well as with private traders.
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An Assessment of the Role of Local Institutions and Social
Capital in Household Food Security: A Case Study at Two Rural
Communities in Oromiya Zone, Amhara Region
Degefa Tolossa1
The paper discusses the role a number of local institutions and social capital play in
contributing for accessing livelihood resources, which in turn help in augmenting
household level food security. Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) underpins the
conceptual background of the study. Qualitative social research methods of observations,
Focus Group Discussions, Key Informant Interviews and case studies were employed to
generate first-hand data among the inhabitants of two communities in Oromiya Zone.

1. Introduction
It has been argued that local institutions functioning at community level and social
capital have their role in maintaining food security at individual and household levels
(Degefa 2005). Institutions are the rules of games in a society (North 1990) that can
enhance or constrain peoples’ livelihood activities and survival strategies. A number of
local institutions such as wedeja, fatimaye, telamma and abdoye are practiced by the
people at Erenssa and Garbi communities of Oromiya Zone mainly based on their belief
through which they express their world outlooks and own wishes. The people also apply
the rituals of those institutions as coping mechanisms against various disasters occurring
due to either natural or human-induced factors. Other institutions like kaya, kire,
tassiga and hirppa have economic context since they were set up as strategies for
getting access to livelihood assets/resources. Understanding how local institutions
function is of paramount significant for two reasons. First, having insights into the
livelihoods of the people in isolation from their cultural practices is basically
impossible. The rituals they practice inform about their daily life experiences. Second,
the rituals can be seen as the risk management by which people survive the hard times.
For instance, when their crop or livestock is hit hard by drought or epidemic, the event
is understood as something Allah’s deed, and an attempt made by community members
to look for explanation as to what went wrong, which might be ascribed to some
undesirable acts or the failure to undertake the necessary ritual. Thus, some rituals are
believed to minimize hopelessness and desperation.
Embedded within society, social capital constitutes one of the five forms of
livelihood assets (along with natural, physical, financial, and human capitals) (Scoones
1998, Ellis 2000), which directly affect the level of food security at individual and
household levels. According to Putnam (2000), social capital includes bonding capital
and bridging capital. “Bonding occurs when you are socializing with people who are
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like you; same age, same race, same religion and so on. Birding is what you do when
you make friends with people who are not like you”.
Some segments of society who cannot directly engage in production activities rely on
transfers for their basic means of survival. Eventually, assets and resources may transfer
to people with poor well being from either relatively well-off counterpart members,
from government or NGOs.
2. Intent and objectives
Rural researches that are preoccupied by the ‘modernity’ thinking have regarded ritual
practices related to local informal institutions as traditional and ‘backward’. Hence,
there has been little attention given to understand a variety of rituals performed by local
people. It is, however, impossible to thoroughly understand rural livelihoods and food
security situations without having insights into some of the local institutions and related
rituals, which form some of the components of social capital. This paper discusses
empirical research findings concerning how a number of local institutions and social
capital contribute to households’ food security at Erenssa and Garbi communities of
Oromiya Zone in Amhara Region. It has been drawn from a relatively bigger research
project that looked at rural livelihood, poverty and food insecurity in the zone under
consideration (Degefa 2005). Two research questions will be dealt with in this paper:
first, what are the main institutions to which the local people involve, and why? Second,
how far do social and public transfers contribute to food security of households?
The paper would contribute a little in redressing the prevailing thinking that people
who draw their basic needs from transfers persistently live under the situation of chronic
food insecurity. Future research on food security should profoundly look into how local
institutions function and for what prime motives they were put in place, as well as trying
to uncover the type of existing social capitals, and the linkage they have with peoples’
wellbeing status.
3. Theoretical underpinning
The argument in this article is underpinned on Sustainable Livelihood Framework
(SLF) to explore the interrelations between local institutions, social capital, and food
security. Livelihood as a framework to understand food security emerged in the late
1990s, and at the beginning of 21st century, as initiated by many scholars (Scoones
1998, Carney 1998, Pretty 1998, Ellis 2000, Bebbington 1999, Rakodi 2002). The
consensus among these authors has been that the framework enables to holistically
examine livelihood and food insecurity. Cognizant of this, many studies were
undertaken based on the livelihood framework in several countries, such as Mali,
Bangladesh, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia and Uganda.
Mediating processes within livelihood framework comprises institutions,
organizations and social relations. Institutions are ‘the rules of game in a society or,
more formally, are the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction’
(North 1990: 3). This includes laws, land and other resource tenure arrangements
(property rights), and the ways markets function in practice. They are broadly
categorized into formal and informal. Institutions reduce uncertainty by establishing a
stable structure. Organizations refer to ‘groups of individuals bound by some common
purpose to achieve objectives’ (ibid: 5). Government agencies, local governments,
community administrators, NGOs, associations at different levels, and private
companies constitute organizations. Social relations entail the social positioning of
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individuals and households within the society (Ellis 2000). Among the indicators for the
individual’s or household’s position in a society are gender, caste, class, age, ethnicity,
and religion. These factors by and large determine a household’s access to productive
resources. According to Ellis (2000), ‘institutions, organizations and social relations are
critical mediating factors for livelihoods because they encompass the agencies that
inhibit or facilitate the exercise of capabilities and choices of individuals or
households’.
Social capital can be described as social resources involving networks, social claims,
social relations, affiliations, and associations upon which people draw in pursuit of
livelihoods. Reciprocity that may be based on kinship or neighbourhood among
households is a widely cited feature of social capital. The role social capital plays in the
survival of people has been the most overlooked issue in most studies dealing with food
security. In this article, an attempt has been made to identify and discuss on the range of
social capitals. I was able to document the living situation of many households that rely
on social capital for their survival.
Livelihood outcome is the end-result of the interaction of various elements in a
system. The outcome can be desirable or undesirable. The desirable outcome underlines
the sustainability of livelihood and attaining food securities. Better access to assets
enables households to offset other structural constraints to be able to cope with
vulnerability. In the context of this work, food security is simply viewed as the
situation whereby households are able to meet food requirements and other basic needs
all year round either from own production, purchase on market, transfers or a
combination of two or more (Degefa 2005).
4. The case study communities and research approaches
4.1. The communities
Two rural communities – Erenssa and Garbi - were purposely selected from Oromiya
Zone of Amhara Region as case study sites. Erenssa is a community situated on the hill
at about 12 Kms east of Kammisse Town (zone capital), whereas Garbi is 8 Kms north
of the town along the main highway to Kombolcha. Erenssa with altitude of 2210 m
a.s.l is characterized by weyna dega agro-climate while Garbi having 1400 m a.s.l is
situated in kola zone. Erenssa has a rugged topographic feature, whereas Garbi is a part
of the extensive plain of Borkena wetland.
People at Erenssa draw their means of livelihood from mixed farming of crop major
and livestock minor system. Apart from a variety of grains such as barley, wheat,
sorghum and teff, the peasants were able to integrate cash crops, in particular coffee and
chat into their farming system. Likewise, sedentary farmers in Borkena wetland largely
rely on crops (predominantly sorghum and maize), and supplement their income from
livestock rearing. The wetland also hosts agro-pastoralists staying part of the time of the
year there. In addition, a few farm investors have launched commercial undertakings in
cash crop production. The sizable proportion of the population at both communities was
found to be overwhelmingly depending on non-farm activities, and social and public
transfers. The analysis in this article focuses on livelihood for the people relying on
transfers – as mediated by local institutions and social capital.
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4.2. Methods
As indicated earlier, this work is a part of bigger research project that relied on mixed
approach, making use of qualitative and quantitative methods. Nonetheless, the data
inputs for this specific article are mostly from qualitative data gathered on the basis of
ethnographic and participatory approaches. The specific methods employed are narrated
as in the following:
– Key informant interview – many elderly informants and the leaders of various
rituals were consulted in order to explore why various institutions are put in place
and to uncover the processes involved into ritual practices.
– Focus group discussions – many local institutions contained groups made up of
members varying in numbers. Hence, it was an opportunity to held group discussions
concerning the purposes of the institutions, their principles and details of the
practices of various institutions at each community under study.
– Case studies – some individuals and households were approached for in-depth
studies in view of generating data through narration regarding their situations in
relation to local institutions and relations with other members.
– Participant observation – A relatively longer period stay in the field has given me
an opportunity to directly observe while local institutions were functioning and the
real practices of the rituals were taking place. In fact, it was learnt that some of the
practices were somehow sensitive for an ‘outsider’ to directly participate in. In this
regard, much care was taken not to disturb the norm of the rituals.
– Artifacts (photographing) – Some rituals were documented through photographing
as they were performed in real situations.
5. Discussion of main observations
5.1. Various types of local institutions
Institutions provide the social context within which livelihoods are constructed and
mediate access to the key resources that are central to people’s livelihood (Carswell et
al. 2000). Institutions can be broadly classified into two types: formal and informal.
Government interventions and policies at macro level and the operations of the WVE
Kammisse Area Development Program can be cited as examples of formal institutions.
The paper focuses on the informal institutions, some of which seem to be related to the
faith of people, while others are more economic in nature.
Wedeja
Wedeja, which in its broad meaning refers to prayer, is a common institution in the
study area. It has multiple forms (Figure 1) that have different purposes, each with their
own ritual ceremonies. Fatimaye is a form of wedeja to be undertaken for a woman
approaching child delivery. This takes place in the home of the woman and roughly
eight months after conception. The main purpose of fatimaye is to offer good luck
prayers to Allah for the process of delivery, and good health for both the mother and the
newborn child. Relatives and parents, mostly women from both the woman’s and
husband’s sides, participate in the ritual. The men also take part in a separate room.
Serving food and drinks, and kamma constitute part of the ceremony. The ritual of
fatimaye can be seen from two perspectives. The first one is the mental preparation and
confidence that a pregnant woman and her family members will develop following the
ceremony. The other is that individuals who lead the ritual and the destitute community
members take advantage of the situation in the form of food and drinks. It has been
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learnt that the leaders of fatimaye are quite busy because of the requests from
community members expecting a child. Apart from the meal they are being served the
leaders of the ritual also get money in cash, which contributes to food supply of their
households.
Making duayi refers to praying for an individual who is sick and is another type of
wedeja. This may take place at the home of the ill persons or by taking them to the place
of abaggar. Before taking a person to a modern health service, duayi is practiced as a
first aid service given to a sick person. People strongly believe that duayi is equal to
formal medical treatment. This provides an insight into understanding why someone
fails to visit a modern health service the reason being not only for economic reasons or
due to lack of access to the service but also as a reflection of intention to deal with
illness through their own local practice. Leading duayi is the survival strategy of
abaggar, as such individuals hardily engage in productive activities to make a
livelihood earnings.
There are also three big seasonal wedejas held by gathering together all community
members. The Autumn wedeja which normally takes place in September to wish for a
good harvest to come. Every participant contributes food, chat, coffee, and money. The
money is meant to buy a livestock to be slaughtered at a place of wedeja in the form of
sacrifice. In addition, some community members may donate a gift to keep a vow that
they had promised at the previous year’s ritual. The second community-based wedeja
takes place in either December or January. This one basically aims at sharing joy after
harvest and thanking Allah for giving them a good harvest. It also expresses their wish,
so that the harvested products will last longer. The third is, the biggest wedeja, which
normally takes place in April. It has many objectives: wishing for the success of the
belg harvest through better rainfall distribution; it is also when land preparation for the
main season is carried out and thus peasants jointly pray for good weather conditions
during the whole growing period. Peasants also pray towards Allah to protect both belg
and meher crops from diseases and pest infestation. There are certain distinguishing
features of the April wedeja. First, people from many communities observe a ritual
together at one site. Secondly the well-known kaddi are invited to lead the prayer
ceremony. These major wedejas are not missed under any circumstances, except under
situations of severe crisis where the feast parts may be reduced and the number of
participant can be smaller.
Occasional village-or community-based wedejas are organized when there are signs
of abnormality at the beginning or cessation of rain, when flooding happens, when
human and livestock epidemics suddenly break out, and when crops fail. The return to
normality is believed to be Allah’s blessing in response to the respective wedeja. Closer
examination of some of the objectives of different forms of wedejas reveals that their
purpose is to seek better livelihood situations. People attempt to relate their own
traditions to their economic aspirations and expectations. Some are practiced in relation
to human health, some to have a better crop harvest, some are for the betterment of
livestock, some are for protection against natural calamities, and some are meant to
create better community-based social relations. There are certain indications for the
combining of traditional beliefs with the principles of Islamic religion. For instance,
originally the Oromo society had its religion and people who believe in waqa (their
creator God) and used to practice various rituals. These were gradually eroded when the
society was compelled to accept Islamic and Christian religions. The important issue
here is to explain how people attempt to minimize risks by practicing various rituals.
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For the members of communities studied, fulfilment of their wishes in terms of either
good harvests during both harvesting seasons, the occurrence of rain at needed period,
absence of livestock and crop diseases are partly believed to be the result of proper
practicing of wedejas at right time. Conversely, poor success in the main livelihood
activities and strategies are attributed to the failure to carry out the rituals of wedeja.

Figure 1. People observing mini-wedeja (at Garbi) – coffee boiling and chat kamma are parts of the ritual

Abdoye and Yeawure prayers
The agro-pastoralists who stay during some months of a year and thus included in this
study also practice two unique types of wedejas in relation to their livelihood. Abdoye
(Wednesday Prayer) takes place at the home of the eldest person in the village. The
ritual comprises of a number of elements: praying by abaggar, songs, kamma, and
serving participants with meal, coffee and milk. The milk to be served at the ceremony
must be collected from each household in such a way that the milk from all cows is
included. The intention is that the blessing following the prayers should reach each cow
from which the milk came (Figure 2). The central objective of abdoye is praying for
saa: wishing for good health, wishing for impregnation (reproduction) at the appropriate
time, aspiring for good weather conditions that would enable for better growth of
pasture, and wishing for avoidance of all evil which acts against saa. A similar kind of
wedeja takes place every Sunday evening, known as yeawure, which means prayer
against wildlife attack on saa (livestock) during the night and day. According to an
elderly inhabitant, these rituals have a long history and have been practiced by many
generations.
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Kire institution
Kire is a sort of semi-formal social institution for community members in order to get
material help and psychological support upon the death of relatives. Evidently, the kires
at the study communities are weak when compared with similar institutions in the same
zone or other areas in the country. The Kires at Garbi and Erenssa become active only
upon the death of a member or their relatives. The kires lack reserve money and other
materials such as tents, and utensils for cooking, drinking and eating, which are
essential at the time and place of mourning. These materials are sometimes the source of
income for the institution when they are rented out to individuals celebrating other
occasions, particularly weddings. Members contribute money when someone dies, in
addition to labour. Neither of the Kires at the study sites have the capacity to support
members, when they are accidentally confronted with various types of crises, such as
shortage of money for treatment under severe illness and food shortage. However, there
is potential to extend their scope beyond purely serving activities related to burial. For
instance, ider institutions in some rural communities of Arssi have become the ‘bank’
for both cash and grain, where a member can lend and borrow during seasons of
shortage and at times when facing accidental problems (Degefa 1996). Likewise, SOS
Sahel has been attempting to introduce seed and food banking in certain communities of
North Wello Zone. Under situations such as this, the kire can play a versatile role in risk
management.
Tassiga
Tassiga is a kind of feeding institution in which unmarried young boys participate.
Many tassiga groups exist in each community. The ritual is observed once in a year,
usually in October when the participants are free from any type of farming operations.
Basically, it is organized by contributing money for buying an ox or a bull for slaughter.
The site for holding the ritual must be away from the homestead of the participant, so
that the involved persons should not meet with the rest of community members in the
course of participating in tassiga. In addition, injera (pancakes) and other accessories
are prepared for the festival in turn. The feeding might take a minimum of a week and
extends until the meat is finished. The main objective of the ritual is to physically
maintain the youths who become weak by working in cultivation and weeding in
summer months, and to prepare them for the hard work they will engage in during crop
harvesting, transporting and threshing in the following months. A young boy who has
not participated in the yearly tassiga regards himself as weak and incapable of properly
performing his duties. A parent who economically cannot let a boy participate in tassiga
feeding ceremony cannot blame their son for his failure in agricultural operations.
Moreover, the inability to pay the contribution of tassiga is regarded as shameful.
However, the community members know who is unable to pay, and hence one of the
participants is allowed to subsidize a boy who belongs to a poor household for one or
more of meals served during the ritual feeding. When families are unable to pay for
more than one son, there is also a possibility of sharing the feeding with other brothers
on a shift basis. Although the ritual is meant for unmarried youths, a father can also take
the place of his son(s) at a couple of meals. A few individuals with wives and also other
family members may sometimes take part when they feel that their weak bodies could
benefit by participating in the tassiga feeding institution.
Tassiga feeding has a number of implications for a household’s food security.
Among the two pronounced advantages of tassiga feeding are developing the habit of
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saving money; and encouraging youths to work hard on-farm and as wage labourers in
slack seasons. The other important positive aspect of it is the moral issue, i.e. giving a
chance for the family members of very poor households to take part in feeding for free,
or by contributing a little through labour inputs during the preparation process.
However, when it comes to intra-household resource distribution, the practice of
tassiga seems unfair for two reasons. Firstly, the feeding excludes girls, whose
workload is much higher than the boys because the former are expected to work on
various domestic chores at home as well as in some farm activities. Secondly, the
expenses a household has to meet to ensure a boy’s participating in tassiga affects the
overall budget that is to be used for making food accessible to other household
members. As noted above, the community perception towards parents who do not allow
their children to participate in the ceremony compels them to pay for these children. In
this regard, having cash to hand when tassiga feeding takes place is not a necessity for
every participant since the relatively well off can cover the costs, to be repaid back upon
harvest. This, in itself, becomes a challenge in a situation of crop failure or poor
harvests.
Telamma
An interesting observation was made in relation to the agricultural calendar at the study
sites. Land preparation, which forms a crucial stage of the farm season calendar starts
only after the community members jointly observe a wedeja known as jahara. While
participation may not be a necessity for each household, they must make contributions
in the form of money. A selected elderly community member organizes a wedeja at the
home of a dacchi telammi – a person who undertakes the first cultivation in a season.
The person (male) is a well-respected elderly in a community who has inherited the
responsibility from his father. No one is allowed to cultivate before a telammi
announces that land cultivation in a given season has officially started. There is a belief
that crops grown on farm land cultivated before telamma will fail, and the owner will
also experience something bad, apart from the punishment he will face from community
council of village elderly. The decision taken to begin cultivation seems to be made by
individuals. However, in reality, a telammi waits for jahara to be held before he
undertakes his task the following day.
Although telamma has a social value for the people, it may have a number of
practical drawbacks with regards to land-use dynamics and the cropping calendar: It
limits individual creativity and differences; confines peasants to the context of rain-fed
situations; it does not leave room for converting one’s land from food crops to cash
crops; negates the micro-ecological, economic, and agronomic variations, such as soil
difference, microclimate, relief, individual endowment of draft power, and differences
in land preparation for a variety of crops, and the expenses that the community members
have to contribute may be problematic for the poor people.
Kaya
The sedentary peasants and the agro-pastoralists somewhat complement one another.
One of the ways by which sedentary peasants benefit from the agro-pastoralists is by
receiving milk cows on the basis of kaya. One out of ten households studied at Garbi
had received cows from the agro-pastoralists community through kaya. Two households
at Erenssa also had the opportunity of getting milk cows through kaya. Kaya is of
mutual benefit, because for the agro-pastoralists it is a way of dispersing livestock to
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overcome the problem of grazing land, while for a poor peasant it is a way to collect
milk and milk products in exchange for labour and pasture. Labour service offered by
the side of sedentary peasants is keeping and feeding cows and their offspring during
the whole period of agreement between the two parties. It is also a common practice
among agro-pastoralists to offer a bull to the sedentary peasants, for the purpose of
taming it for ploughing. This is of much help for households facing constraints in terms
of draft power.
Peasants assist each other financially upon the sudden death of milk cows or farm
oxen. When a peasant encounters a sudden death of a farm ox during land preparation,
he receives support in different ways. When such an event happens in a ‘good year’,
people immediately contribute a sizeable amount of money and buy to him a
replacement ox. This community–based safety net is known as hirppa. However, when
the money contributed is not sufficient to buy an ox in one season, people having their
own farm oxen will assist the victim in cultivating land.
Zekka and other forms of reciprocity
Some reciprocal relations exist among neighbours, the most notable being coffee
drinking and kamma (chewing chat in groups). These are practiced on daily basis, but
according to many informants at both sites, they are on the decrease as a result of the
deepening poverty at household level. Apart from these activities, people also meet at
occasional ceremonies such as weddings, holiday celebrations and deaths (mourning).
The reciprocal institutions have much significance beyond having meal and drinks
together. They function as opportunities to discuss what is going on in the localities
regarding some aspects of livelihood, and also for community members to share
experiences. They are the mini-meetings through which some village-based problems
will be discussed and resolved.
The destitute and other poor people also get support from relatively better-off
peasants. Zekka (the one-tenth share given to the poor) is a common practice. There are
many households who are able to feed themselves through maguguat (begging) from
peasants during harvest seasons. Many peasants at Garbi mentioned that they are no
longer offering zekka nowadays since what they produce cannot cover their own
households’ demand. The other forms of social support to the poor people include
offering cooked food or grains, assisting some in cultivating their lands freely, taking
their lands in a sharecropping arrangement, and giving opportunities for wage labour to
those who are able to work. There is also a social obligation to assist kins or persons
with whom one has a lineage. A few households get their means of subsistence from
their relatives. For instance, Hawa Nura is an elderly destitute who never purchases
grain from market. Instead, she supplements a small harvest from her farm with the
grain she obtains from two of her younger brothers, who live in another community
nearby.
5.2. Social and public transfers for enhancing household food security
Households/individuals that rely on transfers for their livelihoods are those that are
neither able to be directly engaged in production activities (agricultural and nonagricultural) or able to exchange their own endowments for other assets. Many factors
explain the inability to generate their own income: lack of access to productive labour
(due to illness, disability, old age, and, in the case of female-headed households, lack of
capable male labour, lack of access to draft power and landlessness). One or a
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combination of these factors could be a constraint to generating a viable means of
livelihood. Under these circumstances, people’s incomes should be based on transfers
from different sources, such as community-based social transfers, transfers from kins or
lineage (remittance), and transfers from formal institutions, particularly the state and
NGOs. The livelihood of households that survive on transfers is significantly different
from others who depend on production-based livelihoods, as the former are not certain
of obtaining income, either in cash or in kind.
Community-based transfers
Transfer of means of survival from community members to the needy people has many
forms. The major ones include:
i)
assistance in terms of labour for households who lack labour, but owing other
assets in activities such as crop harvesting and house construction;
ii)
assistance in the form of lending farm oxen or cultivating the lands of people
with no farm oxen under the jimmat temmada institution (Figure 3);
iii)
giving out zekka (in principle, about one-tenth) of own harvest for the needy
people; and
iv)
assistance in the form of providing cooked food and drinks during various
special occasions and ceremonies.
Transfers from kin
Several households depend on remittances for their survival, which might originate
from within the same community or from somewhere else, including remittances sent
from abroad. The cases of two households shown in Box 1 serve to illustrate how such
livelihoods depend on transfers from relatives.

Cases of households that survive on remittances
1. Hawa Hassen is 65-year-old woman living alone in the village of Erenssa. She mostly lives
on support in the form of grains she receives from her two brothers who live in the neighbouring
kebele. Hawa receives relief grain support in the years when it is given out in the community.
She very much likes the village of Erenssa and was not willing to be hosted at the house of one
of her brothers. She describes her attachment to the village thus: ‘Erenssa is my birth place,
where I got married and have lived my whole life. It is also where I lost all my children. It is a
place where I experienced a lot of sorrow and also pleasant events. So, how can I leave this
beloved community? I have decided that it is my body after death that has to be moved away
from this place’.
2. Zewude Yimam is a widow and also an inhabitant of Erenssa. She has three children: two
daughters (one married and living in the same village while the other has migrated to Djibouti)
and one son who was employed as a soldier many years ago. Her land was partly sold off and
the remaining was taken away from her by her brother-in-law. Zewude is totally dependent on
the remittances from her two children, the daughter in Djibouti and the soldier. The brother-inlaw also provides a limited amount of grain each year.
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Fig. 3. Neighbour peasants cultivating the land for a household not having farm oxen of
his own.

Transfers from state and NGOs
Government transfers are mainly through food provisions in the form of food-for-work
or free delivery in response to the early warning and food appeals, when some of the
community members need external food assistance. Although such interventions are
undertaken during years of severe food shortage, there were households in the two study
communities who reported that recently they have been receiving food assistance each
year. The survey indicated that a c.10% of the households in each community receive
free food handout every year during food-deficit months. The WVE, an NGO working
at both study kebeles, also transfers income to poor households in several ways. During
the early years of intervention, this NGO used to provide financial support and food
directly, as part of the households’ rehabilitation from the famine crises in the mid1980s. Among the principal direct provisions was money for the children of the targeted
poor households, and the provisions of a school uniform for every child in school as
well as all necessary stationery items. The provisions in connection with school had two
objectives. First, most households had not fully recovered from the famine crisis to be
able to afford the materials for sending their children to school. The second objective
was to make schools attractive to both the parents and their children. With the exception
of the financial support for a few children, all provisions were stopped recently. The
WVE claims to ‘shift from relief and rehabilitation interventions to development
activities aiming at enhancing household livelihoods’. The government actors argue that
the direct provision should be minimized or fully stopped since it has adverse
implications in terms of developing the feeling of dependency among the beneficiaries.
The community members on their part acknowledge the past and present interventions
by the WVE in many ways and have shown their interest in the continuance of direct
material support.
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6. Concluding remarks
The paper demonstrated the importance of looking at informal local institutions in order
to have a deeper understanding on livelihood and food security situation of people.
Eventually, the institutions covered in the study had two pertinent contexts, that is, faith
(belief) and economic. Among those institutions associated with people under study
world outlook include wedeja, fatimaye, telamma and abdoye. Wedeja having multiple
forms entails prayer for best wishes in relation to own family, community and wider
society, and health for livestock. They are carried out in best wishes of human life in all
respects. Abdoye and yeawure are prayers for saa (livestock) by the agro-pastoralists
wishing for good health of stock, impregnation at appropriate time, good weather
conditions and wishing for avoidance of all evil things. Good situations of saa means
better living conditions for agro-pastoralists.
Institutions such as kaya, kire, tassiga, zekka and hirppa were found to be more of
economic in essence. For instance, households become a member of kire as insurance in
view of getting material and psychological supports upon death of relatives. Tassiga is a
youth institution that aims at making them physically strong and efficient in the
forthcoming crop harvesting season. Hence, it has paramount importance both
psychologically and economically. Kaya is a mutual trust between sedentary peasants
and agro-pastoralists to off-set asset constraints from both parties. Generally, whatever
the case may be the people are convinced that involvement in one or more of
institutions contribute to their satisfaction as well as to the improvement of their living
conditions and food security status.
The paper also documents a multiple form of transfers that help much in the
livelihood and food security of the poor people. People, who for certain reasons, are
unable to involve in production activities get assistance from other community
members, from relatives somewhere else in the form of remittance, from government
and NGOs. The contribution of this paper to debate on food security issue is that it
shows the possibility to attain food security at household level depending on social and
public transfer. The observation challenges the thinking that those who are unable to
engage in production activities subsist under chronic food insecurity. The core
observation from this paper is consistent with the work of Bebbington (1999) in Latin
America that social capital is an asset through which people are able to widen their
access to resources and other actors.
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Glossary
Abdoye

-

Allah
Chat
Chitta
Dega
Duayi

-

Fatimaye
Hirppa

-

Injera
Jahara

-

Jemmat temeda

-

Kaddi/abaggar
Kamma
Kaya
Kire
Kola
Saa
Sollati
Tassiga

-

Telamma

-
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Prayers ritual held by agro-pastoralists every Wednesday for the
betterment of their livelihood
God
Cata edulis, a narcotic cash crop
Grasses or pasture
Highland agro-climate
Muslim prayers ritual for someone’s success, or for an
individual/ or group in a difficult situation
A ritual of prayers undertaken for a pregnant women
Financial donation from the community members to someone
whose farm oxen has died
Traditional Ethiopian pancake or bread
Wedeja ritual to be held before the start up of cultivation in a
season
Cultivation on Friday aimed at assisting individuals without farm
oxen or those unable to undertake their own land cultivation
A religious leader
Chat chewing individually or in a group
Give/receive livestock, mostly milk cows in trust
Community -based burial association
Lowland agro-climate
Livestock, mostly referring to cattle
Regular prayers of Muslim people
Feeding institution organized by unmarried young men annually
during autumn
Ritual -based start up of land cultivation in a season
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Urrane
Waqa
Wedeja
Weyna Dega
Yeawure

-

Zekka

-

Agro-pastoralists staying in Borkena wetland during dry season
God of Oromo people
Prayers ritual meant for different purposes
Midland agro-climate
Prayers ritual held by agro-pastoralists on Sundays for protecting
their saa from wildlife attack
Donation of about one-tenth of own crop harvests to the needy
and poor people
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Lessons from the Food-for-Work Experience of the 1970s and 80s:
The Case of Project Ethiopia 2488—Rehabilitation of Forest,
Grazing and Agricultural Lands
Yeraswork Admassie1
With the aim of drawing lesson from the country’s long experience with various resourcetransfer schemes, the paper discusses the case of a major food-for-work project that grew out
of the disastrous food and environmental crisis of the early1970s. It argues that the overall
feature of the project was a function of its dual aim: serving as both a mechanism of
providing food to needy households and a means of rehabilitating degraded lands. It discusses
interrelated aspects of the project, why the project was unable to mend its ways early on, and
also to what extent and why some of these lessons were considered or ignored in designing
subsequent resource-transfer-cum-watershed-management schemes.

Introduction
The Government of Ethiopia has recently launched yet another enormous resourcetransfer program aimed at achieving food security, namely, the Productive Social Safety
Net Initiative. Considering the country’s past experiences, there is no reason to believe
that this is going to be the last of its kind or that the current version is likely to continue
without revision. Ever since the mid-1970’s Ethiopia has been a home to various
resource-transfer programs aimed at addressing its chronic food shortage. Emergency
food handout, food-for-work, and cash-for-work have been tried separately or in
combination at different times under various programs. Food-for-Work (FFW)
programs were most common until they were replaced by what were called
Employment Generation Schemes (EGS) in the early-1990s. The latter in turn gave way
to the Safety Net Program of the late-1990s that was a forerunner of the current
Productive Social Safety Net Initiative. There were also, along side these, the Cash-forRelief programs undertaken by various NGOs. Yet, little attempt is made to
systematically draw lessons from past experiences for the purpose of better informing
current resource transfer programs. The modest aim of this paper is to contribute
towards filling this knowledge gap by drawing from the experiences of the MoA-WFP
Food-for-Work Project of the 70s and 80s lessons that are relevant for the present.
By mid-80s the MoA-WFP Food-for-Work ‘Project Ethiopia 2488— Rehabilitation
of Forest, Grazing and Agricultural Lands’ (hitherto referred to as the MoA-FFW
project) was arguably the largest long-term regular development project in Sub-Saharan
Africa. The project was funded by the UN-WFP and implemented by the MoA, and was
by far the largest FFW-driven project and the largest source of project food aid in the
country (WFP, July 1993: 6).
Over the 12 years since its inception in 1980 to 1992, the project channeled over
720,000 MT of wheat, 25,500 MT of vegetable oil, and a wide range of non-food items
(WFP, 1991: 4). The value of the food committed by WFP for the 15-year period (19751
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1990) was slightly over a quarter of a billion US dollars, making the project the largest
Food-for-Work project in Africa in terms of resources committed.
In the same period the project operated in 117 river catchments spread throughout the
country. In physical terms, its achievement was quite impressive although still too far
below what needed to be done. A large number of catchments were being treated
through various types of conservation measures and structures. In the course of a
decade, between 1976 and 1985, it is estimated that a total of some 600,000 km of soil
and stone bunds, and about 470,000 km of hillside terraces were constructed. During the
same period 80,000 hectares of steep slopes were closed for regeneration (GoPDRE,
March 1990).
However, already in the 80s, both MoA and WFP had become well aware of critical
problems in the project regarding the quality of the works, the inability of the project to
disengage from the older catchments and move into new areas, and above all the
sustainability of the assets it had helped create. To this end, WFP and MoA
commissioned a few studies (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985; Yeraswork, 1988), which
together with the large number of mid-term and full-term evaluation mission reports,
brought to light the looming threat to the operation of the project as well as to the
protection, expansion, and sustainable utilization and management of the assets that had
been created at a great cost to the donors, the national government, and the
"beneficiary" communities. However, the information that these studies provided, even
when put together with other studies on the subject, could not give a complete picture of
the situation in which the project found itself. What these reports conveniently failed to
do, we can now add with the advantage of hindsight, was to tie the factors that were
militating against sustainability and replicability to the oppressive socioeconomic and
political context of the rural Ethiopia of the 80s that were characterized by coercion,
dirigisme and instability— the main instruments of the recurrent land redistributions
and the forced rural transformation programs of villagization, cooperativization, and
resettlement.
Born out of the food crisis situation of the early-70s, and initially undertaken in a
quick tempo of expansion by the recurrent drought and famine that reached its
culmination with the great famine of the mid-80s, the MoA-FFW project was allowed
no space for a thorough self-appraisal and rectification. Hence, even the little that has
been learnt was not acted upon; and the project simply drifted more or less at automaticpilot until its operations came to a temporary halt one after the other, following the
speedy overrunning of the country by the forces of the Ethiopian Peoples’
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF). As sad as it may be, what followed in the
immediate aftermath of the EPRDF’s takeover, namely, the destruction of the assets that
had been realized at great financial and human costs was to prove beyond a shade of
reasonable doubt the unsustainabi1ity of the activities of the MoA-FFW project.
Genesis
As in the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa, Food-for-Work was introduced in Ethiopia in the
aftermath of a food crisis. Although reports indicate the existence of isolated and smallscale grain-payment-based undertakings in the then Ethiopian province of Eritrea and a
few other drought stricken places of the country as early as the 1960s, the true
beginnings of veritable FFW projects in this country had to await the disastrous famine
of 1972-73 (ONCCP, 1986).
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In Ethiopia, Food-for-Work actually started modestly during the famine of the early70s and expanded in leaps and bounds to acquire, by the end of the famine of the mid80s, a position of preeminence virtually throughout the highland rural areas. In 1972-75,
the Ministry of Agriculture carried out FFW conservation programs in five catchment
areas in the then Administrative Regions of Eritrea, Wollo, Tigray, and Hararghe using
18,500-25,000 MT of wheat and sorghum provided by the United Nations World Food
Program (UN/WFP). During the same period, the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission
(RRC), and a number of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) followed the MoA
and WFP in launching similar projects. In this way the number and popularity of
projects that provided food the needy in exchange for labor that was used in
implementing public works such as the rural roads essential for undertaking the
immediate relief work itself as well as the long-term conservation programs increased.
The famine of 1972-73 was significant for placing the cause of soil conservation and
afforestation on the agenda of the new military government which came to power in its
wake. The assertion that drought and famine are the results of environmental
degradation became official dogma, and the most important step taken by the new
regime vis-à-vis rural areas, namely, the proclamation providing for the nationalization
of rural lands of March 1975, created a conducive atmosphere for the implementation of
sweeping government programs— conservation programs included.
Soon after the nationalization of rural lands in 1975, and as part of the government's
emerging commitment to soil and water conservation, the FFW based program of
MoA/WFP that had started to operate in Eritrea, Wollo, Tigray, and Hararghe were
consolidated into two separate projects to be supported with a further 85,000 MT of
wheat and vegetable oil. Then, together with the end of the four-year project cycle in
1980, the MoA and WFP once again consolidated their activities by merging these two
projects into a single four-year project "for the rehabilitation of forests, grazing and
agricultural lands" (commonly referred to as Project-2488 in UN/WFP documents).
Project-2488 was more than a simple merger of earlier MoA/WFP activities, however. It
represented a huge expansion of the FFW-based undertaking in general and that of the
MoA and WFP partnership in particular. It was initially designed to be supported by
145,000 MT of wheat and oil. But the rate of activity was doubled such that the
earmarked commodities were distributed within less than the first two years,
precipitating a further expansion with the WFP committing and additional 250,000 MT.
The project also increased its geographical spread by expanding from the original three
Administrative Regions to operate in nine of the countries 14 Administrative Regions
within a spate of five years. Thus, by the time the famine of the mid-80s was about to
strike, FFW was already a permanent fixture of the physical and social landscape of the
food deficit countryside as well as the principal means of getting through land
rehabilitation/conservation works and activities related to them that were available to
rural development planners and practitioners.
The famine of 1984-85, which was more disastrous than previous famines both in
terms of severity and number of households affected, put further pressure to expand on
the already overburdened and overheating FFW engine. Not long after relief food was in
place and distribution was underway in earnest in 1985 – following the well-known
catastrophic delay was over, that is – the pressure to switch from free food distribution
aimed at saving lives to a strategy of employing food as a means of accomplishing
community-based public works started to build up once again and became unstoppable.
Thus, in addition to the already established FFW projects, many new ones appeared on
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the scene particularly as most NGOs that were active in the emergency relief effort
postponed their planned departure at the end of the famine switching their activities
from relief to rehabilitation – including environmental rehabilitation.
Assessing the MoA-FFW Project of the 1970s and 80s
Duality of Aim
The MoA-FFW project of the 70s and 80s was guided by the following two, equally
important aims:
– To provide incentive to farmers, primarily through the Peasant Associations; to
perform agreed upon activities and observe practices conducive to soil and water
conservation; and to introduce better methods of land use, and hence of land
productivity; and
– To improve the inadequate diets of the farmers and their dependents in areas where
drought/famine conditions are endemic and food is readily accepted in lieu of cash
wages (WFP, October-December 1990).
Although there is no essential contradiction between these aims of "feeding people" and
"getting some development work done", serious problems arose when it came to setting
project priorities over a period of time, given the fluidity of the contextual situations and
the demands thereof. In brief, the two could switch places as the country moved in and
out of what Julius Holt called periods of "emergency relief', "post-emergency
rehabilitation" and "regular project activity" (Holt, 1986: 29). In the case of the MoAFFW project of the 70s and 80s, there is no evidence that the project was being directed
on the basis of a clear and systematic appreciation of the different periods in which it
found itself at particular times thereby adjusting its priorities in accordance with the
demands of the changing circumstances.
The Conservation Activities of the Project
The conservation aim of the project was of two types. The first conservation aim of the
MoA-FFW project, at that time, was to arrest the erosion and leaching of topsoil by
slowing the pace and controlling the direction of the run-off from rainfall. To this end,
terraces were cut into hillsides, and lined with stones, check dams were constructed in
gullies, and contour stone and soil bunds were built on sloping fields. The second
conservation aim was improved water control by taking advantage of the greater water
penetration and retention capability of soil conservation structures as well as small-scale
river diversion and pond construction. Trees were also planted on terraced and unterraced hillsides, mainly as future sources of fuel and building material. Albeit on
experimental scale, fruit trees were also introduced in some catchments as were exotic
fodder-trees and grass that had the twin benefits of stabilizing the terraces and bunds on
which they were planted while making the much needed fodder and fuel available to
farmers. The above activities, together with the related work of tree nursery
development an access-road construction, took up the bulk of the FFW generated labor
in the 1970s and 80s. However, there were also a number of other secondary activities,
including the protection of springs, the digging of ponds and the cutting of fire-lines on
forestry sties.
The public works employed by the MoA-FFW project were highly labor-intensive,
with hardly any mechanical aids being used. This was in line with the dual objective of
the project as well as the fact that the single important resources available to the project
was food commodities to the extent that a small portion of the food had to be locally
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sold in order to cover the cost of its inland transportation. Thus, even the use of the few
very essential industrially processed materials (such as cement and plastic tubes used in
seedling production) was kept at the barest minimum.
Management and Operation
During the first half of the 1980s, i.e., until the MoA's reorganization in 1984, two
government units acted as the executive authorities of the project: one mainly
responsible for activities pertaining to soil and water conservation activities, and the
other primarily concerned with afforestation schemes. The first of these was The Soil
and Water Conservation Department (SWCD) which was one of the six technical
departments of the MoA. The second was the Forestry and Wildlife Conservation and
Development Authority (FaWCDA) which was an autonomous authority under the
MoA's brief (WFP, March 1983). Together with the reorganization of the MoA in 1984,
the new Community Forestry and Soil Conservation and Development Department
(CFSCDD), and the State Forestry Conservation and Development Department
(SFCDD) became responsible for soil conservation and afforestation, respectively
(WFP, May-June 1990).
In addition to being in charge of the Food Management Unit which gave it power to
administer the food commodities provided by WFP, the CFSCDD was responsible for
most of these activities, with the SFCDD playing only a supportive role. The CFSCDD
assumed responsibility for on-farm and off-farm soil conservation as well as community
forestry, whereas the SFCDD was engaged almost only with state forestry (WFP, MayJune 1989). Thus throughout the 80s, problems arising from overlapping responsibilities
and the lack of clear definition of authority created confusion almost at all levels. This
state of affairs was the source of the counterproductive rivalry between SWCD and
FaWCDA staff that was resumed by CFSCDD and SFCDD staff – particularly at the
field office level.
Moreover, project activities continued to be implemented without addressing
important issues of management such as the contribution of resources by local
communities, control of activities, and distribution of benefits expected to issue from
the project activities. Hence, even rules governing the distribution of payments, the
protection of project work, as well as those relating to outputs evolved and were
improvised upon on a contingency basis as needs arose. Thus, most of the rules were
informal having emerged on purely ad hoc basis and only few of them were handed
down by the executing agencies in the form of guidelines (Yeraswork and Solomon,
1985).
Geographical Coverage and Site Selection
With the exception of one or two forestry sites, the MoA-FFW Project sites were
located in the sedentary agricultural highlands as opposed to the lower-lying arid and
semi-arid rangelands where animal husbandry (usually through pastoralism) is the
principal productive activity and crop production is small-scale and sporadic – apart
from irrigation schemes. By the mid-80s the projected operated in 117 catchments that
were spread in 9 of the countries original 14 Administrative Regions. It was only the
Administrative Regions of Arssi, Bale, Keffa, Illubabor, and Wollega that had no MoAFFW project activity.
Obviously, the project's site selection was motivated by its dual aim of providing
food for needy households and the conservation/rehabilitation of land. Hence, the
regions in which the project operated and the particular catchments that were selected
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for treatment had both substantial numbers of households that needed food aid as well
as large tracts of degraded land requiring immediate attention. Even within the same
catchment, priority was given to PAs that topped the list on account of either food
shortage or level of land degradation, or still on a subjective evaluation reflecting a
tradeoff between the two (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1984).
Targeting
Obviously, site selection was the first step in the determination of potential participants.
Once the actual PA in which project activities were to start had been selected, decisions
concerning the categories of people to be included and those to be excluded were made
and on the basis of this the task of recruiting the actual workers was undertaken. The
1984 survey showed that there was no single uniform system of recruitment (or
participant selection mechanism) operating in all PA's, and the method of recruiting
participants fell into three categories: (1) strictly based on PA membership, (2) on the
basis of PA membership but with nonmembers being allowed to join in case of labor
shortage, and (3) an "open-for-all" recruitment in complete disregard of P A
membership. In general, the tendency was to spread the opportunity to participate as far
and as wide as possible in order to maximize the number of beneficiaries. The same
survey found that there was a level field regarding recruitment. Only very rarely were
the better-off formally excluded in favor of the poorest members of the communities,
and in spite of some isolated instances of favoritism, neither the poor were
discriminated against. The study found discriminatory and/or corrupt recruitment
practices in project areas where recruitment was not open to all members of the
communities and where the selection of participants was the prerogative of trainedfarmer-cadres who were in charge of most of the show (Yeraswork and Solomon,
1985).
Gender
Generally speaking, the MoA-FFW project of the 70s and 80s was somewhat lacking in
terms of gender balance or equity. Men invariably constituted the bulk of the cadre of
the project although the 1984 survey found women working as team leaders in onequarter of the PAs it covered. When it came to ordinary participation, women generally
formed a substantial proportion of the work-force, as did adolescents, and were paid at
the same level as men (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985: 57). The fact that recruitment
was household-based did not disfavor women as such.
However, targeting of participants is also influenced by type of activity or work,
which holds very true for targeting or lack of targeting, of women and as it is in the case
of vulnerable groups such as the old. In the case of the MoA-FFW project, once women
were on the work site they were given lighter work, but not treated differentially, say by
being provided with extra time for household care (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985:57)
Watershed Management and Planning
Throughout the 70s and the 80s, and until it was replaced by the Local-Level
Participatory Planning Approach (LLPPA) in the early 90s, the principal physical
planning approach of the project was watershed management. This approach involved
four groups of activities, namely, on-farm and off-farm soil conservation measures,
hillside afforestation/closures, and road construction. The units of treatment were
rainfall catchments, which were divided into a series of sub-catchments that constituted
the basic units of management of the project.
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What this watershed management meant in reality was that project technicians
designed conservation measures by focusing on the watershed as a whole and following
technical criteria, and proceeded to get them implemented with the labor of work gangs
that moved around from site to site working under their direction and supervision. The
needs and requirements of the particular field as well as the interest, preferences and
labor of the owner of the field were immaterial to the large-scale undertaking. What
mattered was the treatment of the catchment, the watershed. It was towards conservation
structures that have materialized on their fields under such top-down practice that the
project naively expected farmers to develop a sense of ownership and to demonstrate
this by protecting and upgrading them.
Thus, as shown by the 'Impact and Sustainability' study, integrated land use and
watershed management planning was unfortunately not employed by the project.
Furthermore, the technicians that were working in the catchments were adequately
trained and experienced for the routine work of soil conservation and afforestation but
not for the task of leading integrated land-use management (Yeraswork, 1988).
Public Works or Community Works?
The MoA-FFW project of the 70s and 80s was undertaken by making use of the socalled Peasant Associations, which were in fact the lowest organs of state
administration. PA leaders facilitated the handing over of hillsides for project works,
called residents to FFW briefing-meetings, and legitimized payment distributions
through their presence. However, most of these works or activities of the project could
hardly qualify as "community works" in terms of scale, management, access to benefits,
and sense of ownership. They were "public works" that were made out to look like
"community works" for the consumption of the donor community—a contention that is
further supported by the fact that some of the labor elicited through FFW was expended
on officially delineated state forests (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985).
Technical Input and Extension Work
The 1988 'Impact and Sustainability' study found that the technicians that were working
in the catchments were adequately trained and experienced for the routine work of soil
conservation and afforestation but not for the task of integrated land-use management.
Experts and development agents were often overburdened with responsibilities that
include not only technical planning and monitoring, but also the handling of food
payment. Moreover, they were too few to effectively deal with the routine work; and
this has led to attempts at filling the gap through farmers training programs (Yeraswork,
1988).
The technicians, as a result, were found making use of, and becoming increasingly
dependant on the trainee-assistants recruited from among locals with some basic
education and training in conservation work. The latter played an important role, but, on
occasions, appeared to have undue influence in the day-to-day running of the project
(Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985). Although these trainees partly passed down what they
had been taught to their fellow farmers, grass-roots farmers were not found to be
knowledgeable regarding the project's activities. In particular, ordinary farmers were
left ignorant of how the project activities related to themselves and their communities,
what they were meant to bring about, and what steps were next in line.
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Involvement and Role of Local-Level Authority
The 1984 survey found that PA leaders, let alone ordinary project beneficiaries, had no
role in the planning of project activities. Few of the PA leaders were initially active in
approaching the MoA to start FFW based conservation work in their area, and the
overwhelming majority claimed that they had no say in the type of activities that were
undertaken—not even by way of consultation. The PA Executive Committees figured
importantly at the start of project activities, as the project could not have gained a
foothold in the area under their respective jurisdiction without their agreement. But once
the project was firmly established in their respective dominions, they were generally
sidelined and played, at the maximum, a consultative role. If any of the executive
committee members continued to figure importantly in the affairs of the project, this
was done on individual basis and by way of enticing influential people into the FFW
fold. In fact, the 1984 survey had warned against the emergence of a “project” power
structure parallel to and undermining the legitimate PA leadership that was at least an
elected body for whatever that was worth.
Payment
The most outstanding problem of the MoA-FFW program at the time data were being
collected for the survey, a period that coincided with the worst and unattended stage of
the 1984-85 famine, related to long delays in payment distributions (Yeraswork and
Solomon, 1985). During the rainy season (kiremt) of 1984, FFW participants in Wollo
were dying from hunger while they were owed food payment by the project, which by
that time had totally exhausted its grain reserves in Wollo and was unable to transport
additional grain from other parts of the country or inland from overseas. Arguably, the
amounts of grain and edible oil that were owed to project participants in Wollo might
have been of small orders to make a difference. But speculations of this nature are
inhuman and too transparent to provide plausible excuse. What is important is that
people were allowed to die without getting the food payment they were owed and which
was, according to the contract that was concluded between the project and their
respective PA's, legally theirs2. The simple truth is that the project failed its
“beneficiaries” at their worst hour— a terrible tragedy that should never be allowed to
take palace.
When available, food payment was distributed in a transparent manner in the
presence of PA Executive Committee members that were involved in the capacity of
overseers and signatories of the distribution (though often by delegation of authority).
Participants considered the food payment distributions as being generally equitable and
orderly (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985), although it was possible for beneficiaries to
have overlooked some potential complaints of underpayment in the 1984 survey
focusing rather on the issue of long delays in payment that was their pressing concern at
the time.
As regards the form of payment (food or cash), the 1984 survey found that around
90% of the beneficiaries preferred food to cash payment. This did not come as a surprise
considering the acute shortage of food that beneficiaries were experiencing at the time
of the survey (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985: 85). When it came to the amount of the
2

One of the heart-wrenching stories that I was told in August 1984 in Wollo was about project
participants, who, when faced with eminent death, did not forget to include in their will the food
payment that was owed to them by the project.
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payment, however, almost half of the responding beneficiaries believed that the 3 kg of
grain and 120g of oil was low for a day’s labor (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985: 89).
The large majority of participants claimed to directly consume all the wheat they
earn on FFW, while oil was appreciated as an addition to the diet, but was frequently
sold in order to buy more grain in particular. However, the survey’s enquiry into
household budget suggested that on average the sale of FFW items accounted for less
than 5% of the total cash income of participant families (Yeraswork and Solomon,
1985: 91).
Benefits and Sustainability of Project Activities
Hard data with which to gauge the impact of the project's conservation activities in
terms of improving the agricultural resource-base in general, and in terms of tangible
increases in levels of crop-yields, availability of fodder and firewood and construction
materials were either totally unavailable or remained inadequate. What was learnt in this
regard through the few studies that were undertaken towards the end of the 80s must be
taken with a pinch of salt as these studies were of decidedly limited scope and since all
of them relied on ‘opinion data’ that reported farmers’ perceptions (for example,
Yeraswork, 1988: 37-40; Poluha, 1990: 43-5; Alemneh, 1990: 115-6; WFP, November
1990: 1; WFP, October-December 1990).
(a) Hillsides Tree Plantation and Closure: Although most of the trees that were
planted by the project were still young in 1988, some were old enough to be used,
according to the findings of the 'Impact and Sustainability' study. However, none had
been used that far, as access to them was blocked on various pretexts, but in reality
mainly due to the uncertainty surrounding the ownership of the different types of forest
and the absence of management plans. Local people had not derived any tangible
benefit from the tree plantations other than in the form of their secondary contribution
of flood control; and therefore had not come to value and care for the trees.
Consequently, the study concluded that it was unlikely that the communities would
continue the maintenance of plantations.
Grass that abounded in the project hillside closures was in most cases used by the
fanners in a fairly equitable manner although the management procedures were quite
irregular. However, as there were no separate sectors for tree plantations and grass
production, and as the closures were being planted with more and more trees, grass
yields were already showing signs of decline. Almost nothing had been done by 1988
towards the propagation of improved varieties of grasses for the closures. Hence, the
study concluded that the sustained production of grass was also unlikely, if the practices
current at the time were allowed to continue unmodified.
(b) On-farm Conservation Activities: The 1984 survey had made it clear that that
whatever the long term benefit of the works undertaken by the project, some elements
could be regarded by farmers as incurring them with immediate losses precisely because
of the land-hunger that was already acute at the time. Reduction of cultivated area by as
much as 10% on account of the construction of stone and soil bunds on fields, and loss
of grazing and foraging areas to hillside closures and hillside terracing/planting had
serious impacts on the livelihood of farmers that were precariously clinging on
subsistence farms. (Note that the same survey had turned up a mean family size of 5.8
and a mean family landholding of just under 0.9 hectare, indicating a mean per capita
landholding of 0.16 hectare).
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The 1988 study, which focused on the impact and sustainability of project activities
and assets, on the other hand, found that in the opinion of project beneficiaries and
technicians – and as confirmed by the study team’s own observation – the project had a
positive impact on crop-production mainly due to the on-farm structures. It revealed that
farmers had come to appreciate the value of the on farm activities and generally repaired
minor breakages of their own bunds. However, in most cases, overall and
comprehensive maintenance of on-farm structures requiring several hands were being
carried out by the project and with food payment incentive. This and the fact that the
project had no plan for its phasing out had not helped the communities to develop the
capacity to carry out the overall and comprehensive types of maintenance that required
collective action. In light of this, the on-farm activities of the project were judged
unlikely to last if the project’s inputs were to be withdrawn immediately.
(c) Road Construction: Some of the roads constructed through the project
interconnected not only the project's activity sites but also residential, administrative
and economic centers within the communities, with one another and with towns and
highways beyond them. The latter type of road is usually put to multi-purposes and
maintained by the communities who are confident of their capacity to do the same in the
future. Those project roads that only serve the project’s activity sites, on the other hand,
were all maintained by the project and with food payments, and the members of the
communities categorically rejected any possibility of these roads being maintained by
them.
For all the above reasons, as the project was heading towards the end of the 80s, the
sustainability of its activities was in serious doubt. But this was a grave matter since
sustaining an intervention once it has started is particularly crucial in the field of
environmental rehabilitation. Paradoxically, during the initial phase of their
construction, most conventional soil conservation structures entail the destabilization of
the very environment that they are meant to conserve in the long run. The single
exception to this is the measure known as ‘hillside closures’ in which case a whole
hillside or a part of a hillside is simply shut off and kept off-limits to animals and
humans. Otherwise, all other measures such as hillside terracing, soil and stone bunding,
the building of artificial waterways, and even tree planting presuppose some sort of
digging which leads to the removal of the vegetative cover and disturbs the top-soil. To
start with one or another conservation treatment only to abandon it in midstream, before
it is well established and stabilized, can only compound the damage that is already
being done to the land. Not only choosing the right route but also the staying on course
was important. Hence, the sustained adoption of conservation measures is central to soil
conservation and land reclamation.
Project Output and Slow Expansion
The output of the MOA-FFW project in terms of the amount of assets that were created
was massive. Around the mid-80s, about 600,000 hectares of land were said to have
been treated with conservation measures (Yeraswork and Solomon, 1985: 3). Yet, by
some estimates the treated catchments represented only 2% of the total degraded land in
the country requiring equal attention (WFP, October-November 1990:2). Less
accessible but more degraded areas in the country were left unattended (Harrison, 1987:
128-9), due to four limiting factors: (a) availability of food commodities, (b)
organizational and technical capacity of the implementing agency, (c) availability of
labor in exchange for food payment or simply the number of needy households, and (d)
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the scale of conservation activities and public works to be undertaken (a factor that
includes the availability of land suitable for conservation works). The first two factors
were crucial and the third was quite important; whereas the forth factor carried little
wait in the sense that it could be elicited or “be made to happen” more-or-less at will
albeit at a great cost in terms of the efficient use of resources. As the first two are finite
resources, a more rapid expansion of the MoA-FFW project was constrained by the
failure of the program to disengage from one project area in order to move over to
another. In the absence of both a commitment to turn the responsibility for the activities
over to the communities and plans for phasing out food-aid, the MoA remained stuck in
the original project areas, pouring more and more resources to cover the cost of the
maintaining and protecting its initial investments, which were important to it as showcases.
As time went by, even the technical soundness of the innovations, the durability of
the soil conservation structures and the survival and growth rates of planted seedlings in
particular came under question. The rate of damage of soil conservation structures was
found to be between 5 and 25% in the first year of their construction (WFP, October November 1990:2). Having snowballed together with the expansion of the project, the
protection of assets had become one of the major tasks of the project in the final years
of the 1980s.
Impact and Sustainability
The ‘Impact and Sustainability’ Study of 1988 was able to go beyond establishing that
the project was irreversibly dependent on continued external input. It identified the
immediate factors behind the project’s woes, as well as the basic stumbling blocks on its
sustainability that needed to be removed. Thus, the study recommendations read,
verbatim, as follows (Yeraswork Admassie, 1988: ii). That project management:
– addresses the chronic need for integrated watershed management planning and
implementation;
– initiates plans for phasing out of food-aid, while providing for gradually
strengthening the communities’ capacity for collectively maintaining physical
structures and related off-farm works, and for continuing activities;
– works towards the removal of ambiguous ownership rights, in particular of forested
areas; and
– bases the future direction of project activities on community needs and priorities as
revealed in the course of participatory planning.
Conclusion
It is crystal clear from the foregoing, that MoA-FFW project management, the executing
agency and the donor organization, have been made well aware of the understanding
that proper planning and clear ownership rights as well as peoples’ participation were
needed if the project activities were to be owned, developed and sustained by the
people. Two of the recommendations of the 1988 impact and sustainability study were
kind of acted upon through the adoption of the Local-Level Participatory Planning
Approach (LLPPA) beginning in the early 1990s. However, even this was quite wanting
since the adoption of a genuine “integrated watershed management planning and
implementation” and basing the “direction of project activities on community needs and
priorities that are revealed in the course of participatory planning” are contingent upon
“the removal of ambiguous ownership rights” in particular.
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Why then, were these recommendations not acted upon? It is clear to most of us now,
that these recommendations, to say the least, were unrealistic and “ahead of their time”
considering the nature and policies of the government of the day. But one cannot help
wondering why these same recommendations have remained eluding after the regime
change of 1991 and the accompanying policy reforms of the last 15 years. This even
more surprising considering the fact that later studies and recommendations (for
example, EFAP 1992; Yeraswork, 1995/2000) have underlined the impossibility of
bringing about secured “tree tenure” before resolving the problem of insecurity of land
tenure; and also the importance of the latter in creating the necessary atmosphere for
genuine participatory development.
Nonetheless, it would be appropriate to mention here that there are encouraging signs
that the central and regional governments have started to move slowly in the right
direction of officially sanctioning the emergence of secured individual and group rights
to land and land-based assets such as trees. Thus, the issue of tenure security, which had
remained a taboo in government circles until recently, is now being partially attended
through a pilot land certification program operating in four of the largest national states
of the country. Also, the practice of giving certified title to hillsides to groups of farmers
which will use and manage them as group plantations is becoming wide spread. All of
these, however, are only telltale signs of a positive development in the making that
cannot yet be taken for granted.
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Rainfall variability and crop production in Ethiopia
Case study in the Amhara region
Woldeamlak Bewket1
Ethiopian agriculture is mostly rainfed, whereas inter-annual and seasonal rainfall
variability is high and droughts are frequent in many parts of the country. Rainfall
variability has historically been a major cause of food insecurity and famines in the country.
Surprisingly, however, the relationships between rainfall variability and fluctuations in
agricultural production at regional and sub-regional scales have not been studied in detail.
The objective of this study was to analyze rainfall variability and trends, and examine
vulnerability of food grain production to rainfall variability in the Amhara region of
Ethiopia.

1. Introduction
Agriculture is the source of livelihood to the overwhelming majority of Ethiopia’s
population. It employs over 80% of the labour force and contributes ~45% to the
national GDP, on average. The Ethiopian agriculture is characterized by extreme
dependence on rainfall, low use of modern agricultural inputs and low output levels. For
instance, the use of chemical fertilizers in 1999/2000 was only ~35 kg ha-1 on average
(Tadesse, 2002), irrigated land accounts for < 2% of the total cultivated land of the
country and crop yields oscillate around 1.2 t ha-1 (Befekadu and Berhanu, 2000). The
amount and temporal distribution of rainfall is generally the single most important
determinant of interannual fluctuations in national crop production levels (Mulat et al.,
2004). According to von Braun (1991), for instance, a 10% decrease in seasonal rainfall
from the long-term average generally translates into a 4.4% decrease in the country’s
food production. Rainfall in much of the country is, on the other hand, often erratic and
unreliable; and rainfall variability and associated droughts have historically been major
causes of food shortages and famines (Wood, 1977; Pankhurst and Johnson, 1988).
Even though rainfall variability and drought are not new a phenomenon in Ethiopia, its
frequency of occurrence has reportedly increased during the past a few decades
(Ketema, 1999). Yet in Ethiopia, very few studies have considered in detail the
relationships between crop yields and rainfall characteristics. At the national scale the
link between drought and crop production has been documented (e.g. von Braun, 1991),
but the detail of specific events at regional and sub-regional scales, however, remains
contested with debate about the interactions and importance of confounding factors such
as the civil war, land tenure, poverty and long-term environmental change (Desalegn,
1991; de Waal, 1994). Indeed, statistical associations between rainfall and crop
production at sub-regional scales have not been studied in any detail.
The impact of rainfall on crop production can be related to its total seasonal amount
or its intra-seasonal distribution. In the extreme case of droughts, with very low total
1
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seasonal amounts, crop production suffers the most. But more subtle intra-seasonal
variations in rainfall distribution during crop growing periods, without a change in total
seasonal amount, can also cause substantial reductions in yields. This means that the
number of rainy days during the growing period is as important, if not more, as that of
the seasonal total. Jackson (1989) notes that even in wet locations rainfall variability at
the daily time scale is critical to plant growth, particularly in the early part of the rainy
season before soil moisture reserves have been built up. Generally, the effect of rainfall
variability on crop production varies with types of crops cultivated, types and properties
of soils and climatic conditions of a given area.
The aim of this study was to analyze rainfall variability at annual and seasonal time
scales and examine vulnerability of food grain production to rainfall variability by using
the Amhara region as a case study site. The specific objectives were to: i) examine local
scale rainfall variability and trend by using data from a relatively dense network of
stations, and ii) assess the magnitude of relationships between rainfall and crop
production in the region. The following section presents a brief description of the study
area and the data sources and methods of analysis employed in the study. This is
followed by the results and discussions, and conclusions sections, respectively.
2. Materials and methods
2.1. The Amhara National Regional State (ANRS): a brief description of study area
The ANRS is located in the north-western and north-central parts of Ethiopia (fig. 1). It
has a total area of ~170,000 km2, which is divided into 11 administrative zones
(provinces) and 105 woredas (districts). Subsistence agriculture is the principal
economic activity in the ANRS. The subsistence agriculture in the region is
characterised by a mixed farming system where crop production and livestock rearing
are practised concurrently by farming households. Crop production accounts for the
lion’s share in annual incomes of households. Owing to the variegated agroecological
conditions prevailing in the region, different types of crops are produced: cereals,
pulses, oil seeds, and horticultural crops. Cereals occupy the largest area under the
crops. CSA (2001) estimated that 81% of the total cultivated land, which is estimated at
4.2-4.3 million ha (BoRD, 2003), was under cereals in the 2000/01 cropping year.
During the same year, the shares of pulses and oil seeds were 12.5% and 6.5% of the
total area under crops, respectively. Tef and sorghum are predominant among the
cereals, whilst faba bean, chickpea and field pea are the pulses extensively grown. There
are two cropping seasons in the region- the meher season (by using the kiremt rains) and
the belg season (by using the belg rains). The meher season is the main cropping season
and it accounts for the overwhelming proportion of the total area cultivated and annual
crop production. For instance, 91% of the total cultivated area was cropped during the
meher season in 2000/01 cropping year (CSA, 2001).
Land degradation and drought are the major physical challenges to agriculture in the
ANRS. The rugged topography, expansion of cultivation into steeplands owing to
increasing population pressure, intense grazing pressure, and torrential rains are linked
with land degradation mainly due to soil erosion by water. According to Lakew et al.
(2000), 10% of the total area of the ANRS suffers from annual soil loss rates of >200
t/ha, and 29% of the total area experiences soil loss of 51-200 t/ha per year. In the
remaining area, annual soil loss rates are 16-50 t/ha (in 31% of total area) and <16 t/ha
(in 30% of total area). These estimates are, however, based on plot scale measurements
and should be interpreted with caution as there are methodological problems associated
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with their scaling-up to larger areas. Agricultural drought is the other major problem in
the Amhara region. Out of the 105 woredas in the region, 48 are drought-prone and
food-deficit; crop production in these woredas on average meets only 62% of the
requirements for food assuming a daily food requirement of 2100 Kcal per capita (~225
kg of cereals per person per annum) (BoRD, 2003). The eastern parts of the region are
particularly affected by recurrent droughts. According to USAID (2000:3), “there has
been no single year since 1950 where there was no drought in this part of the region”.
This statement is however not based on analysis of climatological records; it probably
refers to the persistent problem of food insecurity in the area. Droughts often translate
into food shortages and famines in the region because of the heavy dependence of
agricultural production on natural rainfall. Irrigated agriculture is negligible in the
ANRS, although 500,000 ha of land are considered to be suitable for irrigation
agriculture (IWMI, 2004).
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Figure 1. The ANRS and location of the 12 stations used in the study.
2.2. Data sources and methods of analysis
The data used for the study were historical rainfall records and time series data on area
coverage, production and yield of cereals during the meher season. The rainfall data
were collected from the Ethiopian National Meteorological Services Agency. Relatively
long rainfall records were obtained for 12 stations, with a reasonably good geographic
distribution to cover the study area (fig. 1). Station records span from 1975 to 2003, and
years with missing data were not included in the analysis. The agricultural statistics,
aggregated at the level of Administrative Zones, were collected from the Central
Statistical Authority for the 1994-2003 decade. The study considered only the meher
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season because well over 90% of the total cultivated land of the region is cropped
during this season.
Various methods of data analysis were employed in the study. Analysis of the
rainfall data involved characterizing long-term mean values, and calculation of indices
of variability and trends at monthly, seasonal and annual time steps. The coefficient of
variation and the Precipitation Concentration Index (PCI) were used as statistical
descriptors of rainfall variability. The PCI values were calculated as given by Oliver
(1980);
PCI = 100*[ΣPi2/ (ΣPi)2]
Where Pi is the rainfall amount of the ith month; and Σ = summation over the 12
months.
According to Oliver (1980), PCI values of less than 10 indicate uniform monthly
distribution of rainfall, values between 11 and 20 indicate high concentration, and
values of 21 and above indicate very high concentration.
The least squares regression technique was used to quantify trend in annual and
seasonal rainfall and the Spearman’s rho test was used to test statistical significance of
trend. Standardized anomalies of rainfall were calculated and used to assess frequency
and severity of droughts, as in Agnew and Chappel (1999);
S = [Pt - Pm]/ σ
Where, S = standardized rainfall anomaly.
Pt = annual rainfall in year t.
Pm = long-term mean annual rainfall, over a given period of observation.
σ = standard deviation of rainfall over the period of observation.
The drought severity classes are extreme drought (S < -1.65), severe drought (-1.28 > S
> -1.65), moderate drought (-0.84 > S > -1.28), and no drought (S > -0.84). The class
intervals correspond with the 95, 90, and 80 percentiles assuming that annual rainfall
data are normally distributed.
The monthly rainfall series of all the stations were used to calculate an areal average
rainfall for the region as follows (Nicholson, 1985);
Rj = Ij-1Σ Xij
Where Rj is areally integrated rainfall for year j; Xij is rainfall at station i for year j and Ij
is the number of stations available for year j. Variability and trend in the areal rainfall
were also examined using the same methods.
Correlation and regression were used to examine relationships between monthly and
seasonal rainfall and crop production. The patterns of inter-annual rainfall variability
and fluctuations in cereal production are also presented graphically to gain a better
insight into rainfall-crop production relationships in the region. It is important to note
here that consideration of production of cereals will be more appropriate than yield in
investigating the influence of rainfall variability, because the latter can miss out impacts
of extreme climatic conditions involving severe droughts that might lead to
abandonment of planted areas prior to harvest. In other words, total production
aggregates impacts of climate on both production and yields and harvested areas and
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thus has greater economic relevance than yield. Further, amount and temporal
distribution of rainfall also has influence on area cultivated in a given year.
3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Rainfall variability and trends
3.1.1. Seasonal patterns of rainfall
The annual total rainfall in the highlands of the ANRS varies from slightly over 770 mm
in Lalibela to more than 1660 mm in Chagni (Table 1). Only three stations (DebreBirhan, Gorgora and Lalibela) experience annual rainfall amounts of less than 1000
mm. Three stations (Chagni, Dangla and Debre Tabor) receive more than 1500 mm of
rainfall per year. Rainfall is unimodal in most of the region; and bimodal in the Wello
highlands. Much of the rainfall is concentrated in the four months of the kiremt season.
The rainfall shows moderate interannual variability as shown by the coefficients of
variations (Table 1). Generally the belg (small rainy season, March-May) and the bega
(dry season, October-February) rainfalls are much more variable than the kiremt (main
rainy season, June-September) rainfall. A similar conclusion - that belg and bega
rainfalls are more variable than kiremt rainfall- was arrived at by Engida (1999) in his
study that analyzed rainfall data from 419 stations throughout the country. Engida
(1999) also reported that rainfall variability is higher in areas of low annual rainfall.
The contribution of kiremt rainfall to the annual total ranges from 64% in Combolcha
(in the eastern part of the ANRS) to nearly 85% in Gorgora (in the north-western part).
Belg rainfall makes a considerable contribution to the annual total in the more easterly
stations of Combolcha, Dessie, Kemissie and Lalibela. The extreme concentration of
rainfall can also be seen from the contribution of the single largest monthly total to
annual total rainfall at each of the stations. The highest monthly totals generally account
for a very high proportion of the annual totals and range from 23% in Chagni to nearly
40% in Lalibela. The calculated PCI shows that rainfall in the ANRS is generally
characterized by high to very high monthly concentration (PCI values ranged from 17%
in Chagni, Dangla and Debre Markos to 27% in Lalibela).
Table 1. Annual and seasonal rainfall (mm), coefficient of variation the Precipitation
Concentration Index (PCI), 1975-2003.
Annual
Kiremt
mean CV
mean
CV
Bahr Dar
1445 0.17
1214
0.18
Chagni
1665 0.12
1252
0.11
Combolcha
1045 0.17
669
0.23
Dangla
1542 0.14
1165
0.14
Debre Birhan
893 0.13
691
0.17
Dessie
1193 0.16
787
0.23
Debre Markos
1349 0.12
978
0.12
Debre Tabor
1580 0.18
1253
0.19
Gondar
1110 0.17
876
0.22
Gorgora
959 0.21
815
0.25
Kemissie
1063 0.23
675
0.27
Lalibela
772 0.22
594
0.29

Station

Belg
mean
115
174
230
183
139
251
208
156
140
93
219
136

CV
0.68
0.50
0.40
0.50
0.35
0.44
0.41
0.54
0.48
0.60
0.56
0.58

Bega
mean
121
252
143
178
60
163
162
160
109
68
150
53

CV
0.55
0.34
0.53
0.46
0.61
0.50
0.55
0.67
0.49
1.47
0.63
0.97

PCI
(%)
22
17
18
17
24
18
17
20
20
22
20
27
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3.1.2. Annual and seasonal rainfall trend and variability
For the period 1975-2003, annual rainfall shows negative trend in four out of the 12
stations and positive trend in eight of the stations (Table 2). The positive trends at
Dessie (128 mm/decade) and at Lalibela (101 mm/decade) are statistically significant at
less than 0.01 and 0.05 levels, respectively. The positive trends in annual rainfall at
Bahir Dar, Combolcha, Debre Birhan, Debre Markos and Kemissie are also high,
though not statistically significant due to large inter-annual fluctuations. For the kiremt
rainfall, increasing trends at Dessie and Lalibela are statistically significant. The other
significant trends are the decreasing kiremt rainfall at Debre Tabor and the decreasing
belg rainfall at Dangla (both to < 0.1 significance level).
Table 2. Annual and seasonal rainfall trend during 1975-2003.
Station
Annual
Kiremt
Trend
Trend
rho
rho
B-Dar
45
0.17
42
0.16
Chagni
-24
-0.17
-12
-0.12
Combolcha
51
0.26
60
0.27
Dangla
-22
-0.03
12
0.36
D-Birhan
62
0.20
73
0.23
***
Dessie
128
0.62
107
0.48***
D-Markos
55
0.26
33
0.26
D-Tabor
-103
-0.28
-101
-0.40*
Gondar
-36
-0.02
-29
-0.04
Gorgora
29
0.12
11
0.13
Kemissie
34
0.21
30
0.11
**
Lalibela
101
0.47
104
0.45**

Belg
Trend
8
-4
-15
-19
-23
2
6
25
-19
-10
5
-19

rho
0.09
-0.12
-0.16
-0.56*
-0.16
-0.04
0.04
0.23
-0.28
-0.01
0.04
0.09

*

Significant at 0.1 level; **Significant at 0.05 level; ***Significant at 0.01 level
Trend: in mm /10 years
Rho:
Spearman’s rho

3.1.3. Areal rainfall indices for the region
The annual average areal rainfall in the Amhara region is 1194 mm, with a standard
deviation of 124 mm and coefficient of variability of 10.4%. The anomalies in the
annual and seasonal areal rainfalls are shown in figure 2. The rainfall in the region is
characterized by alternation of wet years and dry years in a periodic pattern. Of the 29
years of observation, 17 years (59%) recorded below the long-term average annual
rainfall amount while 12 years recorded above average. Most of the negative anomalies
have occurred during the 1980s (8 of 17). Between 1978 and 1992 the annual rainfall
has been below the long-term mean, excepting the years of 1980 and 1988 when rainfall
was slightly above the mean, and 1991 for which no records were available at many of
the stations because of the political instability in the country in that year. The 1984
rainfall amount emerges as the lowest on record in the region, showing the worst
drought year in the country’s modern history. It was a culmination of droughts that
started in 1978. Rainfall has shown some recovery since the 1990s, from the low values
of the 1980s, but drier conditions have been experienced in 2002 and 2003. According
to drought assessment method by Agnew and Chappel (1999), there have been four
drought years during 1975-2003 in the Amhara region, with varying severity. There
were two extreme (1984 and 1987), one severe (1990) and one moderate (1992) drought
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years, which together represent 14% of the total number of observations. Once again,
the year 1984 stands out as the worst year, with a standardized rainfall anomaly of 2.75. In contrast, 1996 was the wettest year in the region over the period of record
followed by the year 2000.

Figure 2. Deviations of annual and seasonal rainfalls from long-term averages
(bold line- 3-yrs moving average)

3.2. Rainfall-crop production relationships
Table 3 presents summary statistics on cereal production in the ANRS during the period
1994-2003. Tef (Eragrostis tef), the staple food crop in many parts of the region, is the
most important cereal in terms of area cultivated as well as total production, followed
by sorghum. In terms of yield, maize has the largest one. Sorghum exhibits the largest
year-to-year variability in terms of area cultivated, total production and yield compared
to the other cereals. This high inter-annual variability is caused mainly by inter-annual
variability in rainfall. As sorghum is cultivated in semiarid and arid parts of the region,
it is particularly vulnerable to the vagaries of weather. During agro-meteorologically
drier years, both area planted (and thus production) and yield per unit of cultivated land
become lower than average.
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Table 3. Summary statistics on area cultivated (000 ha), production (‘000 Qt)
and yield (Qtha-1) of cereals in the ANRS, 1994-2003.
Area
Minimum
Maximum
Mean
CV (%)
Production
Minimum
Maximum
Mean
CV (%)
Yield
Minimum
Maximum
Mean
CV (%)

Tef

Barley

Wheat

Maize

Sorghum

Millet

Total

744.4
949.3
852.2
7.5

220.7
357.2
285.0
14.2

185.8
332.6
268.0
17.7

226.5
377.8
285.5
16.2

303.4
626.2
428.2
22.2

136.4
273.8
177.5
21.8

1899.7
2632.0
2296.4
9.3

5190.0
7685.4
6795.3
12.9

1997.5
3671.1
2583.7
21.2

2071.9
4145.7
2896.3
23.7

3148.8
6488.8
4945.1
23.4

2533.0
8021.2
4946.1
31.7

898.6
2180.2
1626.9
20.4

18180.7
27385.1
23793.4
15.4

6.9
9.0
8.0
9.2

7.4
11.4
9.0
13.5

8.9
13.4
10.8
14.2

13.9
21.5
17.2
12.8

6.9
13.2
11.4
16.9

6.6
10.8
9.2
14.5

-

Results of correlation analysis between monthly, seasonal and annual areal average
rainfalls and cereal production are given in Table 4. Tef, barley and wheat production
show considerably high correlations with the kiremt rainfall, while sorghum production
shows a stronger correlation with the belg rains. Except for sorghum, correlations
between cereal production and belg rainfall are low and some negative; mainly because
of the significant inverse relationship between the belg and kiremt rainfalls (r = -0.661,
p = 0.038). Annual rainfall is weakly correlated with production of cereals, and hence it
is a poor predictor of yields as well as total outputs. In statistical terms, only the
correlation between wheat production and kiremt rainfall is significant. At the monthly
time scale, correlations between areal rainfalls during May to September and cereal
production are all positive. May to September covers the period from preparation of
fields and sowing to maturity stage of crops. The production of tef shows high
correlations with August and September rainfalls. Barley and sorghum production
shows stronger correlations with May and June rainfalls than with the others. For millet
production, rainfall during May appears to be particularly important. The production of
wheat shows high correlations with rainfalls in all of the five months.
Table 4. Correlations between production of cereals and areal monthly, seasonal and
annual rainfalls in the ANRS

*

May
June
July
August
September
Belg
Kiremt
Annual

Tef
0.137
0.189
0.199
0.623*
0.493
-0.001
0.47
0.26

Significant at the 0.1 level;
level
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Barley
0.444
0.421
0.049
0.273
0.348
-0.24
0.43
-0.35

**

Wheat
0.506*
0.414
0.612*
0.564*
0.733**
-0.17
0.80***
-0.17

Maize
0.309
0.188
0.345
0.349
0.149
0.19
0.23
0.33

Significant at the 0.05 level,

Sorghum
0.492
0.503
0.079
0.260
0.212
0.57
0.10
0.37

***

Millet
0.503
0.176
0.224
0.236
0.127
0.21
-0.005
0.23

Significant at the 0.01
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Even though correlation coefficients are positive, most are not significant in statistical
terms. This is not unexpected given the short length of the production data used and the
non-linear nature of relationships between crop production and rainfall amount. As
noted above, temporal distribution of rainfall at sub-monthly time scales is also
important in affecting yield of crops. Correlation coefficients between production and
monthly and seasonal total rainfalls are, in other words, inadequate to capture the
essence of impacts of rainfall variability on crop production. In recognition to this, the
general patterns of inter-annual rainfall variability and fluctuations in cereal production
are presented graphically (fig. 3) to gain a better insight into rainfall-production
relationships in the region.
Tef (Eragrostis tef)
As shown in Table 4, tef production is more strongly correlated with the kiremt rainfall
than with the belg and annual rainfalls. Tef is generally sown between mid-June and
July, and hence the influence of the kiremt rains is as expected. Fluctuations in tef
production generally follow the patterns of inter-annual variability of the kiremt rainfall
(fig. 3). Over the 10-yr period, tef production has been above average in five years
following above-average kiremt rains. Likewise, in two years out of ten, tef production
fell below the decadal average following below-average kiremt rains. In 1997, both tef
production and kiremt rainfall were at their lowest levels for the decade 1994-2003. Tef
production was substantially below the 10-yr mean in 1994 whilst the kiremt rainfall
was above average. The primary reason for the very low tef production in 1994 was the
very low yield level obtained in the same year (6.9 Qt/ ha), which is the lowest on
record for the period 1994-2003. The latter is to be explained by several factors, one of
which is likely to be intra-seasonal distribution of the kiremt rainfall during that specific
year. In 1995 and 1996, tef production was above the 10-yr mean, while the kiremt
rainfall was below its mean; and it is partly due to the above-average belg rainfall
during those years which contributes to increased soil moisture availability. The highest
belg rainfall was recorded in 1996 over the period 1994-2003.
Barley and Wheat
Barley and wheat are sown in June, usually earlier than tef. Like that of tef, barely and
wheat production show higher correlations with the kiremt rainfall. The production of
barley was below the 10-yr mean in four years out of ten, as was the kiremt rainfall. In
three of the ten years, both barley production and kiremt rainfall were above their
respective decadal averages. Between 1998 and 2000, for three years, barley production
has been below its 10-year mean while the kiremt rainfall has been slightly above its 10yr mean. A partial explanation to this discrepancy can be related to the belg rainfall
which was below its 10-yr mean during those three years. In fact, the lowest belg
rainfall for the period 1994-2003 occurred in 1999. The production of wheat showed
positive anomaly during five of the ten years, as did the kiremt rainfall. Similarly,
negative anomalies in wheat production during four years were along with four years of
negative anomalies in the kiremt rains. In 1996 and 1997, when wheat production fell by
28% from its 10-yr mean, area cultivated with wheat was also considerably below its
10-yr average.
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Maize and Sorghum
Maize appears to require a more even distribution of rainfall throughout the belg and
kiremt seasons, as it can be seen from patterns of anomalies in maze production and the
belg and kiremt rainfalls and from the high correlation between maize production and
annual total rainfall. The production of maize recorded positive anomalies in six out of
the ten years, four of which are accompanied by positive anomalies in the kiremt rainfall
and two are accompanied by positive anomalies in the belg rainfall. Likewise, out of
four negative maize production anomalies, two are accompanied by negative anomalies
in the kiremt rainfall and two by negative anomalies in the belg rainfall. The production
of maize was 36% and 29% below its 10-yr mean in 1994 and 2002, respectively. In
1994, both area under maize and yield of maize (13.9 Qt/ ha) were at their lowest levels
on record for the period 1994-2003. The low maize production in 2002 was apparently
because of the below-average belg as well as kiremt rainfalls.
Sorghum production is particularly related to the belg rains. This is because of the
fact that sorghum is sown in early May or even late April, which makes the belg rainfall
critically important. Sorghum production reached its highest decadal mark in 1996; and
this is the year with the highest amount of belg rainfall for the decade under study. In
1996, the area coverage of sorghum was at its highest and its yield the second highest.
Thus, in 1996 favorable belg rainfall condition had allowed cropping of a larger area
and improved sorghum yield per ha of cultivated land.
In general, for the production of both sorghum and maize, which are long-cycle crops
sown early from the kiremt rains, the significance of belg rainfall is quite obvious. By
the beginning of the belg season, which follows the long dry season of bega (October to
February), soil moisture is virtually nil. Hence, occurrence of adequate rainfall in the
early periods of the season (belg season) is important for maize and sorghum
production. During the kiremt season, not only that rainfall occurrence is likely to
become more common, but also that soil moisture reserves will be sufficient to support
plant growth during any dry spells. Sorghum in particular has a good tolerance for water
stress caused by dry spell occurrences. Similarly, sorghum tolerates end-of- season dry
spells (rainfall shortage in September) than maize, so it is more sensitive to rainfall in
belg, while maize is more sensitive to dry spells throughout its growing period
beginning in belg and until end of kiremt.
Millet
Anomalies in millet production show influences from the belg and annual total rainfalls,
with a slightly higher correlation with anomalies in annual total rainfall. Over the 10-yr
period, millet production recorded positive anomalies in five cases, of which two are
accompanied by positive anomalies in annual rainfall, two by positive anomalies in belg
rainfall and one by positive anomalies in both belg and annual rainfalls. Negative
anomalies in both belg and annual rainfalls in 2002 and 2003 contributed to negative
anomalies in millet production. In 1994, millet production was 45% below the 10-yr
average; and both area under millet and millet yield were at their lowest for the decade
1994-2003. During the same year, belg rainfall was 15% below its 10-yr mean.
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Figure 3. Standardized anomalies of production of cereals and seasonal and
annual rainfall amounts in the ANRS (1994-2003)
As it can be seen from Figure 3, production of each cereal crop has shown negative
anomaly in 1997 and 2002. This was due to high negative anomalies in seasonal
rainfalls. The kiremt rainfall in 1997 was at its lowest for the period 1994-2003 (16%
below the 10-yr mean). In consequence, total cereal production reached its lowest
record for the decade (24% below its 10-yr mean) in the same year (1997). In 2002,
both kiremt and belg rainfalls were below their respective decadal averages; and
correspondingly total cereal production in the same year was 21% below its 10-yr
average. In addition to these two years (1997 and 2002), the production of tef, maize,
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sorghum and millet recorded negative anomalies in 1994 as well, which contributed to
the below-average total cereal production in the region (16% below the 10-yr mean).
The number of relief food assisted population in the region was around 2.02 million,
3.12 million and 1.20 million in 1997-98, 2002-03 and 1994-95, respectively
(Woldeamlak, 2006).
4. Conclusions
This study has presented analyses of recent rainfall behavior and relationships between
rainfall variability and fluctuations in crop production in the drought-prone ANRS of
Ethiopia. Historical rainfall records from 12 stations and time series data on area
coverage, production and yield of cereals during the meher season were used as inputs.
The findings of the study show that there are significant intra-regional differences in
rainfall amount, variability and trend. Annual rainfall varies from about 770 mm in the
eastern part (Lalibela) to more than 1660 mm in the western part (Chagni) of the region.
Rainfall amount is higher and its variability lower in the western part of the region than
in the eastern. Recovery of rainfall during the 1990s from the low values of the 1980s
obscures decadal scale trends in annual and seasonal rainfall at some stations. Many
stations show drier conditions in 2002 and 2003. Examination of trends in annual and
seasonal rainfall generally shows absence of any systematic patterns of change across
the region. The observed trends in some of the indices are thus mainly dependent on
local scale climatic controls, rather than large scale climatic forcing.
Inter-annual and seasonal variability of rainfall is a major cause of fluctuations in
production of cereals in the region. Over the 1994-2003 decade, for which crop
production data are available, the patterns of inter-annual variability in productions of
the six major cereals (tef, barley, wheat, maize, sorghum and millet) cultivated in the
region show similar patterns of inter-annual variability in the seasonal or annual rainfall
amounts. Productions of tef, barley and wheat show stronger correlations with the
kiremt rainfall while sorghum production is more strongly correlated with belg rainfall.
Maize appears to require a more even distribution of rainfall throughout the belg and
kiremt seasons. Sorghum shows the largest year-to-year variability as it is cultivated in
semi-arid and arid parts of the region where rainfall variability is high. Productions of
the cereals also showed statistically significant correlations with each other, suggesting
that rainfall is the common yield-limiting factor as use of chemical fertilizers and other
agricultural inputs is limited. The fact that there are high correlations between cereal
production and rainfall in the region suggest that farmers are vulnerable to foodinsecurity related to rainfall variability. Thus there is a need for water resources
development including household level rainwater harvesting for crop production.
According to Woldeamlak (2006), household level rainwater harvesting, with
appropriate management and utilization, has a potential to serve as an adaptation
strategy to current rainfall variability and supplement rainfed crop production by
enabling production of high market value crops such as vegetables and fruits, with
implications for adaptation to future climate change as well.
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Poverty, Food insecurity and Livelihood strategies in Rural
Gedeo: The case of Haroressa and Chichu PAs, SNNP
Shumete Gizaw Woldeamanuel1
Poverty and Food insecurity are the greatest challenges facing Ethiopia today. This study
was motivated by the belief that there are various bundles of factors that have contributed
for the prevalence of poverty and food insecurity with particular reference to two Peasant
Associations. I also examine the extent to which poverty and food insecurity are
interrelated. The study found out that the majority of the respondents were dependent on
cash crops, were poor and food insecure. Poverty and food insecurity are found to be the
two sides of the same coin. Both natural and human factors were identified as causes of
poverty and different coping and survival strategies were also pointed out.

Introduction
Background and problem statement
In Ethiopia, more than half of the population is poor and food insecure of which the
largest group is rural people with insufficient assets to produce and purchase food
(Sisay and Adugna, 2001; CSA, 2003). According to Tekolla (1997), agricultural
planning and policy strategies meant to mitigate poverty tend to be ineffective for many
reasons and making Ethiopia a symbol of poverty and food insecurity. The most current
definitions describe food security in terms of four main components: food availability,
access, stability and utilization and currently these problems are manifested in rural
Gedeo. These people were traditionally self-reliant in food (Tadesse, 2002). Currently,
various human and natural factors have made them needy. Accordingly, the
perpetuation of poverty and food insecurity in southern Ethiopia even at present times
has attracted the attention of many scholars so as to find out what the underlying causes
could be and what measures should be taken. Several factors were put forward so far for
explaining the different forms of poverty and food shortages in the northern, central and
southern highlands of Ethiopia. In the southern highlands it is said that the dependence
on perennial crops (coffee, chat, Ensete, etc) and the adoption of traditional farming
systems have reduced the subsistence crop yield and resulted in food insecurity (Eyasu,
1998). In the presence of cash crops like coffee and fruits as a source of income together
with Ensete and other crops for food, why do people in Gedeo zone fall into poverty and
food insecurity? Why do the traditionally known self-reliant people become recipients
of food aid? This draws my attention as to why these people are starving and why the
area is unable to feed its people.
Objectives of the study: The study has the following objectives:
1. To assess the nature of poverty and food insecurity in the study area;
1
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2. To identify major causes of poverty and food insecurity in the region
3. To assess the livelihood strategies of people and various coping or survival strategies

adopted by people in response to the problem; and

4. It examines the currently running government actions to avert poverty and food

insecurity in the light of local people’s view on those actions.

Research Questions: Following were the research questions to guide the study. These
include:
5. Who are the poor and the food insecure?
6. How does poverty and food insecurity experienced by the people?
7. What are the major causes of poverty and food insecurity in the study area? And how
do people cope with and respond to the problems? and;
8. How government actions to mitigate poverty and food insecurity are welcomed by
the local people?
Significance of the study:
The study will have several uses. These include: i. Analytical purposes: It identifies
underlying causes of poverty and food insecurity; ii. Cognitive purposes: It creates
awareness for farmers and feed policy makers about the issues for better interventions;
iii. Normative purposes: It comes out with recommendations that will help for better
intervention and serve as a clue for further research.
Conceptual and theoretical framework
Sustainable livelihood approach (SLA)
A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social
resources) and activities required for means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when
it can cope with and recover from shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and
assets both now and in the future (Chambers and Gordon, 1992; Yared, 2001). The focal
point of the sustainable livelihood approach is people in the rural areas, their assets,
their needs, their aspirations, and also their constraints. A SL also means putting people
first and enables them to take initiatives to secure their own livelihoods (Gerster, 1999).
A primary objective of the SLA is to understand how policies, institutions, etc affect
local livelihoods.
SLA stresses good governance, empowerment and participation as a fundamental
dimension of its approach (Friedmann, 1992). Accordingly, the main assessment of
SLA in power relations of agricultural sector (the main source of livelihood for rural
communities) is that to what extent the agricultural society is deprived of power to
decide and have access to productive assets (land, credit, information, markets,
infrastructure, technology, etc)? How do the poor make their views and needs known to
decision-makers? (UNDP, 1996). Furthermore, social, economic, environmental and
gender inclusive participatory approach leads to platform building for resource use
negotiation and collective decision making and valuable to achieve meaningful
improvement of people’s livelihood (Dale, 2000).
Using this framework we can see how SLs are achieved in different contexts through
access to a range of livelihood resources “capitals” (natural, economic, human, physical
and social). These are combined in the pursuit of the various livelihood strategies (e.g.
agricultural intensification, diversification, migration) for the achievement of a SL. At
the end, the ideal framework predicts positive outcomes i.e. sustainability. But, in my
case, I used this framework to analyze poverty and food insecurity (negative outcomes)
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by assessing conditions and trends; available livelihood resources; the influence of
institutions/organizations on access to livelihood resources and different livelihood
strategies (Scoones, 1998).
Highlighting the importance of institutions and organizations in shaping the
opportunities and constraints that people face is important. “Institutions’ are defined as
‘…practices (or patterns of behavior) structured by rules and norms of society which
have persistent and widespread use’. Institutions might be formal (e.g. land ownership)
or informal e.g. rituals, (local institutions like Idir2, Iqub3, etc in Ethiopian case), and
are frequently imbued with power. Such institutions mediate access to livelihood
resources that are central to people’s livelihoods which in turn affect livelihood strategy
options and, ultimately, the scope for SL outcomes (Giddens, 1986). For example,
saving and credit services could be institutions that mediate economic access to
resources. Examining different livelihood strategies through an institutional lens
provides understandings how institutional configurations contribute to positive or
negative livelihood outcomes (Devereux, 2000). Finally the pathway of the livelihood
framework may result in either negative or positive outcomes. The positive outcomes
are sustainability, food security, well off, self reliance, etc. The negative outcomes
would therefore be poverty and food insecurity. In my understanding the outcomes
directly or indirectly are caused by several factors. These factors are the major
components of this framework (trends, resources, institutions and livelihood strategies).
The negative out comes, for example, may be due to one or more or combined factors
result from either the severity of the contexts or scarcity of resources or institutions or
weak coping or survival strategies, etc.
Research methodology
I chose combined methodology in order to quantify some aspects of poverty and food
insecurity, and to assess the experiences, attitudes and aspirations of the respondents. To
utilize and describe the various data sources triangulation is applied. Both primary and
secondary data were utilized. Primary sources were obtained from the administration of
questionnaires, interviews, focus group discussions and personal observations.
Secondary sources were obtained from reports such as population and housing census of
1994 and its various years’ publications. The socio-economic profiles were also
obtained from rural development office of the Wereda and the Zone. Besides, data were
also obtained through discussions with officials at Wereda and zone level.
The research area, Wonago Wereda (one of the five Weredas of the Zone) has 32
PAs out of which 12 are in poverty situations and highly exposed for food insecurity. It
is also one of the highly populated areas in the zone as well as in the region. The
Wereda, therefore, was selected purposely. The two PAs were taken by random
sampling to draw 110 out of 2769 households. The questionnaire survey was used to
identify the focus group discussion and interview participants by considering age,
locality and sex. It has 20 head of households and 5 out of 20 were women. The same
20 respondents were invited for an interview. Furthermore, higher officials, local
administrators, development assistants and community elders were also interviewed.
For statistical analysis I used SPSS computer software. Questionnaire results were
2
3

Idir is a mutual self help institution of the communities in the villages.
Iqub is a voluntary money pooling institution rotating the sum among the members.
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coded and analyzed on this program. Interviews and focus group discussions were
analyzed by direct quotations, transcribing and organizing of data. Furthermore,
interpretations of observed and perceived realities were also utilized. More importantly,
the analyses were mainly done based on the existing situations, perspectives, opinions
and views of respondents.
Profile of the study area
Gedeo zone share the largest boundary with Oromiya region and only in the north-east
with Sidama Zone. Wonago Wereda is located approximately between 6013`- 60 26`
North latitude and 380 13`- 380 24` East longitude. The area of Gedeo Zone is about
134,700 hectares and the two PAs occupy 2506 hectares.

Bule
Legend

Fig. 1: Map of the study area
Wonago Wereda lies at the edge of the Rift valley system of Ethiopia. The elevation
ranges between 1450 to 3150 m.a.s.l. The region is characterized by varied topography
and slope. The climate of Gedeo zone is characterized as warm humid temperate and is
suitable for abundant forest growth and cultivation of perennial crops like coffee (EMA,
1988). According to the estimation of the population and housing census of CSA (July
2002), the total population of Gedeo Zone was 728, 918. This make up about 5.5% of
the population of SNNPR. The UNDP’s (1996) estimation of the population density
showed that Gedeo Zone has the largest population density in the country.
Table.1.: Population size, area and crude density of the study area
Zone/Wereda/Pas
Population size Area ( km2)
Crude density
Gedeo
728,918
1,329.39
548.3
Wonago
243,918
255.16
956.2
Haroressa
7824
14.16
552.5
Chichu
5099
10.90
518.4
Source: CSA, 2001; Rural development office, 2003
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In the study area, the population pressure, density, and family size are above the
national average. The population density, which goes about 956.2p/km2 in Wenago
Wereda of Gedeo zone, is by far greater from the SNNPR average (122 p/km2). The
average family size for the sample households was calculated to be 7.5 persons per
household.
Educational attainment in Gedeo Zone is poor and inadequate. It was about 29.9%,
which is very small (CSA, 1994). Furthermore, the public health system of the study
area is so poor and is at critical stage.
Poverty and food insecurity situations
The poor in the study area were identified by one or more of the following features:
small land holding size, having no or few domestic animals, having many children and
being unable to feed them, having poor health, getting old and become helpless and
being women and in charge of leading a household. Using food definition, poverty line
set for the country and the depiction of the data, the majority of the respondents (53) are
living below the food poverty line. The study also indicates that a significant numbers
of peasants in the study area are far below the national standard food poverty line. Some
of the respondents associated income shortage with decline of production of cash crops
and price instability. This failure in acquiring sufficient income resulted in insecurity. A
woman in Chichu PA explained the food anxiety as: “When you would get up in the
morning, you would begin to worry if you are going to have enough food to make dinner
and if you did have enough food to get through today, tomorrow would be another
headache”. Though heads of households usually get anxious if there is no food for the
family, in Gedeo culture mothers are more responsible to provide every meal for the
family members in any ways than husbands. This was exemplified by remarks by the
same lady as: "When I see my oven becoming empty and even doesn’t have pot up on it,
and my children start to watch my eyes, I wonder how am I going to manage it and feed
my children again and so I get anxious". A respondent spoke of the need to cover lack
of control over food situations of the family as: "we hide it and try to pretend as if we
have food and ate; we don't know what others would think about us. But the big
problem is when our children go to our neighbors and show their feelings of hunger”.
This is because children do not know shame. Poverty and food insecurity is also not
gender-neutral. Although, the study doesn’t address all dimensions of women’s
livelihoods, culture is among the most affecting factors. Women are totally excluded
from inheriting say family land. Daughters in Gedeo society are known as manna, i.e.,
foreigners and therefore, predominantly due to cultural reasons, female headed
households are more likely to be food insecure than male-headed households.
It is apparent that poverty does not come overnight but it is a gradual process. They
are gradually trapped into the cycle of poverty. Respondents explained their experience
as: “About ten years ago, we had cattle and ample arable land and we were eating meat
and drinking Tej4 (i.e. the sign of prosperity in Gedeo society). We then gradually
became poor when our cattle died of Rinderpest and our land was taken away by the
Guji-Oromo through government mediation. Since we are living in a highly populated
area of the Zone (Wonago Wereda), we have started to cultivate small plots of land for
a large family and lead our life in uncomfortable way. We have so many times faced
drought and the yields per hectare are decreasing. The coffee tree is getting older and
4

Tej is a local drink made up of Honey and malt.
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without seed. The coffee market betrayed us and then poverty engulfed us”. From the
above explanation of the respondents, it is possible to infer that there are multiple and
interrelated factors contributing to the deterioration of people’s situation.
Though food availability in the households is mostly determined by the income
earned, some food items such as Kocho can be bought easily and relatively at a low
price from the market. Most of the respondents prefer Kocho for its quantity. The
respondents also agreed on the contribution of fruits, coffee and vegetables as an
additional food items. A respondent in Chichu PA said that he sometimes eats fruits one
or two times out of three meals of a day and he added it contributes a lot for availability
of more food for children. Furthermore, cabbage and root crops can be bought at low
prices or collected from the garden. But the problem was most of these crops are
seasonal.
Accessibility to food encompasses both economic and physical. Economic
accessibility implies that financial costs associated with the acquisition of food for an
adequate diet without compromising the attainment and satisfaction of other basic
needs. Actually this was one of the main problems of people in the study area. Food
availability is highly determined by the source that the food comes from. Though the
level differs, farmers in the study area have three sources of food: purchase from the
market, home (own) production, and food aid according to order of preference. Food
availability at household level, therefore, is depends on the market prices of food items
and on the success of the crop they grow for cash. The amount bought, produced and
received under normal conditions and in the times of crisis is quite different. Although
small, there is cultivation of supplementary food crops like Ensete in their home garden.
The proportion of food aid, on the other hand, was very small and insignificant.
What causes poverty and food insecurity?
1. Population growth and scarcity of resources: Spiraling population not without any
reasons. In Rural Gedeo many contributing factors were identified. These include:
Early marriage, Male preference, poor family planning, Men domination and
economic value of Children.
2. Small Landholding: One of the impacts of population growth was manifested on
farm size. The regional food security assessment of SNNPR indicated that the largest
landholding size of Wonago Wereda is 1.5 hectare and about 24829 (65% of
households) owned 0.5 hectare or less. This study indicated that, the majority of the
respondents own less than 2 timad (< 0.25 hectare) of land. This is very small and
insufficient. Only one individual has more than 1 hectare of land. About 7 (6.4%) of
the head of the households were even without home garden while living in a rural
community. The data obtained from the rural development office also indicated that
the average landholding size for Haroressa and Chichu PAs is 0.25 and 1.5
respectively.
3. Farmers skills and low level of Education: Among the study population, economic
problems have constrained farmers to send their children to school; many children
drop out of school due to economic problems; farmers’ level of education no doubt
affects the food security situation of their family; and men are more literate than
women.
4. Lack of Good-governance, participation and empowerment: Whose reality counts?
As Monsod (2002), explained the relationship between poverty, food security and
governance: “The role of good governance in achieving sustainable food security for
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5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

all has been
underlined again and again. Pro-poor economic growths,
empowerment of the poor and effective provision of public goods are the backbone of
any successful attempt to achieve sustainable food security for all. Good governance,
at all levels, is central to growth, poverty alleviation, and food security” (Monsod,
2002: 167). In the study area, the poor indicated that they want desperately to have
their voices heard, to participate in the decisions and not always be handed down the
law from above.
Inappropriate Production systems and marketing services: In the study area, the
introduction of cash crops to the farmers affects the production of food crops. The
further increase in cereal and Ensete prices and the fluctuation of coffee production
and prices are limiting the purchasing power for food and pushing many people into
destitution. All these structural service provision problems leave the zone under a
constant risk of food insecurity each time when the rain fails and the price of coffee
declines. Coffee market and price, the major source of income and employment, has
been seriously affected for many years but they said they mainly felt it in the last
four or five years. They saw that they had invited hunger into their family and
community that was once of plenty. A few and relatively literate respondents regret
that saving could have been possible during those plenty times.
Drought and variability of rainfall: The study showed that drought aggravates
vulnerability to food shortages and erosion of assets making households more
susceptible to future crises. Years of acute drought in the region that stunt crops and
leave little to harvest have left farming households impoverished.
Politics and Ethnic conflicts: Civil conflict among Gedeo and Guji Oromo was
factor of vulnerability that hindered commercial trading, destroy people’s social and
private property and trigger unemployment Sometimes, one can find the highest
degree of food insecurity among populations inhabiting areas constantly affected by
conflicts. The people in Wonago Wereda in general and in Haroressa and Chichu
PAs in particular were victims of such kind of ethnic conflicts. The two big conflicts
(1995 and 98) resulted of the disagreement over the issue of resource and territorial
reallocation were factors for displacement of Gedeo farmers and some Guji from the
conflict and border areas besides the destruction of many invaluable and assets. In
general, the conflicts, therefore, exposed a large number of people to fear, instability,
migration, erosion of assets, etc. This in turn negatively affects the development of
agriculture which is the main agenda of poverty reduction and food security.
Urban expansion: The town of Dilla is expanding rapidly and affecting the
immediate urban peripheries and rural PAs such as Haroressa PA. This horizontal
expansion had a great impact on the agricultural productivity. According to the rural
development office of the Wereda (2003), about 34566 rural populations were
affected negatively in connection with the expansion of Dilla town.
Lack of access to Credit services and income (opportunities): Rural savings and
credits are keys to improve economic access of the rural people (FAO, 2003). In the
area, the little access to credit limits their ability to purchase seeds, fertilizers and
other productive assets. According to the regional food security unit assessment in
2001/002, the major problem of income generating and credit services are lack of
entrepreneurship, lack of managerial skills, shortage of capital and skilled man
power. The unit added that the inability of business activities to lead smoothly was
also manifested in the region. The study shows that about 51% of the respondents
have no access to savings. But about 46% of them have developed traditional saving
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habits, though the amount is very small (60 USD per year per household). About
90% of the respondents have no credit services and only 10% were benefiting from
credit services but still very small and inadequate.
10. In - and off- farm Unemployment: Limited off-farm income and employment
opportunities leave people no choice but to exploit their overworked and fragile land
resources. In Ethiopia the coffee-processing industries, which are located in coffee
producing areas and used to provide gross added value of more than US$ 1.4 million
per year, have been seriously hit by declining international coffee prices and many
have gone bankrupt (IRIN, 2003). The causes of the current poverty and food crisis
in the study area are rooted in erosion of income-earning opportunities and
exacerbated by yet another climatic shock. The study indicated that the crisis in the
farmers’ locality is not simply because of a lack of food but also the current shortage
of in- and off-farm employment opportunities particularly in times of crop failure.
11. Lack of access to Health services: Most studies tend to assume that low income
causes poor health and vice-versa. Better health makes it more likely that the poor
can take advantage of economic opportunities and improvements in the standard of
living of the poor can contribute to better health. Most of the respondents explained
that they have to walk more than five kilometers to reach the nearest health facility.
There is no clinic and rural drug stores in Haroressa PA but Chichu PA has 1 clinic
with two health assistants and 3 rural drug kiosks People are also forced to buy these
medicines from private pharmacies in big towns which is unaffordable. Disease
limits productivity, income earning capacity and household livelihoods and thus
constitutes a major barrier for poverty reduction and food security.
12. Traditional, Social and Cultural factors: Traditional and cultural factors constitute
multiple dimensions but I would like to pay attention to those related to poverty and
food insecurity say dietary habits, the place of women, etc.
Livelihood strategies, coping mechanisms and recent government action
Farming is the major livelihood strategy in the study area. Employment in coffee
processing industries was also important sources of income. For most of the peasants,
however, off-farm activities often includes activities in order to cope with shortages.
These are sale of wood, grass, home-based handcrafts, etc, all of which are
characterized by low prices. A 45 year old head of household at Haroressa PA explained
his involvement in such activities as: “We have experienced crop failure (usually
coffee) and indebtedness in the last five years. Our living conditions are very poor since
our production has been failing. Since crises started we have been coping by selling
domestic animals, pottery, and wood. We are continually taking out wood, charcoal and
grass. We buy food and cloths at lowest price as possible”. Women are also involved in
wide range of activities: small-time vending along the streets, working in quarries,
growing vegetables on little plots usually home gardens, selling cooked food, Ensete
processing, etc. The livelihood of the people is also vulnerable and at risk. Vulnerability
and risk can be related to the type of crops cultivated. As can be explained by the
respondents, coffee and fruit trees are getting older and produce less than they were
before. Fruits are also perishable products and cannot be stored for long time. Both
perennial and annual crops (e.g. maize) are susceptible to dry conditions. The recurrent
drought has also reduced the yield or destroys the crop. The price of coffee is
unpredictable. Risk can also be related to food entitlement (Maxwell and
Frankenberger, 1992). People are insecure because, according to most of the
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respondents, they have seen nothing improving but deterioration in life and said that:
“we don’t have what we had some ten years ago. Our life is getting from bad to worse”.
Infectious diseases especially malaria make the community insecure and is
exacerbated by the dense settlement pattern of the community and the climatic
conditions coupled with inadequate health services. Although most of the respondents
feel the impacts, female headed households, large family size households with less
working age members, aged people and people with small or insufficient farm land are
the most vulnerable groups. Some of the respondents said that: “We usually don’t have
extra food to store and preserve for the next months after meher season (main
harvesting season in the area). We eat today and we will see what will happen
tomorrow. This is because, for one thing, our major products are for sale. Some of them
are perishable unless sold as soon as collected from the farm. We sell at cheapest price
and our benefits would be waste of time and energy. The money earned from sale of
crops is not only invested for food but also other products and social and family
services like cloths After one or two months from the end of the harvest time of either
coffee or fruits, we would end with nothing. We then start to involve in other non-farm
activities”. This combined description of vulnerability, risk and insecurity indicates that
the livelihood of people is threatened.
Coping and survival strategies and responses
Coping as well as survival mechanisms are strategies that the vulnerable group employs
to handle hazard situations by mobilizing all available resources to survive until good
times back (Blaikie, et al, 1994). If the poor lost every hope and without the intervention
of other external body, there is a probability that one or more of the household members
will involve in criminal activities like theft, robbery, cheating, etc. The last and critical
stage is begging. The model, indeed, is a generalized construction of step by step coping
and survival strategies developed based on the information obtained from respondents
through all techniques. The time frame and the strategies from one step to another may
differ from one household to another and community to community.

Time
Source: After Maxwell & Frankenberger, 1992, Own Construction, 2004
Fig..2. Possible gradual steps taken by the households
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1. Daily wage labour: Wage labour is among the most important means of generating

income in times of chronic poverty and food shortage. For some young and working
age people who often are landless and land short, non-agricultural wage labor is an
important source of income. Children usually work both for themselves and for their
parents. Water fetching, quarrying, mud making, latrine digging, cloth washing,
loading and unloading, conveying of house staffs from place to place and assisting in
the construction of houses are some of the daily wage labour that were mentioned by
the respondents.
2. Firewood gathering and charcoal burning: Charcoal burning and fuel wood selling
subsidize farming households in the study area at varying degrees. The respondents
indicated that these strategies are sources of daily income especially during bad
times.
3. Handicrafts: Handicrafts are another major sideline activity performed by farmers
when having the necessary background skills. Traditional blacksmiths produce
various farm implements and household equipments such as hoe tips, axes, sickles
and knives. Weavers are also mainly active in some areas producing various types of
cloths from cotton. Basket, plate and rope making for sale are among the subsidiary
activities reported in Chichu. Quarrying is another important income generating
activity in around Haroressa PA. In general, handicrafts have significant
contributions to generate income in the area.
4. Petty Trade: Both men and women are actively involved in petty trading. Trading
items such as fruits and root crops, and others, are mainly bought from smallholder
farmers, and transported to the market centers either by draught animals or human
portage. But, lack of capital, little margin of profit and depreciation when consumed
for home are still discouraging those who engage in this activity.
Survival strategies during bad times
Survival strategies include those strategies adopted by the households to prevent
destitution and death. These include:
1. Relief/food Aid: According to the information obtained from disaster prevention and
preparedness desk of the zone, the food aid requested and delivered in the zone and
the number of population needing food assistance are mismatched. Most of the
respondents explained that it doesn’t cover the food requirement of the family and
also not given on regular basis. It is also subjected to corruption and priorities are
given for those who have relatives in the administration”. People in the study
especially in Haroressa PA, are still attached to food aid.
2. Consumption response: People change their consumption behavior in times of food
crisis. Change takes place in amount, frequency, quality and types of food consumed
depending on the degree of the severity of the problem. The rural poor of the area
respond to food crisis and shortage, among others, by skipping the regular frequency
of meals and quantity of food they take. Households usually decide to go hungry for
days and skip meals voluntarily after they finished the entire food stock. The family
usually gives more priority for children than adults. The sequential arrangement of
skipping meal in order of priority is: Children, men and women. People also
gradually shift from quality to quantity, although the negative effects associated with
follows.
3. Out- migration: Most migration takes place from rural villages to urban areas.
Though migration takes place under normal conditions in the study area in search of
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better life, it is also a response for food shortages and used as a survival strategy. In
the early stage of the crisis men migrate and children and women follow.
4. Begging: The last and critical stage of food shortage coupled with ill-health and
hopelessness drive some of the people alongside the roads, Churches and Mosques to
beg.
Government actions and farmers’ view
Two of the actions of the government include:
i. Water harvest scheme: A controversial issue
Besides the deficit rain and recurrent drought in the study area, the early cession or
delay of rainfall is another discouraging factor. Most of the respondents in the study
area are confused and are asking: “why the water harvest scheme of the government
does not consider the environmental conditions of our locality? Is it malaria
reproduction and granting legal permission for mosquito to kill us or ensuring food
security through water harvesting? Is it us or the outsiders who knows our locality very
well?” It was said that water harvest technology has been efficient in countries such as
China and in the highlands of Kenya. But the pertinent questions raised by the
respondents were: “do the people of China or Kenya and Ethiopia live in the same
geographical locations and topography and do all practice the same type of agriculture?
Furthermore, the current water harvest scheme is supposed to be implemented in all
rural areas of the country. So, the debate is going on how grain producing areas of the
country could be similar with the cash crop producers of the farmers, say, in Gedeo. Do
all farmers have agreed to adopt this new technology as exit path of food insecurity?
ii. Resettlement Scheme: Fear of repeating the same mistake
The Gedeo land, as can be mentioned, was assumed as fertile and productive compared
to others, and that was why it received settlers such as the Wolayita community in
around Haroressa PA during Derg regime. Concerning resettlement, the main reason
which can be mentioned in this regard is that the resettlement programme was focusing
on the displacing of a number of people to fertile areas as a means of coping with the
existing food shortage But the Waleme communities in Haroressa PA explained that
they afraid if the same mistake done by Derge regime may be repeated. They said that:
“When the Derg regime brought us here we missed our homes, our closest families, our
community who support us in our sorrow, our culture, and today we are “ fallen from
two trees”( a metaphor to explain a person who lost two things at the same time). Now
we are asked to go to another place in the southern region for re-re-settlement. This is
our tale. We don’t know what to do because we are confused but only God knows”
Most of the people in the country and even the international community are afraid of
the repetition of the mistake committed by the Derge. But the government continued to
implement re-settlement programmes whatever criticism comes. The conflicting ideas
comes here : “how it could be practical to re-settle one ethnic group on the recognized
territory of another ethnic group while implementing ethnic based federation in the
country?”. I have a contention here: why the Haroressa PA farmers who are bordering
the Guji Oromo cannot cross the border river, just few meters far from their homes, and
why are they denied the right to cultivate anything while suffering from high population
density and food shortage. Otherwise, how could it be possible for them to travel
hundreds of kilometers in the southern regions of Ethiopia to meet and live together
with another ethnic group?
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Conclusion and recommendations
The primary aim of the study was to explain the poverty and food insecurity prevalence
within the framework of the SLA. In the study area, poverty and food insecurity
manifest themselves side by side. On one hand, the rural people have adopted various
coping and adaptive mechanisms and on the other hand, the government has proposed
and is taking actions intending to mitigate poverty and food insecurity. The study
identified various human and natural factors behind poverty and food insecurity and the
coping and survival mechanisms of people in order to scale down them. The research
has highlighted the importance of a multi-sectoral and holistic approach to mitigate
poverty and ensure food security. This study also indicates that to overcome various
kinds of shocks, trends and conditions, policies and programmes have to consider the
available resources (assets) and the impact of various institutions, organizations and
social relations.
Land shortage is overwhelming in the area due to rapid population growth.
Furthermore, discouraging market prices (with others) exposed farmers to vulnerability,
risk and insecurity. Urban expansion was another timely issue that aggravates
landlessness and out-migration. The place and status of women in the society’s cultural
realm and in the households is insignificant, although they are significant members of
households in times of critical food shortages to feed the husband and the children. The
poor are highly affected during bad times: when the decline of the price of agricultural
product such as coffee and the subsequent inflation of the price of food stuffs coincides,
in times of drought and subsequent crop failure, when there is social instability like
ethnic conflicts, etc. Limited Income opportunities including access to credit, poor
agricultural practices; limited access to modern technological and agricultural inputs;
illiteracy and lack of market information, etc affect per capita household food
availability.
Large size households are highly vulnerable to food shortages, while a large size
household comprising mainly of grownup children is relatively less vulnerable. Food
insecurity increases when natural factors (especially recurrent drought) damage crops
and the subsequent income decline to purchase food. Despite that fact that quantifying
poverty is difficult and that the context is unstable, the study indicated that: i)
irrespective of external factors like drought, price instability, etc only about 10% (11
households) are relatively well-off and food secure. ii) in good times: when there is a
relatively good coffee price usually greater than 4 Eth.Birr/kg at local level, in times of
seasons without drought and crop failure and when there is no ethnic conflicts about
40% of the households could be food secure. iii) in bad times including the time when I
collected data about 95% of the total respondents are very poor and food insecure. Most
coping strategies are intended to generate income. Here we can infer that, on one hand
the challenge of poverty and food shortage paved the way for livelihood diversification.
On the other hand, some of the strategies were environmentally unsound and legally
unacceptable say massive firewood gathering and theft. The disposal of assets including
land, for example, in turn jeopardizes production and income earning process. Though
food aid is one of the survival strategies especially in the times of natural hazards, its
contribution as a source of food for the households is very low. The local people didn’t
welcome the resettlement scheme. The water harvest programme of the government has
also been a controversial issue among the farmers due to lack of participation and
neglect of local knowledge in decision making. This study, therefore, might lead to
conclude and distinguish between:
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1. Possible way outs, include:
Agricultural Intensification, Non- agricultural diversification and Short and long
term out migration: The third option has both positive and negative side effects. The
positive side is the poor can engage in wage labour. The negative side effect, firstly, is
that the agricultural activity might be affected in the rural areas. Secondly, the host
(urban) areas might be affected by illegal and criminal activities. Thirdly, the farmers
might not have skill to be competent and employed in the labour market and this might
force them into destitution during desperation and begging can be followed. Finally,
crossing ethnic based social boundaries may create social unrest and claim the life of
many.
2. Dangers: Destitution, starvation and death:
This could be the final fate of the poor if the aforementioned way outs are not
attainable.
Recommendations:
Therefore, the following recommendations may be made based on the conclusion given
above:
– Any measures aimed at overcoming food insecurity in the area should take into
account the necessity for monitoring poverty situations;
– Rural policies should aim at integrating farm and non-farm activities through
diversification and they should not be solely confined on agriculture. i.e. livelihood
diversification should be promoted;
– The role of good governance, empowerment and participation in rural development
programs should be underlined again and again;
– Intensified adult education and family planning;
– Revisiting the ethnic based federation and boundary demarcation might also reduce
the current poverty and food insecurity situations.
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The Predicaments of Amhara Migrant-settlers
in East Wollega Zone, Ethiopia
Tesfaye Tafesse1

The study has, first, identified the characteristics of migrants, who left their ancestral homes
in the Amahara Region for good and settled in East Wollega Zone at various times. Next, it
has uncovered the causes of the conflict that led to the eventual displacement of thousands
of migrants-cum-settlers. Finally, it pinpointed the ways and means by which the settlerdisplacees have been resettled in a place called Jawi and the predicaments that they
themselves and the host population have encountered. In short, the predicaments of Amhara
migrants-cum-settlers who went through the processes of migration, settlement, conflict,
displacement, and resettlement are the themes this study tried to investigate.

Introduction
Long inhabited areas of northern Ethiopia, particularly the highlands, frequently face
soil erosion, environmental degradation, land and water scarcity, soil fertility decline,
and high population pressure. The region’s severe problems are further compounded by
vulnerability to climatic oscillations, mainly erratic and unpredictable rainfall. These in
turn expose the areas to recurrent drought and famine. Peasants’ responses and coping
strategies to these natural and human-induced problems vary, including migration
(voluntary or involuntary)2 to vacant and relatively fertile land. Depending on the
severity of the problems, migration could be seasonal, i.e. short-cycle circulation
ranging between one and six months, or permanent. Peasants undertake seasonal
migration as a coping strategy to reduce temporarily their household size (the number of
mouths to feed) as well as to earn and remit money from income they obtain from farm
and off-farm activities in recipient areas. In fact, in this type of migration, which is the
norm rather than the exception in rural Ethiopia, migrants return home during farming
peak activities. Such type of migration takes place in most parts of Ethiopia simply
because peasants incur a high opportunity cost if they abandon their farmlands.
Conversely, peasants may embark on permanent migration as a last resort when all
other coping strategies fail. As noted by Corbett (1988), peasants living in droughtprone areas, which put their main source of income at recurrent risk, develop self1

2

Associate Professor of Geography and Development Studies, Institute of Development Research
(IDR), Addis Ababa University, P.O.Box 1176, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Email address:
tesfayeidr@yahoo.com
According to Gebre (2002), the distinction between voluntary and involuntary migration is not always
easy to make because of varying contexts and relationships. Pankhurst and Piguet (2004), quoting van
Heer, also concurred with what Gebre stated “The distinction between forced and voluntary migration
is becoming more complex and problematic, the inter-linkage between the two are becoming more
significant and the analytical validity of the dichotomy may be questioned”. Due to the problems
related to definitions, the author preferred to use the word migration without attaching prefixes.
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insurance strategies to minimize risks on their food security and livelihoods. Surke
(1994:86) also asserted “For rural people, migration is one of several coping strategies
to deal with poverty which in itself reflects a combination of social, economic and
political conditions”. These may involve rural-rural and rural-urban migrations in search
of employment and livelihood in distant farmlands and/or labor markets. It should be
noted that the role of kin and peer pressure and the quest for a relatively better life are
also important factors that tempt people to abandon their homes. The study focuses on
these aspects, namely the migration of Amhara peasants to East Wollega Zone and its
consequences, in this particular case conflict and displacement.
Coping strategies, including spontaneous migration, by specific social groups of the
peasantry and pastoralists in Ethiopia can be understood if, in addition to the
development history of the country in general and the specific local areas in particular,
the interaction processes with external actors are considered. It is obvious that the
capacity to manage or mitigate disaster situations (e.g. famine/hunger) in Ethiopia
becomes difficult as the endogenous capacity to gain access to food supplies declines.
Moreover, the problem becomes more complex due to the mismatch between local
predicaments and needs at the grass-roots level and emergency intervention by external
actors.
The study identifies the characteristics of migrants who departed from the various
zones of the Amahra National Regional State (hereafter ANRS) and settled in numerous
Peasant Administrations (hereafter PAs) in Gidda Kiremu Woreda of the Oromia
National Regional State (hereafter ONRS) and the settlers’ predicaments in relation to
conflict and displacement. By so doing, the study will explore the social, economic,
political and ecological factors that compelled the migrants to leave their homes
permanently, how they lived in the host region and the causes of conflict and
displacement. In short, the study depicts the predicaments of Amhara migrant-settlers
who went through the process of migration, settlement, conflict and displacement.
Based on the findings, attempts will be made to raise policy implications in the context
of Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution (hereafter CPMR) mechanisms that
could reduce the recurrence of violent conflict in the same region and elsewhere in
Ethiopia.
The fact that little or no empirical research has been carried out in the area on such a
crucial issue encompassing all the above process makes the topic pertinent and timely.
Further, the nexus among the processes, which the study will try to establish by probing
into vulnerability, entitlement and coping approaches is expected to depict a clearer
picture of the problems in the study areas in particular and Ethiopia in general.
The paper has seven parts. Part one is the introduction that gives an overview of the
study. Parts two and three state the objectives, data generation schemes, and the
methodology employed for data analyses. Part four introduces the geographical areas
covered in the study. Part five summarizes a review of the debate on issues related to
migration, environment and conflict. Part six reveals the findings of the study by
highlighting the causal factors that led to migration and conflict. Part seven wraps up
the paper by making concluding remarks and the policy implications that are derived
from the study.
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Objectives of the Study
Given the aforementioned problems, the study attempts to:
– Identify the factors that led the migrants to spontaneously leave their ancestral homes
(push factors) and to settle in Gidda Kiremu Woreda, East Wollega Zone (pull
factors)
– Analyse the adaptation of the migrants after they settled in Gidda Kiremu Woreda –
how the obtained land, lived in the recipient region and the kind of social
interactions they had with the local people
– Uncover the underlying causes of the conflict that led to the displacement of the
migrant-settlers
– Suggest plausible CPMR mechanisms to mitigate, and if possible curb the eruption
of other similar conflicts in the study area and elsewhere in Ethiopia
Data Sources and Methodology
The study is based on primary data generated through case studies, focus group
discussions, and interviews with key informants and stakeholders in both regions. In
order to obtain balanced information and establish ‘the truth’ in and around the conflict
situation, discussions were conducted with key informants from the local Oromo
population and the Amharas still living in Gidda Kiremu Woreda as well as the
internally displaced persons’ (IDPs), who are presently resettled in Jawi Resettlement
Site. Interviews were also held with authorities in Gidda Kiremu Woreda and East
Wollega Zone; various ANRS offices; and in the Awi Zone where the displacees have
been resettled.
Secondary data on various problems related to the study areas, in both the settlement
and resettlement sites, was obtained from Woreda/Zonal offices, ANRS’s Regional
Disaster Preparedness and Prevention Bureau (DPPB), strategy papers, evaluations and
studies from NGOs’, bilateral organizations and the different levels of government.
Based on the case study, focus group and key informant results from both
communities, qualitative methods were used to analyze the data and information.
The Study Area
The major geographical area central to this study is Gidda Kiremu Woreda, which is
found in the southwestern part of Ethiopia in East Wollega Zone (see Figure 1). It is
into this and other woredas in East Wollega Zone that migration and settlement by
Amhara settlers have taken place for more than six decades3. The other areas included in
this study are the various migrant-producing zones and woredas of the ANRS (refer to
Figure 2).
As Figure 1 depicts, Gidda Kiremu Woreda is surrounded by Amuru Jarte, Abe
Dongoro, Ebantu and Limmu woredas to the east, southeast, west and southern parts,
respectively. To the north, the study area is bounded by West Gojjam Zone of the
ANRS found on the other side of the Blue Nile (Abbay) Gorge. In terms of areal size
and population, the woreda covers 2505 km2 and is inhabited by about 150,000 people
in 20064. The topography is characterized by a combination of highlands and lowlands
3

4

The first waves of migrants who trekked to Gidda Kiremu Woreda may be traced back to the imperial
era in the late 1940s, while the most recent migration occurred as late as 1999. During the 1980s,
another wave of migrants came to the area through the government’s resettlement program.
The last census in Ethiopia was carried out in 1994. Population projection for the study area is made
based on the country’s average growth rate of 2.8%.
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that are mostly covered with forest. The area is also said to have a combination of
tropical, sub-tropical and temperate climates. Both livestock rearing and crop cultivation
(mixed farming) are practiced. As in all the woredas in East Wollega Zone, Gidda
Kiremu is predominantly inhabited by Oromo people except for a few localities, mainly
the lowlands, where Amhara settlers and spontaneous migrants are found.
Figure 1. East Wollega Adiministrative Zone
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A Review of the Debate
The complexity of the causes of migration makes it difficult to isolate one cause, for
instance environmental degradation or population growth. It would be unrealistic to
consider population growth alone as a cause for migration. Fundamental changes now
exist regarding the understanding of natural catastrophes (e.g. floods, droughts) as
limited to the spatial exposition of an area and predicting the probability of their
recurrences at some future date and/or modifying their impact through technical
interventions. Such emphasis on the violent forces of nature (a concept prevalent in the
1960s) failed to consider the socio-economic dimensions, including the socio-cultural,
political-economic, and entitlement contexts. Even the socially differentiated effects of
disasters have been ignored, i.e. why some people starve while others do not. This dated
approach had a technocratic overture. As stated by Hewitt (1983), in the late 1970s’ and
80s’, the ‘human ecology’ approach, which emphasized the relationship between
population size and resources, was strongly criticized for not considering the socioeconomic system, including the socio-cultural, political-economic and entitlement
contexts or dimensions. It is now clearly recognized that there are in fact no ‘natural’
disasters or proven ‘naturalness’ of disaster events as such but rather ones that have a
human dimension, which can be legitimately referred to as ‘social disasters’. It is hence
possible to assert that disasters, which may resemble those usually blamed on nature,
are inherently induced by human action (Cannon, 1994). It serves some political
interests to maintain the notion that disasters are natural rather than caused by political
and economic processes.
Vulnerability studies should incorporate the production and social systems as well as
the traditional security systems and coping strategies of the vulnerable groups together.
This is why many researchers agree on the notions and outcomes of social vulnerability
research findings, which principally focus on socially differentiated vulnerability to
crisis and the capacity to cope. Generally, such notions are changing the old
geographical paradigm that puts emphasis on risk or hazard research than on
conceptual/analytical frameworks that accentuate human dimensions. It should now be
stated that this approach has also tilted towards another extreme by giving undue weight
to social attributes and by sidelining physical factors. An amalgamation approach is
employed in this study to explore both factors. The rationale behind this approach rests
on the premise that when social, economic and political processes put certain groups of
people in a vulnerable situation, natural hazards, such as drought, can easily trigger
disaster.
Nobel Prize Winner, Amartya Sen, first developed the entitlement approach in the
context of famine-crisis research in 1981. Prior to that, in the 1970s’, there was a theory
based on the food supply side to explain famine crises. The analysis of exchange
entitlements by Sen (e.g. selling labor to earn money with which to buy consumable
goods) has restored the much-needed emphasis to the role of demand-failure and
identified the relative significance of supply-side changes. Further developments on the
idea of vulnerability received momentum through the works of Chambers (1989). He
differentiated external and internal dimensions of vulnerability whereby the crisis
depends upon the exposure to known or defined risk (exposures) as well as the socially
differentiated capabilities to withstand the crisis, namely coping. It should be reiterated
that vulnerability is not necessarily an outcome of natural environmental calamities but
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rather is a product of the interrelationship between existing social framework and
political conditions (Mesfin, 1984).
Following Chamber’s works, important conceptual developments on the subject of
vulnerability have come to the foreground with the works of Bohle and Watts (1993),
Bohle et al (1994), and Blaikie et al (1994). Of these, Bohle et al (1994) combined the
traditional ‘human ecology’ approach with political economy (the manner in which
surplus is generated and allocated, social power and control, debt etc.) and entitlement
theories to explain vulnerability. This landmark achievement helped explain the external
dimensions of vulnerability. Contrary to this approach, Blaikie et al (1994) developed
the ‘Pressure and Release’ (PAR) model in which they designated disaster as the
intersection of two opposing forces, namely those processes generating vulnerability on
the one hand and physical exposure to hazards on the other.
From the above arguments, it can be deduced that a number of factors, including but
not restricted to socio-cultural, ethnic, agro-ecological, political-economic, resource
scarcity and conflict, peer and kin pressure, social network, population pressure, and
processes of social differentiation act in unison to cause migration that often results in
violent conflict and population displacement (Wenzel, 2002). This means that it takes
multiple factors to necessitate any type of migration. It can therefore be deduced that
“movement takes place in response to a combination of environmental, social and
political (including armed conflicts) stimuli” (Lonergan, 1988: 5).
Hence, one has to view migration not as a 'disaster-go' or 'drought-go' phenomenon
but rather as a process that takes a long time to materialize. The threshold value or ‘cutoff point’ for people to reach a decision to move permanently, that is migrate, differs
from individual to individual due to variations in migration behaviors, coping capacities
and social networks. Corbett’s (1988) view of migration as a last stage in a sequence of
household’s responses to famine conditions and a clear indication that many other
responses have failed should be noted for further empirical investigation. As the
author’s observations in many parts of Ethiopia testify, peasants and pastoralists often
use multiple coping strategies in times of stress, such as borrowing grain, reducing
consumption, changing dietary habits and receiving emergency food supplies. And yet,
they undertake seasonal migration to rural or urban areas at the same time or
sequentially as part of the households coping strategy. They have, what Dessalegn
(1991:16) called “Anticipatory and crisis survival strategies, the former being those
adopted during periods of normalcy, and the latter in times of stress.”
Internal conflicts have different causes, take different shapes in different countries
and often end up by displacing people. In most cases, as is also the case in some parts of
Ethiopia, ethnic differences seem to be the major cause of conflicts. However, in reality,
a multitude of factors, such as resource scarcity, poverty, ethnicity, religion and lack of
good governance could act either individually or collectively as causes. Of these, lack of
good governance could be singled out as a major cause of conflict in Africa where
“unitary systems make the largest group, dominant with a high degree of power
centralization where ones interest will be protected at the expense of the minorities”
(Adedeje 1999: 42-45). In addition to power sharing, ethnic rivalry or animosity, and
unequal access to resources should be given due emphasis in the analysis of internal
political dynamics in Ethiopia in particular and the Horn Region in general.
Although much of the intra-state conflicts in the Horn of Africa have the tone of
politicized ethnicity categorizing people into majorities or minorities that coexist in a
single state can also trigger conflicts. It is generally accepted that not all nationalities
856

The Predicaments of Amhara Migrant-settlers in East Wollega Zone, Ethiopia

that inhabit a single state are numerically equal. Problems emerge when inequalities in
the size of population are translated into inequalities related to power and resources.
This could be tantamount to non-recognition of rights. In order to accept the fact that
diversity exists in a multi-ethnic society there should be tolerance towards
multiculturalism. As rightly stated by Maybury-Lewis (1997:153), “A state can only
function as a multi-ethnic system if it’s citizens are educated in tolerance and its civil
society is working reasonably well.”
In Ethiopia and other African countries, ethnicity has been politicized to the point of
inciting violent ethnic conflicts. In fact, Markakis (1998:103) affirms this saying “There
is no doubt that ethnicity and political mobilization on the basis of collective identity
based on cultural affinity is frequently though not always, one variable involved in the
chemistry of the conflict.” The increasing domination and the unwillingness of some
African governments to accommodate the interests of other groups lead to conflicts, and
to make things worse, there has always been more emphasis on differences among
ethnic groups than their similarities. The solution to such a problem rests on enhancing
democratic values and institutions that could facilitate tolerance and magnanimity. It
would, however, be naïve to consider that democratic orientation and ‘modern’ political
parties could replace traditional tribal and/or ethnic loyalty in Africa. If one opts to
build tolerance and co-existence, due recognition of tribal and/or ethnic issues in an
African political discourse is essential.
Major Findings
Causes of Migration
As has been indicated earlier, in the past five decades or so, due to a host of factors such
as land scarcity, environmental degradation, population pressure, entitlement decline,
political economy/social differentiation, vulnerability, food insecurity, peer and kin
pressure and other related factors, thousands of people have spontaneously migrated, at
different times, from different zones of ANRS to Gidda Kiremu Woreda, East Wollega
Zone (for the location of the areas refer to Figures 1 and 2).
After their arrival in the Woreda, most of the migrants first served as share-croppers
with the local population or early Amhara settlers, who in most cases were their own
relatives, for a couple of years or so before obtaining their own plots of land for
farming. The plots in most cases were obtained either through contractual arrangements
and/or purchase5 from the local population. After the settlers obtained land in one of the
two ways, they cleared the forested areas and converted them into farm plots. Gradually,
they settled in nine Peasant Administrative areas (PAs) of the Woreda, namely Aaroo
Addisalem, Aaroo Bagin, Boka, Chelia, Kofkofe, Kusaye, Mirga Jiregna/Sire Doroo,
Sombo, Wasti, as well as in Kiremu town (for the location of the PAs refer to Figure 3).
According to the information obtained from the migrants, almost all of them fared better
in their new homes compared to their birthplaces: they were able to minimize their
vulnerability and enhance their food security status.
The migrants have identified a multitude of factors that persuaded them to leave their
homes permanently (push factors) and to choose Gidda Kiremu Woreda as their
destination (pull factors). According to the informants, the former include recurrent
drought, land scarcity, overcrowding, land and soil degradation, food insecurity, rainfall
5

The selling and buying of land in Ethiopia has been outlawed since the nationalization of rural lands
by the military government, the Derg, in 1975. As a result, peasants in different parts of the country
undertake land transactions in an ‘illegal’ way.
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scarcity and declines in soil fertility, in terms of relative importance. In the context of
one of the migrant-producing regions, namely Gojjam, the 1996 land redistribution
scheme that has diminished peasants’ holdings has been considered as an additional
push factor. The migrants’ also pinpointed peer and kin pressure, availability of
uninhabited and vacant land, the quest for better life, the presence of virgin and fertile
land, suitability of climatic conditions and the opening of the Bure-Nekemt road, in
terms of relative importance, as significant pull factors that tempted them to migrate to
Wollega. Of the pull factors, the first two played an important role in the decision of the
migrants to move to Gidda Kiremu Woreda. Almost all the sampled migrants had one or
more members of their nuclear and/or extended family members in Wollega prior to
their migration.
The migration path normally followed the following course: firstly, male household
heads migrated to Gidda Kiremu Woreda with their cattle; worked for a year or two as
share-croppers, obtained land for farming by buying it or through lease agreements with
the local population, cleared forested areas and changed it into farmland. In due course,
they would first bring their immediate family members to the area in question to be
followed by other family members and close friends. Of the ten randomly selected
migrants from Dega Damot, Goncha, Motta, Saint Ajbar, and Semada Awrajas who
arrived in Gidda Kiremu Woreda between 1984 and 19976, all of them had relatives
(brothers, father-in-law etc.) who had settled earlier in various PAs of the Woreda. This
is ascertained by Assefa who stated that, “…most of my [Amhara] informants reiterated
the fact that they were informed about the availability of land in Wollega by those who
had already settled in Gidda Kiremu Woreda” (1999:26).
As noted above, the migrants and authorities alike have more or less environmental
and socio-economic factors that persuaded the migrants to move. Although the peasants
failed to indicate social differentiation as a cause of migration, they acknowledged its
existence stating that there was differentiation in land size and quality as well as
livestock possession in their ancestral homes. They have documented the status of some
people in their communities who had been more resilient and less vulnerable to dire
situations compared to them implying, among others, the existence of unequal exposure
to risks. These groups of people included those that had a relatively larger land holding,
better quality plots and a sizeable number of livestock. They also explained their
decisions to migrate because of the drastic deterioration of their lives from year to year
due to recurrent drought, declining soil fertility and diminishing holdings. If one adds to
these the prevalence of weak traditional protection systems that hardly shielded them
from the onslaught of drought that occurred there on a regular basis, the picture would
become complete.
Thus, most of the migrants whom the author talked to attributed their decision to
leave their previous homes directly or indirectly to their increasing vulnerability and
entitlement failures. In times of food scarcity, when grains were sold in the markets they
did not have the money to buy them. Asked whether they exhausted various coping
strategies before they opted to move, the answers were variable. The great majority of
the respondents who migrated to Gidda Kiremu Woreda because of the existence of
relatives in the destination area went there without exhausting the various coping
strategies while others tried it partially, going to the extent of only borrowing grains and
conducting seasonal migration before they made the final decision to move.
6

They were interviewed in their current living place, namely Jawi Resettlement Site, where they have
been resettled since May 2001.
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Figure 3. Gida Kiremu Woreda PAs.
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Causes of Conflict and Displacement
Ethnic and resource-based conflicts have played a role in shaping the political dynamics
of almost all states in the Horn of Africa. In Ethiopia, the objectives of successive
regimes to centralize the state and strengthen the power of the ruling class were
facilitated by the marginalization and/or exclusion of minorities. Both the imperial
regime and the military government opted for the process of modernization through the
use of force. This aspect was succinctly put by Young (1996:533), who stated “There
was little scope in this process for the integration of the various ethnic groups, beyond
the selective incorporation of individuals who accepted assimilations into the Amhara
culture and society.”
This historical legacy has left its imprint in present day Ethiopia. Different ethnic
groups challenged the military dictatorship that ruled Ethiopia between 1974 and 1991
because it failed to reduce the power of the center and the regime was determined to
crush those groups opposing its policies by force. After the collapse of the military
government in 1991, the EPRDF-led government prepared a national conference to
form a transitional government. Those that participated in the conference were
dominantly ethnic-based political groups who took up arms and fought against the
previous regimes for decades. In order to promote its own political agenda and those
political groups that had been allied to it, the EPRDF-led government divided the
country into various regions based on ethno-linguistic criteria. The regionalization has
given a loophole for some ethnic parties and elites alike to use ethnic cards for
vengeance and to fuel up ethnic grievances in one or other parts of the country. As will
be discussed shortly, the case study from East Wollega Zone has shown that
environmental, political, socio-cultural, legal, and economic factors have incited interethnic clashes resulting in the ousting of thousands of migrants.
The lives of migrant-settlers were disrupted when inter-ethnic conflicts flared up in
Gidda Kiremu Woreda first in March/April 2000 and later on in June 2000. As stated by
Deribssa (2004), the Amhara migrants were accused of establishing land claim,
breaching land contractual agreements entered into with the local population, ‘abuse and
misuse’ of the forest resources, ‘christening’ place names by giving them Amharic
names, carrying illegal firearms, cattle rustling and the forwarding of demands to create
their own zone in the area. As will be discussed shortly, the migrants contested almost
all the accusations. In the words of the migrant-settlers, political/ethnic factors, most
particularly the agitations that were made against the migrant population by the local
ethnic elites played a crucial role in triggering the conflict leading to their eventual
displacement.
The first clash that took place in March/April 2000 was contained, albeit temporarily,
after the elders from both sides intervened to settle the problem. After a lull of about
four to five months, the conflict resurfaced again in November/December 2000 claiming
the lives of many people from both sides. A military intervention that followed resulted
in the displacement of more than 12,000 Amhara migrants-cum-settlers or over 4200
households. The violent clashes resulted in human casualties, cattle rustling, the looting
of grain, the burning of field crops and houses, the imprisonment of about 80 settlers,
the burning of churches and the loss of property. After the last conflict, the settlers fled
in panic to Burie, a town located on the other side of the Abbay Valley in the southern
flank of the Amhara Region with their meagre belongings, some of their livestock, and
children.
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The question now is what triggered the violent conflicts that led to the displacement
of thousands of people from the recipient woreda? In what follows, the major causes of
the conflicts as stated by some writers (e.g. Deribssa 2004), Woreda officials, the local
population, the migrant-settlers, and the author’s observation will be highlighted under
five categories, viz. environmental, political, socio-cultural, legal and economic.
(i) Environmental: the local people complained that the migrant-settlers had
indiscriminately cut trees to clear land for farming. The local people had been resentful
of such acts for, as they said, it affected their economic life and dietary diversifications.
Not only were their beehives destroyed when trees were cut but they were also left with
few trees on which they hang beehives to produce honey. The migrant-settlers, in turn,
acknowledged the felling of trees to clear the land for cultivation but said they did so
selectively, leaving bigger trees untouched. It should at this juncture be affirmed that a
sizeable proportion of the original forest cover has been lost due to the continuous
process of migration and settlement in the study area.
(ii) Political: three factors that have influenced or triggered the conflict include: (a)
agitation by the local elites against the presence of settlers in the Woreda. This has been
one of the major factors that fuelled tension, triggered violent clashes, eventually
leading to the displacement of some of the settlers. The settlers consider all the actions
taken against them as ‘ethnic cleansing’. The author can also testify to the role of
Woreda officials and cadres in politicising ethnicity and escalating the conflict. The
officials showed partisanship, favouring their own kin. The Woreda officials, however,
deny such allegation stating that not all Amharas living and working in the Woreda
were targeted but only the ‘outlaws’, (b) The widely-rumoured allegation about the
migrants demand to be considered as a special Amhara Zone within ONRS in a similar
fashion to the Oromia Special Zone centred around Kemissie in ANRS. As testified by
the East Wollega authorities, there was a misinterpretation of facts regarding this issue.
The Amhara clergy and churchgoers alike created an ecclesiastical association in East
Wollega and named it as ‘The Association of Guten Woreda Churches’. The de facto
affixation of the word ‘Woreda’ to Guten, which did not exist on a de jure basis,
coupled with the preparation of seals and stamps bearing that name without the
permission of relevant regional offices led not only to the above-stated allegation but to
the imprisonment of a number of priests and settlers, (c) The Woreda administration’s
decision to exclude all non-Oromos from PA leadership after 1991 acted as a point of
dissatisfaction among the settlers. The exclusion was justified on the bases of language
and ethnicity. Officially, Afan Oromo became the lingua franca and kube the script of
the PAs in the Woreda.
(iii) Socio-cultural: some four factors that have a socio-cultural dimension could be
included in this category: (a) the ‘christening’ or ‘renaming’ of places in the Woreda:
There is a consensus amongst my Oromo informants, farmers as well as authorities,
regarding the ‘deliberate’ change of place names from Afan Oromo into Amharic. Some
examples of this include the change of ‘Aaroo’ into ‘Haro Addis Alem’; ‘Ajana’ into
‘Azana Selassie’; ‘Dekkaa Jegi’ into ‘Shasho Ber’; and ‘Bagin’ into ‘Bagin Mariam’.
One of the justifications given by the migrant-settlers for the change or modification of
place names has something to do with their inability to properly pronouncing local place
names; the other is the identification of place names with newly established churches,
which is the norm in Amhara societies. (b) Expansion of Ethiopian Orthodox Churches.
The settlers have established churches in almost all the villages they lived in. The local
people resented the migrants’ decision to construct churches for it was made without
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consulting them. (c) The livelihood improvements that the migrants had attained in a
short time (better life, control of markets and commerce) and the resultant jealousy that
it kindled amongst the local population, and (d) the chauvinistic attitude of the migrants
towards the local population. To the dismay of the local population, the historical bias
of Amharas against the Oromos was by and large reflected in the study area. The
migrants considered themselves as superior to the local population in terms of language
and culture. This created a rift between the two ethnic groups.
(iv) Legal: included in here are three factors (a) the breaching of contractual
agreements over land by the settlers and the local population. There have been many
cases to breach of contract registered in PA and Woreda courts. There have been cases
where some members of Oromo families sold land to the settlers but other claimants,
mainly wives and grown-up children, refused to recognize the deals and took the case to
the courts in Gidda Kiremu Woreda. The settlers complained that the courts have shown
partisanship, favouring the local population, telling them to either make repayments or
return the land to the original holders. Refusal to hand over the land back to the local
population by the settlers resulted in armed clashes with the local police and militia. (b)
refusal by the settlers to register their arms and surrender it to the police upon request.
The migrant-settlers complained that the action was selective, in the sense that the order
was directed against them and not on the local population. The Amhara settlers’ rifle
culture was further strengthened by the escalating cattle rustling as of mid-2000. (c) the
defiance by the post-1995 migrants to register in the PAs and Woreda offices for fear
that they would be expelled from the area as ‘outlaws’.
(v) Economic: The ‘illegal’ sale of land by the local people to the ever-increasing
migrant population has diminished the land available to the local farmers to such a
degree that Oromo families failed to provide land to grown-up children. The growing
land scarcity raised the issue of retrieving land that had been passed onto the migrantsettlers years before. The settlers, in turn, refused to return the land, which they said,
they have developed for years and on which they were completely dependent. Such a
polarized position further widened the rift between the two communities.
Conclusions and Policy Implications
Conclusions
The study attempted to establish relationships between migration, inter-ethnic conflict
and displacement. The push and pull factors that led the people to migrate to other
areas, in this particular case to East Wollega Zone, and the problems the migrant-settlers
encountered in the host environment have also been noted. The degree to which
resource conflict and social differentiation affect migration and population displacement
in the context of resource scarcity and ethnicity has been discussed.
Of the many possible factors that forced the migrants in the study area to leave their
ancestral homes for good, about one-third of them are environmental by nature.
Included in these are recurrent drought, land and soil degradation, and declining soil
fertility. The remaining push factors have a socio-economic and political nature and
include social differentiation, weak traditional systems, greater exposure to risks,
increasing vulnerability and entitlement failures. Similarly, some of the factors that
attracted the migrants to Gidda Kiremu Woreda are characteristically environmental by
nature. The availability of vacant or uninhabited fertile lands in the low lying areas of
the Woreda that were avoided by the local population, and the suitability of the climatic
condition for humans and livestock acted as centripetal forces in attracting the migrants
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to Gidda Kiremu Woreda. The socio-economic factors that pulled people towards the
recipient Woreda include peer and kin pressure and the opening up of the Burie-Nekemt
road.
Environmental, political, socio-economic, legal and economic factors triggered interethnic conflicts in the study area eventually leading to population displacement. The
excessive felling of trees (deforestation) to clear the land for farming has been
considered by the local population and officials as a more decisive factor than others in
inciting inter-ethnic conflict in Gidda Kiremu Woreda. The socio-political factors that
provoked the clashes include disagreements over land rent contractual agreements
between the local population and the settlers, agitation and hate campaigns waged
against the settlers by the local ethnic elites, refusal to register and/or surrender
firearms, rebuffing the Woreda administration’s order to enlist new arrivals (migrants)
in PA offices, deliberate exclusion of migrants from PA leadership, expansion of
churches by the settlers, renaming or christening of place names in Amharic, envy and
jealousy by the local population and local officials at the economic success of some of
the migrant population, and the chauvinistic attitude of migrant-settlers towards the
Oromo population.
Owing to firstly, the presence of thousands of Amhara settlers still working and
living in Gidda Kiremu Woreda and secondly, the undiminished influx of migrants and
returnees to the Woreda, the government and concerned authorities need to devise
Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution (CPMR) mechanisms that could
possibly control the flaring up of yet another conflict. In what follows the policy
implications of the study in the context of CPMR mechanisms will be pinpointed.
Policy Implications
Narrating the tragic and unfortunate situation and identifying the root causes of
migration and conflict are not ends in themselves. One should learn from the past and
devise mechanisms to deter the re-emergence of conflicts and the escalations thereof in
any conflict-ridden area in Ethiopia. Given the facts that (a) there are still about 18,000
Amharas living and working in Gidda Kiremu Woreda, (b) migration towards Wollega
still continues, albeit in smaller numbers and (c) some of the IDPs from Jawi
Resettlement Site are returning to Wollega, there are possibilities for conflicts to erupt
again. What lessons can be learnt from the past conflict? What can be done to avert
similar situations in the future? The following will be raised to address these questions:
– In order to address genuinely the underlying causes of conflicts and to provide a
framework by which all the disputing parties can and will voice their divergent
concerns, we need to break the long-held taboo of covering up conflicts in Ethiopia.
One Muslim cleric (Sheikh), who migrated from Saint Ajbar Woreda (Wollo) to
Gidda Kiremu Woreda in 1972 and still lives in Kiremu rural town, stated that even
the government itself and state-run media maintained a conspiracy of silence when
thousands of people were displaced and hundreds died due to the conflict in the
Woreda at the end of 2000. Ironically, stated the same informant, relatively minor
incidents, such as car crashes claiming the lives of only a few people, are reported by
the same media.
– Although it may be difficult to stop the migration of people, government policies
should be designed to help in averting and controlling the adverse effects of
inappropriate development strategies. More so, promoting socio-economic and
political policies that expand the base for sustainable development through
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–

–

–

–

improvements in entitlements of people. Lastly, making people less vulnerable to
natural hazards thus ensuring their access to natural resources and developing other
alternatives than farming.
Mechanisms should be sought by which the government’s devolution of power to
nine regional states based on ethnic lines (ethnic-based decentralization) should no
longer be used to promote political agendas by politicising ethnicity. Ethnic elites in
different regional states should be advised not to employ ethnic identities to mobilize
support and to incite communal hatred for political ends by stereotyping and
defaming other groups.
Successful conflict resolution mechanisms between the Afars and Issas in 1998 and
between Amharas, Argobas, Oromos and Afars in North Shewa Zone demonstrated
clearly the need to strengthen traditional conflict management systems (e.g.
Shimgilna in Amharic and Jarsumaa in Afaan Oromo) by establishing Joint Peace
Committees (JPCs) comprised of all stakeholders, including the warring parties.
Inter-regional cooperation (e.g. between ANRS and ONRS as with the case study in
question) is also required to promote reconciliation between the warring parties. By
way of cultivating traditional mechanisms, community peace-building groups should
be created that could develop into cross-border community peace building
institutions. Although unsuccessful, such an attempt was made in East Wollega Zone
in the summer of 2000, about three months prior to the eruption of the conflict, when
ANRS representatives from Gojjam, Wollo and Gondar were sent to the troubled
region to resolve the problems jointly with their counterparts in East Wollega.
Differences arose between the representatives on issues of exposing criminals on
both sides.
As stated by Hauss (2001), the clash of interests may not be compromised unless one
of the parties gives up and/or steps back from specific demands that are antagonistic
to the other. The Government of Ethiopia should create a common ground by which
competing groups should come to terms by discussing their differences. Revealing
the truth, indicting the guilty, building social capital, (because internal strife can
obviously destroy social ties in the society), enhancing indigenous and traditional
ways of conflict resolution mechanisms can help in bringing peace and stability in
conflict-ridden areas.
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Resettling the Discourse on “ Resettlement Schemes”
Towards a new approach
Derese Getachew Kassa1
Resettling people to less populous and moisture sufficient areas has been one of the policy
ideals that Ethiopian governments have introduced to manage and prevent famines. The
literature on resettlement schemes in Ethiopia emphasizes the coercive strategies of the
regime that planned and enforced the schemes. Much is not however studied on how the
relocatees i.e. farmers from drought stricken areas have perceived and reacted to this
intervention. This paper analyses the interview responses of peasants who were directly
affected by the resettlement program launched in 1984/85. The findings attest that peasants
drew on their individual agency, material as well as cultural resources to articulate
imposition by the state and respond differentially to its schemes to make sure that they
survive and thrive over the project of resettlement.

1. Introduction
In the last five decades, chronic food shortage and recurrent famines have become
Ethiopia’s ordeals. Ethiopia’s rain-fed agriculture has failed to satiate the food demand
of its rapidly growing population. Resettling people to less populous and moisture
sufficient areas has been one of the policy ideals that Ethiopian governments have
introduced to manage and prevent famines. The history of resettlement schemes in
Ethiopia goes back to the mid-1960 where “various localised resettlement initiatives
were promoted by governors, mission and aid agencies” (Alula and Piguet, 2004:10).
According to Alula and Piguet (2004:10) some 10000 households had been resettled at a
very high cost of eight million US dollars up until the 1974 revolution. After 1974, the
recurrence of drought forced the military government to launch more resettlement
schemes mainly under the auspices of the then Relief and Rehabilitation Commission
(RRC). The same authors (2004:11) state, “Within ten years prior to the 1984 famine
some 46000 households comprising about 187000 people were resettled in 88 sites and
in 11 administrative regions.” The practice however reached its apogee right in the
aftermath of the 1984/5 Great Famine when the military regime embarked on what was
dubbed the Emergency Phase of Resettlement (1984-86). Alula and Piguet(2004:11)
describe the project as one of the most “complex, ambitious and draconian measures
ever attempted by the Ethiopian state” where more than half a million people were
relocated within a year and a half. Since then resettlement has become a controversial
issue whose objectives and implementation is closely contested between government
officials, academics and the international donor circles.
The literature on resettlement schemes in Ethiopia emphasises the coercive strategies
of the regime that planned and enforced the schemes and the political gain out of the
1

The author is a Lecturer of sociology in the Addis Ababa University at the Department of Sociology
and Social Anthropology.
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schemes. While the state and its political leverage to impose its policies are narrated
about, little is known on how the ‘victims’ -the farmers from drought stricken areashave perceived and reacted to this intervention. This paper seeks to describe and analyse
the interview responses of peasants who were directly affected by the resettlement
program launched in 1984/85. Its central objective is to explore how peasants from two
Ethiopian villages viewed the resettlement policies of the military regime in power. To
be more specific, the following are the research questions put forward in the study.
1.1 Specific research Questions
1. What were the benefits of the resettlement schemes?
2. What were the harms resulted by the resettlement schemes?
3. Who benefited from the resettlement schemes?
4. Who was harmed by the resettlement schemes?
5. How can resettlement schemes be improved to benefit farmers?
2. Methodological Issues
The data is collected by the Well being in Developing countries (WeD)2 research team
in Ethiopia in one of its study projects entitled Wellbeing and Ill being Dynamics in
Ethiopia –WIDE. Among other things, WIDE explored the impacts of policy regimes on
people’s livelihoods and the ways individuals or groups react to affect these processes.
This article’s focus on resettlement schemes and local responses to these schemes is
therefore influenced by WIDE’s interest to study policy regimes and local responses to
state imposed interventions.
The researcher has opted to focus on and compare two different villages in Ethiopia
that are drought prone. One of the villages, Geblen in Tigray, is a place where farmers
were removed from to be resettled. The second village, Sefera in Dodota Siree wereda
of Oromiya, is found further south where farmers from other areas came and resettled.
These two different sites will provide us with varied accounts of farmers from different
social and cultural background. The village level variance will therefore contribute to
the comparison the study intends to capture.
The choice of informants in each village was given to the field researchers even
though we specified the desirable and the minimum number of respondents for the
study. In this case, each of our field researchers was expected to carry out a maximum
of eight interviews and a minimum of four interviews. Our male research officers were
asked to interview men and the female officers were asked to interview women. This is
done to ensure that both men and women feel less intimidated by the questions posed
and more relaxed to respond back.
The application of a qualitative research technique, semi-structured interviews, for a
comparative purpose (instead of case studies) is a novel exercise in itself. Semi
structured interviews allow us to capture and engage with local perspectives for three
major reasons. First, the relative openness of the interview process enables the
respondents to describe and discuss their ideas, opinions or experiences freely. Semi
structured interviews allow respondents ‘to use their unique ways of defining the world’
2

WeD is a UK based research project that looks into issues of poverty, inequality and subjective well
being in four Developing countries (Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Peru and Thailand). WeD is distinctive for
its interest to understand how ‘universal models of human welfare and quality of life relate to local
priorities. It investigates the politics in how needs are defined, met or denied for different kinds of
people in different cultural contexts.’ (http://www.wed-ethiopia.org/research.html)
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and ‘raise important issues not contained in the schedule’(Silverman 1993:95.) Bryman
(2001:313) stated that ‘rambling’ is encouraged in semi structured interviews for
researchers have ‘much greater interest in the interviewee’s point of view”. Secondly,
the interviewer enjoys ‘greater control over the environment’. (Sarantakos 1998: 266)
The interviewer can ask clarification and elaboration on the answers given to questions.
He/she can pick on the issues the interviewee mentioned and probe more. Or he/she
may alter the course of the discussion by asking other questions. So the flexibility of the
interviewer helps him/her to elicit a rich and authentic data. Lastly, we need to
remember that there is an ethical dimension in our choice of data collection instruments.
Semi structured interviews are usually conducted on the assumption that people should
‘participate’ and not just respond (as is the case with surveys or experiments).
According to Sarantakos(1998:266) interviewing is often perceived “as a cooperative
venture than a one-sided inquiry”. In general, one can generate an extensive and highly
credible data with (not ‘from’) the locals using semi-structured interviews.
On the other hand, the interview responses represented diverse, multiple voices and it
was difficult to code them into a pattern of conceptual categories and generalise from.
Readers with strong positivist orientation may therefore question how ‘reliable’ our
generalisations could be. However, the researcher argues that an interview (or any
inquiry for that matter) is interaction between two or more individuals that create and
construct narrative versions of the social world. It is impossible to come up with “pure
interviews” which can come “as close as possible to providing a ‘mirror reflection’ of
the reality that exists in the social world.”(Silverman, 2004:125) Instead, qualitative
research methods help us to understand the social world “through an examination of that
world by its participants.” (Bryman, 2001: 266)
Four major limitations have occurred regarding the collection of data. First, freedom
of interviewers to choose respondents may have introduced biases. Secondly, not so
many interviews were carried out as expected by the officers. For instance, we only had
12 informants in Geblen and 8 informants in Sefera. Six male and 6 female respondents
were interviewed in Geblen while 6 male and 2 female respondents were interviewed in
Sefera. Thirdly, our officers did not enter the respondent details in a complete fashion.
They did not clearly state which income group or occupational category their
interviewees belonged to. As a result, it became impossible to do analysis along income
levels or occupational categories. Finally, some respondents did not answer all the
questions and this has made the interview data incomplete.
3. Review of Related Literature
The debate on resettlement schemes could broadly fall into two categories. There are
some who argue that these schemes can serve to promote the welfare of resettlers –
peasants, pastoralists, refugees- who could be victims of natural calamities (famines,
floods, earthquakes) or are relocated due to large-scale development projects like dams.
In situations like this, resettlement schemes may facilitate the provision of emergency
relief and basic social services such as health, water, education and veterinary services.
Others regard resettlement schemes as disruptive social experiences that uproot people
from their place of origin or residence only to leave them vulnerable both in economic
and social terms. Furthermore, nation-states carry out such massive programs for
reasons of political control, regimentation and/or resource extraction. It is also
interesting to note that those who are optimist about resettlement schemes are policy
planners and practitioners in government and international donor circles. And the
869

Derese Getachew Kassa

sceptics, as usual, are academics who are trained to render everything to meticulous
critical appraisal. The following two subsections briefly discuss these viewpoints
followed by arguments about the rationale behind the Ethiopian resettlement scheme in
the mid 80s.
Resettlement: political control and resource extraction?
The idea of space and control over space is at the core of the notion of nation-state. It is
commonplace to define the nation-state as a political constituency comprising a group
of people or communities with shared historic, cultural and economic ties living in a
geographically demarcated area. (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992) Furthermore, this idea of
control over space features strongly in the day-to-day functions of the state. Scott
(1998:77) argues that a modern state carries out ‘spatial as well as social engineering
projects’ in order to carry out its classic functions which include ‘taxation, conscription
and prevention of rebellion’. According to Scott, massive state driven projects- like
resettlement, villagisation and/or cooperativisation schemes - are but manifestations of
the state’s desire to control and coerce its subjects. Scott discussed about resettlement
and villagisation schemes (in the former USSR, Tanzania, and Ethiopia) to reinforce his
main argument. Turton (2002:24) names this tendency of state to fix people to a
particular territory as the ‘sedentarising bias’ of the state.
The plethora of literature written about resettlement schemes echoes this same notion
that the schemes are but schemes for political control and resource appropriation. For
instance, Kibreab (1996:1) argues, “it is generally not concern for the well being of such
communities that prompts most governments to establish settlement schemes, but rather
the desire to gain access to resources which were previously controlled by the
subsistence producers.”
Resettlement: A panacea for economic development?
While the critics emphasise the damage done by massive resettlement schemes, policy
planners in government circles and those who fund resettlement project, like the World
Bank, argue the relevance of resettlement schemes in the bid to realise economic
development in developing countries. Cook & Falloux (1994:13-15) discuss the
problem of resettlement in Africa and posited three major reasons on why resettlement
should stay as a viable policy option on the table. First, there was a demographic
explosion in many parts of Africa which is unmatched by a sustainable growth of
African economies. Secondly, Africa was one of the continents where the spatial
distribution of populations does not match the resource distribution. Thirdly,
deforestation, water pollution and inadequate management of soil fertility are disturbing
fragile tropical ecosystems leading some parts of Africa to be entirely sterile.
Resettlement therefore plays a positive role to redress the imbalance between the
demographic pressure on certain parts of Africa and the environmental and socioeconomic disturbances that followed suit.
Michael Cernea, a senior social policy analyst in the World Bank, reaffirms the
positive role resettlement schemes can play to promote development. Cernea (1994:32)
refutes the widely held scepticism against involuntary resettlement schemes arguing,
True the expectations may have been unrealistically high in many cases, given the
resources available….Yet such settlements have created new opportunities, have
often met the motivations and immediate needs of the many settlers, and not
rarely have saved lives.
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Cernea goes further to suggest a ‘poverty risk model’ that could serve policy makers to
gauge if a resettlement scheme has failed or not. His model has a checklist of processes
-‘landlessness’, ‘joblessness’, ‘ homelessness’, ‘marginalisation’, ‘food insecurity’, ‘loss
of access to the Commons’, ‘increased morbidity and mortality’ and ‘social
disarticulation’-that could characterise involuntary resettlement schemes which have
failed. At a later stage, Cernea has developed his ‘poverty-risk model’ into what he
calls a ‘risks and reconstruction model’ (1997). According to Turton (2002:52),
Cernea’s main interest ‘is not in understanding and documenting past resettlement
failures, but in using knowledge of these failures to improve the chances of future
success.” Hence Cernea talks about socially responsible resettlement-“one that is guided
by an equity compass and can counteract lasting impoverishment.” (1997:1570)
Resettlement in Ethiopia: disguised collectivisation?
It was in the aftermath of the Great Famine (1984) that the military cabal in power, the
Derg3 in popular parlance, introduced a huge resettlement program to relocate farmers
from the drought stricken areas. According to Clapham (1988:192),“ Despite an original
target of moving a million and a half people to the resettlement areas, the actual number
of resettlers when the campaign came to an end in February 1986 was about 600000- in
itself a very large scale operation.”
Again much of the literature this far written on Ethiopia’s resettlement program (late
1984- February 1986) posits that the regime embarked on it for political reasons rather
than humanitarian. But we have to recognize the conventional wisdom of the state on
why it introduced the scheme. The Emergency Resettlement Phase was regarded as “a
way of addressing the food security crisis in a durable way through a dual strategy of
relieving population pressure in the highlands, which were perceived as chronically
drought prone, over-populated and environmentally degraded, and, on the other hand, of
making lowland areas, which were perceived to be fertile, under-populated, and underexploited, more productive” (Alula and Piguet, 2004:12).
It was in the same year (1984) that the Derg endorsed a Ten Years Perspective Plan,
which underscores the need to transform smallholder peasant agriculture. The sector,
the plan stipulates, is characterised by technological backwardness, scattered farmlands,
massive deforestation and soil erosion. The plan stressed the importance of countrywide
resettlement and villagisation schemes alongside coopertivisation. (Derese, 2004:7)
Quoting this policy document, many argue that the Derg found resettlement a politically
expedient strategy to promote agrarian transformation along socialist lines while
claiming that the schemes were put in place for the relief and rehabilitation purpose.
Clapham (1988), for instance, argued that the government pushed a large-scale
resettlement scheme not because it was seen as a solution to end people’s vulnerability
to famine but they were seen as precursors of cooperativisation.
Resettlement in Ethiopia: A counter-insurgency strategy?
Others argued that the resettlement was a political stratagem meant to drain and dry out
the political support base of the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) - an armed
movement then operating in Northern Ethiopia (Clay and Holcomb(1986), Niggli
(1986) and Human Rights Watch (1991)) Two of the provinces that were severely hit by
the famine, Tigray and North Wollo, were battlegrounds where large military operations
took place, aerial bombardment of civilian establishments and markets occurred.
3
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Resettlement was used by the Derg as a counter-insurgency strategy aimed to detach the
rebels from the peasants who supported them. Another country study on Ethiopia
however refutes this argument stating, “The claim that the resettlement was a ploy to
depopulate the rebel areas may NOT [emphasis mine] have been valid, given that by
1986 only l5 percent of the 600,000 resettled peasants were from Tigray and none were
from Eritrea. More than 80 percent of those resettled were settled from wello and north
shewa”. 4
Beyond good or bad: Deconstructing resettlement?
There is one striking commonality between all of the arguments discussed in the
resettlement literature. All tend to analyse, at times over-analyse, the motives, strategies
and gains of coercive structures like the ‘state’. In so doing, the majority of these
arguments ignore that the resettlers themselves have some kind of power -agency- to
experience and counter involuntary resettlement. They also ignore the fact that resettlers
use their agency to differentially respond to state sponsored interventions like
resettlement schemes. People draw on their discursive and organisational resources to
enrol the state’s project into their personal project and manoeuvre to maximize gains.
We need to recognise that a resettlement project and its long-term outcomes are subject
to the influence of the project’s conventional ‘subjects’-the resettlers themselves.
Hence, the “targets” of development always strike back at the state’s “modernising”
intent.
One good reason why the literature on resettlement seems to lack such a perspective
could be the assumption that interventions are linear processes involving a set of
activities, which get ‘implemented’ over a given period of time. Such a rigid and
‘managerial’ assumption of interventions prevails in development thinking. According
to Long (2001) this linear model of policy, implementation and outcomes shuns the fact
that intervention is ‘the confrontation or interpenetration of different life worlds and
socio-political experience which may be significant for generating new forms of social
practice and ideology.’ This article is informed by the actor oriented approach as it
aims to capture ‘processes and outcomes’ set on by policy regimes at a local level. It
attempts to shed light on how individual or group actors-peasants, pastoralists,
internally displaced people-draw on their discursive and organisational resources to
subvert and enrol a development project into their personal project. In so doing it calls
upon for a new area of research interest and attempts to shift the fleeting attention
researchers gave to the workings of the state.
4. Presentation and Analysis of Findings
All of our informants from Geblen and Sefera remember that the former government
launched its resettlement program in the aftermath of the 1984 Great Famine. A
respondent from Geblen stated, “There were practises of migration from Geblen as the
area is usually hit by droughts. People try to survive by selling their labour elsewhere
and even by begging. But organised and government forced resettlement came in the
time of the Derg.” In Geblen, seven of our twelve informants recounted that they were
forcefully relocated into Wollega, a province in western Ethiopia. Whereas in Sefera all
of our informants mentioned that they were relocated to this village from the other
neighbouring villages of eastern Arssi which are drought prone. The village’s name
4
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Sefera literally means ‘resettlement’ echoing the fact that this was village set up by the
scheme in 1986. This section analyses peasant reflections on the harms and benefits of
the resettlement practice followed by a discussion of farmers’ recommendations on how
to improve such schemes.
4.1. Reflections on the benefits and harm of the resettlement scheme
A range of responses came from our respondents when they were asked to reflect the
harms and benefits of the resettlement scheme. Our respondents from Geblen did not
mention any single benefit that has come out of the resettlement scheme. On the
contrary, people from Sefera mentioned some benefits that they felt came out of
resettlement in their present place of domicile. Two of our informants in Sefera
mentioned that they neither benefited nor were harmed by the resettlement program. In
this sub-section, we would first discuss the specific factors that worked to the detriment
of farmers followed by a discussion of the benefits of the scheme.
4.1.1 Harms
“We got many diseases, were uprooted from our culture, religion and kinfolk, and
many died.” (A Farmer from Geblen)
This quote summarises the kind of suffering poor farmers from drought stricken areas
were forced to experience as a result of an ill-conceived resettlement policy imposed by
the state. Three broader factors were identified, from the series of interviews conducted
in this study, as harms inflicted by the enforcement of this huge resettlement scheme in
Ethiopia.
Coercion
A key theme emerging from the data as a harmful outcome of the scheme was the fact
that resettlement was forcefully imposed on people. Respondents used terms like
‘taken’, ‘forcefully taken’ and ‘conscripted’ to characterise how harmful the scheme
itself was. These phrases are crude translations of the Amharic words ‘wesedun’,
‘melemelun’, ‘begid wesedun’ used by respondents. The words express a violent use of
force and cajoling by the state to ‘uproot’ people from their original place of residence
and resettle them elsewhere. The coercion was irresistible especially in Geblen where
the famine bereaved all the crop and livestock of farmers and reduced them to utter
vulnerability. These farmers trekked into the state-run relief feeding centres seeking
food. They were then herded into buses and cargo planes to be resettled. One of our
respondents from Geblen stated, “During the 1984 famine, we run into the relief feeding
centres for food aid, they [government officials] conscripted us and took us to Wellega.
That is why we did not like it and I came back to Geblen after a while.” Strikingly, all
of our informants in Geblen mentioned that they turned to their place of origin after few
years. In Sefera, four of our eight informants mentioned that those who were forced to
settle in this village went back to their homelands too. The return of people to their
places of origin is a stark proof that people did not consent to be relocated but were
coerced.
Separation from extended family and the kinfolk
Families were torn as some members were forced to move out to Wellega and the rest
stayed in Geblen. Because of that our respondents mentioned they lost touch with their
family members and relatives. The following quote supports this argument. A
respondent in Sefera stated, “Personally, I did not benefit from the resettlement scheme
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at all! I was taken forcefully and was separated from my wife and children. I have a
painful memory about it.” It is important to note that the fate of family members to be
resettled, get separated or stay intact was in the hands of the district and province level
officials. In most cases, farmers resented the manner these decisions were carried out by
the officials. A respondent expressed his disappointment about the officials saying,
“Resettlement was a harmful experience since the kebele5 officials were known for
nepotism. They spared their friends and relatives from being resettled while they sent
the rest of us to a remote unknown area.” The forced separation of families harmed the
resettlers who felt excommunicated from their family and kinship circle. It also harmed
family members who are left behind and may have lost economic as well as social
security when a family member is relocated.
Diseases
Some of the resettlement sites that farmers were relocated were lowland areas where
tropical diseases like malaria are rampant and many of the resettlers suffered from that.
One of the returnees from a resettlement site said, “I was a small boy when my parents
were forced to resettle in 1985.Our father became severely ill there [in the resettlement
site] and passed away a few years after we got back.” Another respondent stated his
dissatisfaction as follows, “We then had no choice but to resettle. It was obligatory. We
went to a hostile place and lost our children due to malaria!” Again these quotes
reinforce our argument that morbidity and mortality rates were high in the new
resettlement sites owing to the high prevalence of tropical epidemics like malaria.
4.1.2 Benefits
Access to Irrigable land
Only farmers from Sefera stated that they have benefited from the resettlement schemes.
An informant mentioned that a primary school was established in Sefera and the
producer cooperative in Sefera was active in supplying farm inputs and tools to farmers
at a cheaper subsidized price. The producer cooperative was dissolved following the
downfall of the former military regime. The primary school however is still providing
service. These rural institutions were established during the resettlement program and
farmers regard them as benefits gained from the introduction of the scheme. Most
importantly, however, dwellers of Sefera stated that they benefited from being resettled
by the shore of the Awash River. This has enabled them to start riverside irrigation
farming. An informant argued, “The program has benefited those [resettlers] who
remained in Sefera area. Because they were able to gain land near the riverbank .Now
they are farming by means of water pumps that they own or rent.” This quote implies
that those who have returned back from Sefera to their original place of residence lost
the opportunity to start irrigation agriculture. On the contrary, those who have resettled
have had the access to an irrigable farm plot and public amenities like schools. It could
therefore be argued that resettlement has not been a totally harmful experience to all
farmers in all parts of Ethiopia but had some positive aspects as well.
4.2 Village level politics: beneficiaries and losers of the resettlement scheme
The study has also singled out distinct groups of people that informants stated as
beneficiaries and victims of the resettlement program.
5
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4.2.1 Who benefited from the Resettlement Program?
Geblen: The landless youth
Farmers from Geblen mentioned that the landless youth have benefited from the
scheme. They argued that the young settlers have succeeded because “it was not
difficult to start a new life there [at the resettlement site].” The young settlers have
adapted to the new physical and socio-cultural environment easily. In addition, most
were given land, became productive and improved their livelihood. One of our
informants stated that many of these youngsters “have become owners of land and
earned good income from crop sales. Some have become rich and are helping back their
relatives in Geblen!” Another informant mentioned, “Some have succeeded in the
resettlement area. For instance, my relative came last year from Wollega and told me
that he made a profit which amounts to 5000 Ethiopian Birr. Both he and his wife have
their own horses.” In short, the youngsters from Geblen benefited from the intervention
for they faced minimal risks in having to resettle in a new area.
Sefera: Farmers on Awash riverside
In Sefera, where farmers from 8 adjacent villages were relocated at, some farmers went
back to their original villages after seeing that the new village does not have enough
pasture land for animals. Others stayed in the village and currently benefit from
irrigation farming by the Awash riverside. Five informants from Sefera confirmed this.
One of our informants stated, “People who have stayed in Sefera have benefited because
they are now actively involved in irrigation farming and can access the biggest town in
the neighbouring province.” This town is Adama6, the former capital of the Oromyia
regional state, where farmers sell fresh fruits and vegetables to the market. Farmers in
Sefera were assisted by a local NGO known as Self Help Development Association
which provided a revolving seed capital for farmers to enable them purchase certified
seeds and fertiliser with a minimal interest rate. The organisation has also purchased
two high power water pumps that water farm plots in shifts. The fuel and maintenance
costs of these pumps are covered by the farmers themselves. The scheme has increased
the productivity of farmers who formerly depended on rain fed agriculture and were
subject to chronic food shortages following rain shortfalls.
4.2.2 Who was harmed by the Resettlement Program?
Geblen: The physically weak (children and the elderly)
In Geblen, five of our interview informants identified two categories of people who
have suffered more in the resettlement scheme; children and the elderly. The elderly
were exhausted and sometimes sick during the long bus journeys to south west Ethiopia
and so were children. According to one of our informants, the elderly people “found
their new environment so difficult to adapt to.” It is customary amongst the elderly in
Tigray (or northern Ethiopia in general) to go to churches, organise and attend religious
sorority/fraternity associations to commemorate saint days. Village parishes are at the
centre stage of the lives of rural people in Northern Ethiopia. People felt
excommunicated from their church and its social world when removed from their places
of origin and relocated farther away. Secondly, both children and the elderly were
physically weak to resist tropical diseases like malaria which is highly fatal. One of our
informants stated, “The old and children suffered diseases and many have died!” To
6
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sum up, children and the elderly have suffered from tropical diseases(due to weak
immunity to physical ailments) and psychological trauma as their family, kinfolk and
religious ties were broken following their resettlement to remote and culturally different
area.
Sefera: Returnees from the resettlement sites
Ironically, informants from Sefera responded that those who returned to their original
place of domicile are the ones who suffered. In other words, farmers concur that
resettlement in Sefera was something good that farmers have benefited from. One of our
respondents stated, “Those returnees to their homeland were harmed. They left their plot
of land. In fact, some of them have come back again after UNICEF has built us an
irrigation canal and Self Help planted a motor pump for us!” These responses from
farmers in Sefera defy the widely held assumption that the resettlement scheme in
Ethiopia was nothing but disastrous.
Sefera: Cattle Herders
Our informants from Sefera mentioned repeatedly that there was not enough pasture and
grazing land for animals. As a result, many resettlers who had a large number of cattle
and draught animals have lost many of their livestock. One of our respondents replied,
“There was no problem except that we had a problem to find pasture for our cattle.
Some people have lost many of their cattle as a result of this.”
4.3. Peasant recommendations about resettlement schemes.
One of the research questions posed in this study was how farmers think resettlement
programmes could benefit communities. The following section deals with farmers’
responses to this question. There is a consensus amongst farmers from Geblen that the
land is highly degraded and has become sterile as a result of centuries of farming. One
of the farmers said, “Resettlement should be a good option as our land has become
rocky and degraded. Conditions in Geblen are not appropriate for farming.” However,
farmers underscored that resettlement should be carried out with ‘full preparation’ and a
detailed plan of action.
Three major recommendations were made by farmers in Geblen. First a new
resettlement site should not be far from people’s original place of residence. This is
because people would like to maintain their family and kinship ties and do not want to
feel alienated by settling in a remote area. Secondly, people should resettle in areas that
are free from epidemic. Thirdly, farmers assert that basic social amenities like watering
points, school and health facilities should be put in place before people are relocated.
On the other hand, farmers had worries about the potential harm ill conceived plans
could inflict on people’s lives. The major issue is the health problem. Five of our
respondents in Geblen reiterated that people may get ill and may not get appropriate
treatment in resettlement sites. Past experience with malaria epidemic reinforce people’s
concern about health matters. Farmers also stated that they will be detached from their
local beliefs and culture if they are resettled. One of our respondents stated, “Leaving
your place of origin is a danger in itself. People may forget their beliefs and customs if
relocated into another area!”
5. CONCLUSION
This modest study has brought out three major factors that peasants from the two
villages have described as the harms of the 1984 Resettlement program. First came the
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use of force by the state apparatus to oblige farmers evacuate their place of domicile and
settle elsewhere. Second was the apparent separation of immediate and extended family
members as a result of the resettlement. Finally farmers resented the fact that
resettlement sites were located in hostile environments where many died of epidemics
like malaria. On the other hand, access to arable land, the provision of basic social
amenities like schools and health clinics were mentioned as the benefits of resettlement.
The analysis also indicated that there has been differential response to the intervention
from different categories of people. The landless youth have managed to overcome the
challenges of the resettlement scheme and benefit out of it while children and the
elderly suffered both physically and psychologically.
Even if it did not embark on developing a full fledged theoretical framework from
the data, this study has furnished interesting theoretical insights. The study showed that
it is extremely misleading to conclude on whether state sponsored interventions (like
resettlement schemes in Ethiopia) are a total bliss or blight to communities, groups or
individuals. One should go beyond a ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ argument and see how
people respond to the impositions of the state differentially and shape the policy
outcomes differently. Seen from such a vantage point, the theoretical debate between
scholars (Scott 1998, Turton 2002, Kibreab 1996) and practitioners (Cook and Falloux
1994, Cernea 1994 1997) about the potential harm or benefits of resettlement schemes is
bifurcated and narrow. These arguments do not capture the whole picture about the
effects of planned interventions.
In lieu, the findings confirmed that people drew on their individual agency, material
as well as cultural resources to articulate imposition by the state and respond
differentially to its schemes. For instance, people’s attitude towards the impact of the
resettlement program varied spatially. While farmers in Geblen (northern Ethiopia)
renounce any potential benefit from their forced relocation into south western Ethiopia,
farmers from ‘sefera’ (south eastern Ethiopia) stressed that resettlement on the Awash
river bank enabled them to start irrigation agriculture. They have resorted to producing
vegetables and markets to a developed city market in their vicinity. Peasant responses to
the introduction of the resettlement scheme did not only vary in spatial terms but also
demographically. Informants stated that the elderly and children were adversely affected
by the resettlement while the landless youth benefited. The latter have managed to get
farm land, survive the hostile weather and adapt to a new physical and socio-cultural
environment the government has brought them in. Local responses to the introduction of
resettlement schemes have also affected different livelihood systems differently. For
instance, farmers who had a large number of cattle and small animals were harmed in
Sefera due to the shortage of grazing land and pasture for animals. The farmers who lost
their cattle returned to their place of origin while those who remained have now
benefited from their irrigation farm plots.
This brings us back to need of revisiting the theoretical arguments that much of the
literature on resettlement programs has rested upon. It is not enough to view
resettlement schemes only as instruments of control and resource exploitation by the
state or as convenient institutional platforms to deliver basic amenities. It is essential to
understand how individuals articulate coercion by the state, how they react back
towards the intervention and enrol the state’s project to their best personal, and family
or community interest. In short, the findings attest that there is a need for theoretical
approaches that “illuminate the micro-foundations of macro processes” (Booth,
1994:19). In a way, we have to “resettle” the discourse on resettlement issues traversing
877

Derese Getachew Kassa

beyond arguments laden with value judgments7 and outlining how micro social and
political relations (such as local peasant reactions) affect big structures (state
‘development’ programs). Much of the literature on resettlement schemes did not go
further to explore how these micro processes trickle up to reconfigure political
economy. Hence a daunting challenge for students of society and development.
The findings also have policy and practical relevance as far as the planning and
organisation of resettlement schemes is concerned. First of all, it is wrong to assume
that farmers are conservative or stiff-necked who resist any development initiative or
project by the state. Peasants do comprehend the state’s rationale behind launching huge
resettlement schemes and some agree that resettlement is a plausible policy option. The
majority of farmers from Geblen stated that drought, population pressure on land and
centuries of farming have depleted essential nutrients from the soil and rendered their
farm land sterile. In light of these developments, farmers agree that resettlement to other
fertile areas is a plausible policy option. One of our informants from Geblen stated,
“This area is not able to feed the people because of the shortage of rain and land. It is
better for the young to go to resettlement area and begin a new life.” Another farmer
from Sefera said, “I am landless and dependent on my family .I will volunteer to be
resettled in the future, if land distribution is not going to take place here.” These
responses indicate to us that there is enough room to plan and implement resettlement
with (instead of ‘for’) peasants.
The state, on its part, should recognise this willingness of farmers for social
development and capitalise on it. It should have a mechanism by which farmers’ voices
are heard to influence policy and practice at a national level. Farmers have for instance
stated that resettlement sites need to be safer habitats health wise. They emphasised the
need to maintain social and cultural links with people’s original place of residence.
They have also underscored the need to provide basic amenities like pure water, health
and school facilities for resettlers. Subsequent resettlement programs in Ethiopia will
suffer from the shortcomings of their predecessor unless the government shows the
interest and willingness to hear from farmers and solicit their voluntary and earnest
participation. The participation of farmers in these ventures helps to minimise the risks
development interventions induce. It also ensures sustainable development for those
who are affected by seasonal drought and famine in rural Ethiopia.

7
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State Sponsored and Self-initiated Resettlements: Their Impacts
on the Ecology of Resettlement Areas (The case of Angar Gutin
in Eastern Wallaga).
Zelalem Teferra1
This article is concerned with the environmental impacts of both state sponsored and selfinitiated resettlements in western Ethiopia. Based on empirical data obtained from three
adjacent districts of Eastern Wallaga, namely, Gidda-Kiramu, Abe-Dongoro & Limu, it
inquires into the reliability of the widely held notion among the policy makers of Ethiopia
that resettlement as a food security strategy is viable & there is still abundant unsettled land
in western Ethiopia to carry out further resettlement schemes.

Introduction
Drought as a recurring natural phenomenon inflicted colossal damage on human life, the
economy as well as the ecology of contemporary Ethiopia. During the past couple of
decades this phenomenon affected this country so frequent that people entered into an
ensuing round of drought cycle while not recovering from the earlier ones.
Previously, the most drought stricken areas were confined to northern Ethiopia,
especially Wallo and Tigray. Recently, however, the geographical scope of the drought
has considerably bloated covering a wide range of areas in the country, which hitherto
been the most fertile and productive zones. Zones like Arsi, Bale and Hararghe in
Oromia Regional State were among the recently affected areas. These zones, especially
Arsi and Bale were often listed among the major crop producing regions and thus were
sought as the breadbasket of the country. Yet the recent calamities have put them in the
rows of drought vulnerable areas.
In response to recent drought and the subsequent food shortage, the Ethiopian
government in 2003 designed a new plan called Voluntary Resettlement Program
(Access to Improved Land) aimed at enabling up to 440,000 chronically food insecure
households or 2.2 million people attain food security through improved access to land
and voluntary resettlement ( see Feleke Tadele 2003:9). This is virtually a renewal of
state sponsored massive resettlement venture in the so called unused lands. Yet, this
program invokes much questions rather than readily available answers. The questions
that come to mind are: Have we made impact assessment of the past resettlement
ventures so that we can justify our present actions? Do we really have abundant unused
lands that could readily be used to resettle a large number of people & ensure
environmental sustainability? By encouraging large scale resettlement every time the
country is hit by drought, don’t we risk depleting our meager forest resources?
In an attempt to answer some of these questions, this study intends to address the
ecological dimension of the difficulties caused by state sponsored and spontaneous
1
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(self-initiated) resettlements of population within a limited environment known as
Angar Gutin .
Research Methods & Data Source.
It should be noted that this study is largely based on primary data gathered through
successive field works in Gidda-Kiramu district which involved interviews, participantobservation, group discussions as well as photographic& video graphic documentations.
Besides, extensive review of literature relating to planned and spontaneous
resettlements as well as causes of environmental degradation in Ethiopia has been
carried out.
Overview of Angar-Gutin and Its Environs.
Angar Gutin is located in lowland areas of Gidda-Kiramu, Abe-Dongor & Limu districts
of Eastern Wallaga, Oromia Regional State. Located north of the River Angar &
extending up to the southern foots of the Ditcho escarpment (360 27’ - 360 49’ East and
90 19’ - 90 38’ North), Gutin occupies an extensive stretch of land conducive for modern
large-scale agriculture. Except few hills rising here and there in the middle of a gentle
slope, the area is predominantly a plain land covered by tropical woods, savanna
grasses, bamboo, shrubs, small trees and forests along the river banks. It has very good
moisture with an average rainfall up to 1953 mm and a hot climate with a maximum
temperature of 390c. While small rivers like Andode and many others drain its northern
and central parts, its southern extremities are watered by Angar River, a tributary of
Blue Nile. Its brownish soil with sandy clay and loamy lastisols has a high agriculture
potential. Nonetheless, the presence of high slops in some areas makes it susceptible to
erosion (Allula 1986). Hills like Injirro, Tulu- Gana, Arkumbe and Gutin add a
remarkable panorama to the gentle slope extending westwards from Abe-Dorngoro
district to Limu crossing Gida- kiremu.
In spite of its hotness during the winter season, due to its forest coverage and the
drainage patterns just mentioned, Gutin enjoys enough moisture to grow varieties of
crops and fruits. Moreover, originally it was teemed with varieties of wildlife such as
Lion and Buffalo. Beside the big wild animals, there were other varieties worth
mentioning here. These are wild Boars or Hogs (Karkarro), wild Pigs, varieties of birds
and different species of Gazelle and Antelope. Most ubiquitous, of course, were the
armies of Baboons one could easily watch by the roadside on the way to Gidda or
Nakamte. These are generally few of the wildlife varieties in Angar Gutin areas, which
once endowed this beautiful land.
Inception of Angar-Gutin Agricultural Development Project.
Despite its fertility and the presence of diverse wildlife mentioned above, the area lying
along the Angar Valley was not permanently settled for much of its history. This has to
do with high malaria infestation and rampancy of animal diseases, especially
trypanosomiasis. This situation coupled with the absence of modern medicine and lack
of appropriate know-how to combat the problems has discouraged large-scale settlement
except by few hunters & shifting cultivators- the Gumuz communities.2 Instead, the area
was largely seen as a hunting ground by Oromo communities inhabiting the adjacent

2
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highland areas, and as a trade route leading from Gidda-Ayana to Leqa-Nakamte and
vice versa.
The above situation started to change during the second half of the 20th century. In
1970, motivated by the presence of agriculturally conducive climate, appropriate soil
type and equipped with modern medicine to combat malaria and animal diseases, three
Dutch citizens established agricultural development project known as ‘Solidarite et
Development’ in the vicinity of a town currently known as ‘Gutin’.
The main pursuit of the founders of the project was promotion of development in the
area by introducing labor-intensive intermediate agricultural technology. According to a
local informant,3 three men from the Netherlands (actually brothers), led by Abraham
Ibor (the elder one) established the Angar Gutin Agricultural project just at the southern
foot of the Injrro hill. Immediately after establishing an agricultural project, the Dutch
resettled some landless peasants from Gojam, Shewa and Wallaga in the area (Alula
1986: 10).4 Later, they started to recruit daily laborers from among the Oromo
communities inhabiting adjacent territories.
Agro-experimental centers were also established to carry out agricultural researches
on various crops such as maize, sorghum, sesame and varieties of legumes including
soy & haricot beans. Fruits such as Banana, Lemon, orange and mango were also
introduced. These centers radiate in all directions from the Dutch residence at Gutin and
were connected with the town by dry weather roads.
In order to increases agricultural productivity, the Dutch introduced simple but
effective farming technologies. This included new way of cultivation using a single ox
instead of pair. The tilling equipment, especially, the ploughshares were said to have
been improved substantially. Though very much limited in application, improved ‘turn
wrest’ ox ploughs with Brabant head yokes, doubling the pulling force were also
introduced. Furthermore, the Dutch introduced modern system of dairy farming and
animal hybridization.
Undoubtedly, the introduction of these inputs by far improved labor productivity and
increased crop yield. Nevertheless, being criticized on various grounds, particularly due
to high costs for small-scale projects, this scheme was denied farther operation. Citing
Simpson, Alula (1986) noted that the Dutch settlement strategy was elaborate and its
pace too slow in view of the urgent needs of the country. Based on the alleged
shortcomings, the Derg government annulled their contract in 1977.
Angar-Gutin as a Resettlement Project.
The Dutch abandoned the area in 1977 following the termination of the 7-year contract.
Soon after their evacuation, their properties were brought under the control of the
Settlement Authority (SA hereafter).5 During the same period, this organization
introduced a mechanized way of farming in Angar-Gutin and restructured the local
settlement pattern. Scattered individual holdings were reorganized into compact villages
with the intent to creating experimental cooperative farms.
3
4

5

Interview: Abebe Gemeda (a resident of Gutin town and former employee of the Dutch brothers),
April 2003, Gutin.
The scantiness of information about the early settlers from Gojjam and Shewa doesn’t allow us to
make an elaborated description here. Nonetheless, Alula (1986:10) suggested that 96% of the early
settlers were drawn from Wallaga both from higher altitudes and low-lying areas.
Before the establishment of the Settlement Authority in 1976 as an autonomous agency within the
Ministry of Agriculture, settlement planning was the responsibility of the Inter-ministerial Group on
Land Settlement (see Dessalegn Rahmato 2003:17).
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Initially, two villages previously established by the Dutch as agricultural research
units were selected for launching the new program. In these villages, the former Dutch
employees who wished to stay were resettled together with the Walloyes6 who
spontaneously migrated and settled in the vicinity of Angar-Gutin before the Derg era,
especially in Tulu Gana areas of Abe- Dongoro district.7
According to an informant,8 the SA carried out the above activities until September
1979. Later, the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (R.R.C.) replaced it as the sole
organization that dealt with disaster induced problems in Ethiopia. In the same year, the
RRC resettled newcomers allegedly drawn from the drought affected areas of northern
Ethiopia, mainly from Tigray, and some from Wallo. The Walloye newcomers were
added to the former resettlers in the first and second resettlement villages dubbed by
local people ‘Hudad’ (meaning a ‘farm’ in Oromiffa). This raised the number of people
in the two villages up to 1000 households, i.e., 500 in each of them.9 The 1800 Tigrayan
family heads were resettled in separate villages: no 3, 4, and 5 respectively (see the
number of settlers in the old and integrated sites in the table below).
Table 1: Population figures by head, household, sex and type of settlement.
Heads
Family
Total
Settlement
type
Male Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Old
1083
75
1224
2062
2307
2135
Integrated
961
185
1352
1566
2313
1751
G.Total
2044
260
2576
3628
4620
3886
Source: Adopted from Alula Pankurst 1986. Annex.
The overwhelming majority of informants who came from Wallo confirmed that they
voluntarily accepted the government offer for resettlement. When asked to mention the
reason for such a decision, they stated that, apart from the recurring drought in their
home land, they suffered from several problems that served as push factor to abandon
their native birth places. These are, for instance, scarcity of farm plots and land
degradation.
The case of the Tigrayan population according to informants was totally different.
One of the Tigrayan elder informants, who preferred to remain anonymous, informed
that in 1979, the Derg initiated the resettlement to deliberately uproot the Tigrayans. He
noted that there was neither drought nor land scarcity to justify the relocation.
According to Kassahun Berhanu (2003), the resettlement of the Tigrayan population
was carried out by political motives of the military regime rather than disaster or
economic rationales. It was aimed at containing insurgent activities (especially of the
TPLF) in the area, as they obtained all sorts of support in their original places of
6

7

8
9

The ‘Walloye’ are settler communities whose origin is the former Wallo province of Ethiopia. Despite
their collective label and linguistic homogeneity, ethnically they exhibit significant difference. Some
of them belong to Semitic speaking Amhara ethnic group, while others belong to a Cushitic speaking
Oromo ethnicity.
According to local informants, initially, they were settled in Abe-Dongoro district by the consent of
the then prominent balabat (landlord), Fitawrari Abarra Wirtu. He was said to have allowed 300
Walloye households to settle at a place called ‘Yanto’ in the form of gabbar (tenants). This marked the
first contact between the lowland Oromo communities and the northern settlers in the vicinity of
Angar Gutin.
Interview: Ato Kaba Jabessa, April 2003, Gutin.
According to Alula (1986), the establishment of a 500 people resettlement village is a standard
introduced by the RRC in Agar Gutin.
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domicile in the course of their struggle against the military regime. The second group of
the Tigrayan settlers arrived in Gutin in the wake of 1984/85 drought. Unlike the former
ones whose adaptation period was prolonged due to various factors, these newcomers
were said to have been easily adapted to the local setting, mainly because of the
existence pioneer compatriots in the area. Only few of them have deserted the area
following the fall of the Derg.
Currently, most of the Tigrayans living in Gutin and its environs are satisfied in their
lives and do not want to return back to Tigray. When asked why they didn’t abandon the
area after the demise of the military regime, most of the respondents answered that they
have already adapted themselves to the local social and environmental settings and
managed to produce surplus to sustain life. They have managed to earn private property
by engaging themselves in agricultural production, grain trade and running private
business.10
Angar-Gutin between 1984 and 1991.
This period was marked by intensification of the resettlement activity in response to the
devastating drought of 1984/85. Following that blowing disaster, the newly established
Workers Party of Ethiopia took the entire activity of resettlement under its control. It
formulated action plan, which included short-term emergency relief measures and a
long term enduring programs with a massive resettlement of population from the
drought affected areas of the north into the more conducive regions of the southwest and
western provinces. The party took upon itself the entire commanding measures of the
project. According to Alula (1986: 2), the party provided organizational capacity,
personnel and determination. Majority of the 1984/85 national resettlement programs
were implemented in southwest in general and Wallaga in particular. Of this, the share
of Angar Gutin’s conventional resettlement area was immense (see the table below).
Table 2. Large-scale Resettlements of the 1980s in Western Ethiopia.
Resettlement site Household
Family
Amount of land
Size
members
Allotted (ha)
Wallaga
Assosa
14,143
47,079
18,808
Keto
10,393
37,024
11,234
Angar Gutin
9,756
29,217
12,329
Jarso
3,860
15,512
4,644
Gambella
11,234
44,664
15,600
Total
49,396
173,496
62,615
Source: Alemneh Dejene (1990(b):178)
As could be seen from the table, the magnitude of this resettlement is by far huge and
constitutes an unprecedented massive resettlement venture ever conducted in the history
of this nation. Given the sheer size of the scheme, the government deployed all the
ministries and its political cadres to take part in the execution of the programs.
During the period from 1979-1991, out of the estimated 56,000 ha of arable land
available in Angar-Gutin and its environs, about 12,500 ha was brought under 25
10

I personally met a number of successful Tigrayan businessmen in Gutin town who made their fortune
through agricultural production, hotel business and grain trade.
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resettlement villages’. Out of this, about 10,000 households with an average of 5 family
members were the victims of 1984/85 drought.
Apart from resettling the drought affected population, in an attempt to reduce urban
unemployment, the Derg resettled some unemployed urban dwellers drawn from major
cities, especially from Addis Ababa, at the foot of Arkumbe hill to the west of Gutin
town. This group of settlers was the worst challenge to the government resettlement
venture. Being young & well acquainted with urban life, these people were proved to be
unfit into the local setting. From the outset, their main intention was to escape at any
cost. They were kept only at the cost of physical coercion and threat of the armed
forces. As Alula (1989: 18) aptly noted, the attempt to resettle urban unemployed, often
against their will, led to massive desertion. These settlers fled the region as soon as the
Derg regime collapsed in 1991.
The Post-Derg Period (1991-2002).
The Post- Derg period is marked major transformations that radically altered Ethiopian
political & economic landscape. Among others, it was a period when the EPRDF
government put an end to the command economy and forceful resettlement. With the
advent of the regionalization policy, the political map of the country was redrawn along
ethno-linguistic lines. All these changes exerted far-reaching effects upon
patterns/manners of population settlement and mode of resource utilization in the study
area.
Following the demise of the military regime, paternalistic approach to the settlers of
Gutin was totally banned. The settlers were set free to decide their own fate. According
to the local informants, as soon as they attained freedom of action, the settlers
abandoned the cooperative farms apportioning their communal properties including the
land. Each household was said to have been allotted 1.5 ha. In addition to this, strong
and ambitious settlers seized extra lands in their surroundings and managed to extend
their private holdings by manifold. This enabled them to produce surplus if not by
increasing productivity per hectare, at least by bringing extra farm plots under
cultivation.
Thanks to the new policy and the settlers’ individual efforts, within a short period of
time the former drought victims became not only self sufficient, but also surplus
producers. They not only produced varieties of crops, but also engaged in grain trade.
Apart from local market, they started to send their products as far as Bahir-Dar &
Gondar in Amhara Regional State and Shire in Tigray. This striking success attracted
the interest of land-hungry peasants in Gojjam and Gondar as a potential area for selfinitiated migration and resettlement.11
Beside the success story, the abundance of vast tracts of arable land in Angar Gutin,
its easy access to market centers and absence of legal barrier stimulated the Gojjame
and Gondare self-initiated resettlers to migrate and settle in the area. Initially, they
came on individual basis to watch the situation. Some of them were employed as daily
laborers or sharecroppers to work on the holdings of the former resettlers or the local
11

Initially, the success of the Walloye and Tigraian settlers in Gutin was only a matter of rumor &
speculation, but later, when as a result of the opening of the Nekemte-Bure road (early 1990s) people
from Gaojjam and Gondar started to visit the region in an attempt to explore the existing economic
opportunities, they discovered not only the truth about the settler’s achievements, but also about the
abundance of extra unsettled land that potentially could support new settlers as well. This was
considered partly as the main reason for massive self-initiated migration.
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population. But later, as they got acquainted with the local setting, they started to seize
extra lands in the area, which enabled them to attract their families and relatives; thus
giving the new migration a massive character (Zelalem, 2004).
Despite the central government’s regionalization policy that should have halted interregional migrations and resettlements, spontaneous migration increased enormously.
The newcomers penetrated deep into the vast uninhabited areas and seized large
hectares of land without any restriction. They neither asked permission from the local
authorities nor notified their arrival to any one. In the words of the chairman of the
Gutin town administration, Ato Desu Sori,12 they simply over-flooded the lowland
regions of Gida-Kiremu, Abe-Dongor and Limu Districts.
As the data gathered from Gutin town and four surrounding kebeles indicate (see
table 3) the 1990s was the period of renewed spontaneous migration and settlement of a
large number of Amhara population coming predominantly from Gojjam and Gondar in
the area under study.
Table 3. Population of Gutin town & surrounding Kebeles.
S/N Kebele
Number of Population
Male
Female
1
Gutin town Kebele 01
10,279
8744
&02
2
Woyin Amba
2,111
2874
3
Dabra Anbessa
1604
1446
4
Addis Alem
3345
2558
5
Lalistu Angar
11, 432
13,990
6
Andode Dicho

Total
19,023

Remarks

4,985
3,050
5,901
25,422
Data not
available

Grand Total
28,771
29,612
58,381
Source: Data obtained from government Development Agents (DAs) working in each Kebele, May 2006.

The above information was obtained from the lowland kebeles of Gidda Kiremu district.
This is actually, a portion of what is conventionally known as Angar- Gutin resettlement
project. Data from the other two districts, namely, Abe Dongoro & Limu are not
included because of various constraints. Despite its incompleteness, the above
information shows the magnitude of population increase in the area. Such uncontrolled
and unorganized migration of peoples to the region inflicted colossal damage on the
natural environment of the area. Thus, below, I will try to elaborate the extent of this
damage.
The Ecological Dimension of the State Sponsored and Spontaneous Resettlements
in Gutin Area.
The movement of peoples from place to place in search of better living is as old as
human history. Historical evidences confirm that human beings as hunters and gatherers
or as food producers have moved across spaces in search of food, water, conducive
settlement areas & etc. These movements took place either within limited geographical
areas designated as regions, countries, continents or cut across these geographical
designations. The magnitude of the movements also differs from individual penetrations
to massive migrations.

12

Interview with Ato Dessu Sori was conducted in May 2004.
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Viewed from this broader perspective, the recent population movements in Ethiopia
are neither unique nor unprecedented. They happened over the ages and centuries.
Whatever their causes and motives might be, history provides a wide range of examples
for such movements irrespective of geographical locations & ethno-linguistic
backgrounds. People have moved in all directions throughout all times. For instance, the
Semites, i.e., the ancestors of the present day Tigrayan and Amhara population of
Ethiopia were said to have migrated from the Arabian Peninsula. Crossing the Red Sea,
they settled in northern Ethiopia during the first millennium B.C. (See Zelalem 1995).
After a long period of intermarriage and mingling with the local population, there
emerged the current ethno-linguistic makeup that came to be known as the Tigrayan &
the Amhara. Like wise, the Cushitic stock of people including the Oromo, the Somali
and others moved throughout the Horn of Africa over the centuries. The great
population movement of the 16th century in which the Oromo became the spearhead
alone could explain the absolute certainty of this fact.
Yet, all these movements and population migrations did not exert a pressure of such
magnitude on the environment as they do today. This is probably, because, the pace at
which people exploit the existing natural resources, the technologies they employ in
appropriating nature for their own benefits and their number itself are totally different.
Of course, one may argue that the agricultural technology employed by most Ethiopians
over the past millennium has made no significant changes so as to bring a devastating
impact on environment. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the absence of
technological transformation in Ethiopian agriculture is at the same time the agent and
effect of the dwindling natural resources and agricultural production itself. On the one
hand, the use of obsolete technology in agricultural activities constrains the expansion
and development of the agricultural sector, on the other, it accelerates the degradation of
agricultural land thereby enhancing the conveyance of more and more plots of virgin
land under cultivation. In other words, as the existing fertile land relinquishes its
fertility because of over exploitation & the utilization of backward agricultural
technology, extra lands are always required to produce sufficient food to sustain life.
This vicious circle can be broken only through technological transformation, which
Ethiopian economy lacked throughout history.
Besides the spatial expansion of agriculture, the demographic explosion that this
country underwent over the past successive decades also exerts enormous pressure on
its land, water and forest resources. The combined effect of these multiple factors means
that, both the carrying capacity of the land and the quality of the soil in highland
Ethiopia is diminishing at unprecedented intensity. The deterioration of the natural
environment as we all know is one of the major causes for the recurrent drought
situation in this country. Unwise utilization of land for agriculture, overgrazing and
cutting of forest for varieties of purposes including for construction and fuel over the
centuries depleted highland Ethiopia, especially the northern part that has the highest
population concentration. Intensive cultivation,13 deforestation and the subsequent
erosion accelerated environmental degradation, which in its turn triggered prevalence of
drought conditions resulting in famine and displacement of population.
As already indicated, the arrival of the drought affected population in Angar Gutin
starting from the end of the 70s has had far reaching implications both environmentally.
i.e., on the regional ecosystem.
13

Contrary to the suggestion of some economists, so far intensification of agricultural activity has not
resulted in technological transformation of the Ethiopian economy.
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Angar Gutin, formerly a home to varieties of wild life, turned into a settlement of
extended dimension (with Gutin town alone harboring over 10,000 people as its
dwellers). This happened virtually within a period of less than two decades. The vast
stretch of land surrounding Gutin town was also settled by tens of thousands of
agricultural population that exert varying degree of pressure on the environment. As
was to be expected, greater human interference in the natural ecosystem led to depletion
of wildlife and forest coverage. So far changes of cataclysmic proportion didn’t happen
in the area. Yet, one can foresee a looming disaster of that dimension, and indeed, one
should not wait until devastation of such dimension takes place. The pace at which
forest clearing is carried out indicates an approaching danger. The method employed for
clearing of the forest, which involves indiscriminate burning of forests, woodlands and
their undergrowth poses a great menace both to the forest and wildlife. It destroys the
forest coverage leaving many animals dead and the rest species like birds without
protection and habitation.
The forest, as a natural abode to wild life and a source of moisture is the basis of
human life as well. The destruction of this asset, thus, means acceleration of a disaster
that puts both human & wild lives in danger. History tells us, that to the extent people
have altered their environment; they have also been prone to its influence and vagaries.
What people are doing in Angar Gutin and its environs today is no exception.
But what is the reason for such a great concern in this area? Is there any ecological
disaster threatening the population of the area so far? If yes disaster of what kind and of
what magnitude? If not, why do then people are being frustrated? How do the local
populations approach this situation? Is it really a great concern as of today or of the
future? These are some of the salient queries that need appropriate answer in this part of
our study.
The rationale behind the current concern is that, since the time of anthropogenesis,
the environment has been woven into human lives in many respects. Be it in developed,
developing or poor economies, people’s relationship with natural resources is strong. A
review of the economic activities of the peoples of Ethiopia alone can provide vivid
evidences in this respect. It shows that Ethiopians are directly dependent on natural
resources for their livelihood, which implies that they are heavily vulnerable to
environmental changes as well. As they depend heavily on rain-fed agriculture as their
major economic activity, the absence or a simple alteration in rainfall patterns induces
crop failure and the subsequent famine. It is indeed this problem, which forced the
northern population to migrate to places like Angar Gutin.
The above reality is getting recognition among the local population and the former
settlers alike. In this regard, one of my informants in Gutin, Ato Adem Feleke stated the
following:
If, the forest destruction continues at the current rate, and if, more and more
people from the north continue to come and occupy the forestlands without any
restriction and burn it down to the ashes as they do it today, another drought and
famine is inevitable. This time however, we are going to starve not as Walloyes,
but as peoples of Wallaga.14
The old man’s concern is shared by the younger generation as well. As of now, the
situation seems normal, added a young Walloye settler, Baye Molla who came together

14

Interview with Ato Adem Feleke, May 2004, Gutin.
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with his parents & resettled in the outskirts of Gutin in 1984 when he was only ten years
old.
But, we young people already started to feel both the problem of land scarcity and
the result of forest depletion upon ourselves. Because, previously as teenagers we
were not allotted plots of land for cultivation, now when we are grown up &
became family heads, however, self-initiated settlers who recently came from
Gojjam seized the extra lands in the area. Some of them occupied up to 100
hectares individually, while we, who settled in this region earlier than them
couldn’t find even the formal 1.5-hectares of land. What is left for us is another
migration and resettlement in new areas. 15
I met a number of such young men in Gutin and its environs who agreed with Baye
concerning the situation. They perceive the situation in which they find themselves
precarious for various reasons: first, as of now, no land redistribution or opening up of
virgin land is envisaged in the area; hence, they do not harbor any hope of acquiring
farm plots in the foreseeable future; secondly, there is no alternative employment
opportunity in the area that would enable them in a sustainable manner support their
families; and finally, they are not educated enough or exposed to any form of vocational
or technical training to migrate to urban centers in search of alternative employment
opportunities in other economic sectors. Thus, as a remedy to their plight, they
expressed readiness to join another resettlement scheme, if the government is willing to
organize. Some of them even reckoned how they made individual attempts to penetrate
into the neighboring Benishangul-Gumuz region in view to obtain farm plots. Though
unsuccessful at the moment because of the hostility of the local community towards
them, they told me that they will try it again sometime in the future.
Their information elucidate two things: on the one hand, it indicates how they really
comprehend the negative impacts of uncontrolled resettlement on human life and the
environment by creating scarcity of agricultural land and diminishing natural wealth. On
the other, it shows how these people because of the precarious situation in which they
find themselves have developed a mobile psychology and readiness to move anywhere
if given better opportunity. When asked from where this mobile psychology has come
about, they said,
Our grand fathers first migrated from Wallo either to Gondar or Gojjam in search
of extra land and better livelihood; our fathers continued the southern march and
came to Wallaga for similar purposes. Now we are in a state of scarcity and
insecurity. Then, why not we search for better life somewhere else, where there is
abundant land and opportunity for work? Nothing is new & strange about this. We
have already been accustomed to such a mobile mode of life and developed that
mindset.
Sentiments attached to one’s own place of birth and nostalgia associated to those
localities, which their ancestors used to designate as ‘agar’; ‘wanz’ or compatriots
known as ‘ya wanz lidge’ or ‘ya agar lidge’ or kinsmen called ‘Zamad’ have already
lost their pertinence as mechanisms holding or creating psychological bond between the
new generation, places of birth and kinfolk. Besides, it shows an inter-generational
conflict arising from incongruent entitlement rights to the land.
All these conditions witness the existence of multiple insecurities: first, the second
generation settler communities who were not allotted agricultural land feel insecure,
15

Interview with Ato Baye Molla, May 2004, Gutin
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because, no land allocation or redistribution is envisaged at least in the near future. In its
turn, forming a family in the absence of access to basic means of earning a living
generates uncertainty about what lies ahead. Furthermore, uncertainty about one’s own
future curtails long-term planning and discourages people from caring about the
environment in which they live. Second, even those who one way or another acquired
the land do not harbor the needed attachment to the environment and the region in
which they live for two reasons. On the one hand, the plots on which they live and work
are not even their private properties and they paid nothing to acquire them. Hence, they
are not motivated to care about the land gained free of charges. On the other, the
regionalization of the country along ethnic lines has created a suspicious mindset among
the settler communities that they could be evicted from the land by local authorities.16
Thus, even if they feel concerned about its current productivity and abundance, given
the fact that these qualities determine the level of production, and even if they are well
aware of the fact that diminishing plot size and loss of fertility could undermine the
level of their income, they do not intend to make a long-term investment to improve the
environment. Rather they try to pull out what ever capital they earn to their original
places of domicile, i.e., to those Regional States where they came from. Such a dual
feeling toward the land seems to have hampered environmental conservation on the one
hand and discouraged upholding of long-standing traditional resource management
wisdom; on the other, it discouraged the adoption of new conservationist ideas.17
In light of all these situations, the absence of strong institutional arrangement which
is concerned with natural resource management and the laissez-faire approach toward
environmental care in the area since the collapse of the Derg seems to have contributed
to the current havoc & the dwindling interest in environmental protection.
In contrast, the local Oromo communities harbor strong attachment with place of
birth called ‘biyya’or kinfolk known as ‘komoo.’ Moreover, strong feeling was held in
relation to the well-being of the land its resources. Thus, the local communities
vigorously express their deepest concern about the looming ecological disaster. They
are even more resolute when it comes to the activities of the recent northern settlers in
the area. One of my informants, an educated man and chairperson of Gutin town
administration Ato Dessu Sori told that,
Our ancestors preserved this land together with its forest and wildlife for
generations. But the northerners destroyed it within a decade. It is very
disappointing to see how these people burn vast forestlands and extinguish
wildlife. Of course no one is against the wise use of natural resources, but what
these people are doing is unethical, unwise and barbarous18
When asked what is to be done, Ato Dessu told that, first of all, it is necessary to halt
farther migration to Angar Gutin. Secondly, formal land management and resource
utilization policy should be put in place so as to ensure wise and proper use of natural
resources. The proper management he entails is the knowledge of the farm land
available in the area, i.e., proportion of land occupied by people as of now and the
unsettled ones, delimitation of the amount of land to be allotted for individual farmers
16

17
18

This sense has become overwhelming among the settler communities, especially after the year 2000,
following the eviction of some spontaneous settlers in connection with the inter-ethnic conflict in
Gidda-Kiremu that flared into open armed clash in September-October 2000 (See Zelalem 2004).
Besides the absence of conservationist approach, there is no policy provision that would initiate
peasants to plant trees on marginal lands and use them as extra sources of income (cash-cropping).
Interview with Ato Dessu Sori, May 2004, Gutin.
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and those to be reserved as forest zone. Well thought out and transparent system of land
administration is needed to alleviate this problem. So far, reafforestation program is not
an issue in this area, but conservation of the existing ones, banning of arbitrary forest
clearing & uncontrolled burnings as well as motivating peasants to plant trees on
marginal lands and utilize them as a means of income generation are crucial.19
Conclusion.
Summarizing what has been said so far, it is necessary to underscore the following
points: a) the severely dwindling environmental wealth in the area under study is
leading to a drastic loss of the regional biodiversity, while the poor resource
management in practice is exacerbating the situation; b) apart from the effects of state
sponsored resettlements, unrestrained influx of a large number of self-initiated squatters
from the north and the high natural demographic increase in the area, in the face of
persistent utilization of obsolete farming techniques and poor resource management
means, an ever increasing overpopulation & over-exploitation of natural resources for
mere survival, i.e., a high demand for more agricultural land as well as high demand for
wood as a source of household energy and construction activities; c) all these factors
coupled with absence of better land resource management and tenure insecurity make
the area in the near future a place in which people depend on rain-fed agriculture, but
without forests. This situation in its turn will make the whole region drought vulnerable
leading to another disaster of worst consequences.
The question is then, what is to be done? Answering this question is not an easy task,
and apparently, there is no readily available answer for such a delicate issue as
preservation of environmental sustainability. Nonetheless, empirical observation of the
situation and analysis of past experiences enable us to suggest that environmental
conservation behavior, especially forest resource conservation of rural household is
dependent on two specific conditions: traditional values attached to forest resources and
market values.
Traditional resource conservation wisdom is rooted in indigenous knowledge about
the linkage between nature and society rather than temporary economic benefits.
Modern values entrenched in consumerist ideals in contrast attach more credence to
comparative economic advantages. The tragedy in our resettlement areas, however is
that, while traditional conservationist practices operating in the original home lands of
resettler communities were forgotten because of relocation and their rejuvenation is
hampered by tenure insecurity, modern ways of conserving forest resources, especially
for their commercial value is either at its infancy or non-existent.
With constant relocations induced either by disaster or by government resettlement
policies, resettler communities in the current research area have developed strictly
temporary utilitarian attitude towards the natural environment. They clear forests either
for agricultural purposes or for household energy and construction without due attempt
to substitute them. This sentiment brought about depletion of forest resources for shortterm economic benefits rather than long-term returns.
On the one hand, being contradictory to the local resource management wisdom, this
practice invokes conflict with the host communities. On the other, it accelerates
environmental degradation, especially by depleting forest coverage which is a natural
abode to varieties of wildlife. The concern here is, therefore, twofold: at macro level,
19

Photographic illustrations of the area will be presented at the conference.
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since the effects of environmental degradation in relation to economic activities
manifest themselves at often large distances from the source or the agent causing them,
i.e., a distance both in terms of space and time and since these effects have the capacity
to shift on to other people, to future generation and even other species, there is an
assumption that in the long run this micro level forest destruction would contribute to a
lager disaster of sub-regional magnitude (Opschoor 1999). At micro level, if we let this
condition happen at the current rate, there is a high possibility that Angar-Gutin area
will experience similar environmental degradation as northern Ethiopia from where the
current resettler communities migrated. This in its turn will lead to another wave of
migration lending the process a vicious character.
The lesson from Angar Gutin is, therefore, large-scale resettlement ventures are not
always environmentally friendly. Despite short-term economic benefits, they lead to
long-term devastation of the natural environment thereby replicating the problem all
over the nation. It also indicates how resettler communities tend to develop mobile
psychology, which discourages attachment to the area where they live and minimizes
efforts towards long-term environmental conservation. This behavior in turn
discourages the rejuvenation of traditional conservationist practices exercised
collectively to preserve the natural ecosystem.20 This seems to emanate from lack of
interest toward long-term planning because of diminishing attachment to the new
environment that in its turn arise from tenure insecurity. This, however, does not mean
that resettlers do not plant trees of any sort, for instance, perennial crop trees. It is
merely to say that these activities do not bring about sustainable environmental
conservation. Rather, they show the short-term utilitarian nature of the activities
practiced in the area.
The other long-term implication prevailing in resettlement areas as exhibited in
Angar-Gutin is associated with inter-generational gap and further parceling of land into
smaller plots/land fragmentation. As indicated earlier, even if the government allocates
enough plots to the newly settling households, in the long run, because of the dynamic
increase in population one cannot exclude further parceling of farm plots among the
new labor entrants or conveyance of extra plots (forestlands) under cultivation.
The above process in its turn creates two problems: on the one hand, further
fragmentation of farm plots into smaller pieces and allocation of extra lands in the area
for new labor entrants (grown up children) which has its own limitations. Because land
by itself is a limited resource one cannot keep on dividing up to the infinitive, its
constant parceling will undoubtedly create a problem of scarcity in the long run. On the
other, since there is no agricultural labor release, i.e., the transformation of agricultural
laborers into industrial ones (because of the absence of an industrial sector that absorbs
extra labor), there will be a conflict between the generation of new labor entrants who
cannot afford to obtain neither land nor employment opportunity and the older
generation possessing entitlement rights to agricultural land. This inter-generational
conflict might end up both instigating new migration and resettlement of the landless
generation somewhere else (rural to urban migration, inter rural migration or another
resettlement) or creating social unrest with unpredictable consequence.

20

For instance, the northern resettlers, who used to plant trees around Churches in the form of ‘atsed’ or
protect forests on the consecrated land called “be Wigz yetekeber den”, and those who used to practice
protection of forest resources associated with Islamic faith known as Wijjib have either completely
forgotten such practices or pay less attention towards them because of changing circumstances.
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All the above arguments show that with less than 3 % of its land currently under
forest coverage and in view of the recurrent natural disaster which manifests itself in the
form of drought & over flooding, Ethiopia needs to introduce new policy provisions to
ultimately deal with the problem and boost forest conservation. It cannot afford to
undertake further resettlement activities in the remaining meager forestlands. Because,
further resettlement would mean irreversible devastation of the remaining forest
coverage & conversion of the entire nation into drought & flood vulnerable. Adoption
of new & appropriate policy, therefore, would mean reversing the looming ecological
disaster and breaking the vicious circle of environmental crisis from which much of this
country’s problems emanate.
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Seeds that Do Not Sprout:

Ethiopia’s Urban – Rural Links and Their Development Disconnect
Getachew Felleke1
Success in industrialization has been a major driving force in economic development of
countries. It is industrialization that provides a country with the resource base it needs to
build various other sectors of its economy. By the same token, the failure to industrialize
will result in various impediments on the path of development. Because industrialization is
such an integral part of development itself, it is critically important for a country like
Ethiopia to focus on removing the barriers that frustrate its industrialization. This study is
an attempt to explore the sources and impacts of these barriers to industrialization.

Introduction
When and why do economies fail to undergo a significant structural transformation
from a traditional, predominantly agrarian economy to a modern industrial one?
This study is guided by the assumption that economic progress is highly influenced
by progress in industrialization. The failure to industrialize could undermine economic
activities in all sectors, including the agriculture sector. By implication, the failure to
industrialize could also result in the emergence and persistence of all forms of social
and economic ills, including poverty, income disparity, illiteracy and health needs that
remain unattended. While industrialization may not guarantee solutions to all these
problems, it can bring to a society the capacity to resolve the social and economic
concerns that it chooses to target. Where industrialization does not take root, even the
best designed plans and programs of development will run into obstacles and
frustrations. Barring endowment in some exceptionally bountiful economic resource, a
country must commit to undertake a concerted effort to industrialize if it is to find the
goal of economic growth and development within its reach.
Development That Eludes
By most measure of social and economic performance, Ethiopia’s problems with
launching its economic development have been both deep and persistent. The preceding
decades of economic experiments have at best been faltering. Stagnation and even
reversals are more common than not. For its people, this condition translates into a life
that is barely sheltered from the vicissitudes of famine and economic ruin. For students
as well as private and public agents of development, the failure to overcome the
country’s problems with even growth has proven to be a challenge that that is met with
more frustrations than solutions. These efforts failed to make the desired impact. As in
the rest of the world, economic growth has been a much desired goal for several
successive generations of Ethiopian leaders, at least at the level of formal plans and
official rhetoric. To that end, numerous models of promise have been designed and
tested. Various growth-oriented strategies have been tried. Human and material
1
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resources have been mobilized. A parade of international consultants have offered
alternative ideas and rendered expert services. Regimes with divergent ideological
persuasions have staked their reputations and legitimacy on ridding the nation of its
problem of poverty. But, in the end, the outcomes have invariably fallen far short of
expectations. And the country’s social and economic situations have, for the most part,
resisted efforts at their revitalization. Development has become the seed that refuses to
sprout.
What makes Ethiopia’s development challenge such a tough nut to crack? What
explains this problem of underdevelopment that persists in spite of the efforts and
resources that have been invested to overcome it? Is it because the efforts have been
misdirected? Or, have the resources so far employed been improper or inadequate?
These are all useful questions, and they are not being asked for the first time. Time and
again they have been addressed in numerous studies. But, in the end, the answers that
they have provided have all been outlived by the problems they sought to resolve.
All the while, however, the human costs of poverty have been both recurrent and
devastating. Furthermore, the problems represented by these trails of failed development
campaigns are not problems that can be passed over or left alone - no matter how vexing
the search for their solutions may have proved to be. With this aim in mind, this study
will continue the on-going search for possible answers to the question of why Ethiopia’s
economic problems have proven so resistant to amelioration.
A Model for Growth
In W. Arthur Lewis’s Dual Sector Model, economic growth follows a mostly regular
and fairly predictable path. Such growth is made possible through the intensive and
extensive increase in the production contributions of labor in industry in particular and
the economy in general. The economy benefits from the services of not just more labor,
but also more productive labor. This involves a process of transforming the
economically inefficient condition of low labor productivity found in the non-capitalist
(traditional agriculture) sector. This occurs when the agriculture sector is brought into a
synergistic link with an industrial urban sector that forms the core of the modern
capitalist economy. The latter mostly consists of a manufacturing (as well as modern
plantation) sector with steadily rising levels of productivity.
The two sectors complement one another through the transfer of a surplus (underemployed and underpaid) labor force in agriculture into a more gainfully employed and
higher wage-earning industrial labor force of the urban areas. It also involves
transforming economic activities from a non-capitalist traditional or subsistence
production sector to a modern capitalist production sector with its own attribute of the
rational allocation (i.e., profit maximization or loss minimization) of economic
resources. Labor in subsistence agriculture, with its marginal productivity said to be
close to zero, is thus transformed into labor in a productive industrial/manufacturing
sector labor with access to productivity enhancing technology. The transformation is
driven by the modern urban sector’s capacity to continuously expand and absorb the
flow of surplus labor. This flow of labor is, in turn, produced by the pressure of a
rapidly growing rural population and the diminishing per capita land allotment, on the
one hand, and the attractions of the relatively higher urban wages, on the other.
The modest (but higher than subsistence income) urban wage ensures a continued
and reliable supply of low wage labor. But it also helps fuel a growing urban demand
for consumption goods of all types, including a growing demand for agricultural
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produce. Out-migration of rural surplus labor will lead to a more optimum land-labor
ratio on the farm. This combines with gradual improvements in agriculture inputs to
help raise farm labor productivity. In time, rising prices of farm outputs and
improvements in productivity will, together, help boost the incomes received by labor in
the agriculture sector. Under such virtuous cycle of economic interdependence,
increased incomes in agriculture induce a rising rural demand for manufactured goods,
including chemicals and mechanical farm inputs. Such a rise in demand will further
augment levels of output and income in the capitalist sector. The income of one sector
thus becomes the source of spending on goods originating in the other sector.
A key feature of the model is that the capitalist-oriented urban sector assumes a
central role to serve as the engine of growth for the national economy as a whole. It sets
the stage for the creation and accumulation of capital that forms the basis for a new and
dynamic industrial production capacity. It is this conduct of the modern urban sector
that becomes the locus of a strategy industrialization and rapid economic growth.
A Growth Enhancing Ecology
The Lewis Model assumes that the economic activities described above evolve
automatically. As Lewis himself indicates, his thinking is highly influenced by his study
of economic history. It is fair to surmise that his assumption holds for the
industrialization experiences of several European economies, notably that of England.
But does the assumption apply in the highly changed global conditions that confront
developing countries today?
Today’s economies in general, and small economies in particular, are much less
sheltered from the vagaries of diverse and adverse forces that arise in their regional and
global economic environments. Both risks and opportunities to economies have
multiplied along with the level of global interdependence that has become both
extensive and intensive.2 But for many of the non-industrialized economies, it is the
risks that they must contend with first before they reach to the opportunities that their
global environment has to offer. For a developing country that now seeks to
industrialize, its efforts face more numerous and potentially harmful challenges today
than did those of countries that industrialized during earlier centuries. External
influences abound and they have many and diverse sources. They are pervasive, and
their impacts can be far reaching. For countries not strong enough to fend for
themselves in particular, recent history shows that the potential difficulties that they
pose cannot be underestimated. As Peter Evans points out,
…The downturn in the growth of world trade in the 1970s, coupled with the
dramatic rise in real interest rates in the late 1970s and the drying up of
commercial loans at the beginning of the 1980s, forced developing countries to
focus anew on adjusting to the constraints imposed by the international
environment; hence structural change became defined primarily in terms of
“structural adjustment.3
This is not to suggest that the constraints to industrialization and structural change all
originate externally. In addition to influences originating in the broader global
2

3

Some of these disruptions to small economies may arrive through methods that, on the surface, seem
quite benign and even helpful. For example the dumping of used clothes from the developed countries
into the cities and towns of Ethiopia can only produce quite a detrimental effect on the domestic
clothing industry.
Evans, Peter. In Haggard & Kaufman, p. 140
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environment, there also exist numerous domestic institutional obstacles that continue to
get in the way. The combination of these external and domestic factors makes the
process of industrialization and structural transformation difficult, but not necessarily
impossible. This simply highlights the heightened challenges to development policy
design and implementation with which leaders in developing countries must now
contend.
To overcome these and other obstacles that occur particularly during the early stages
of industrialization, there is a need to construct an enabling ecology of economic
development at the national level. Just as ecology in the natural environment provides
the habitat that is conducive for plants and animal to thrive on, this economic ecology is
to create and sustain the conditions that both shelter and advance domestic economic
growth and development.4 The ecology needs to foster nurturing and mutually
reinforcing economic interactions between the different elements of the national
economy. Economic goals and activities in one sector should be designed to be
congruent with the goals and activities of all other sectors.
In other words, the modern, urban-centered sector has an important role to serve as a
“hot house” for economic growth. A hothouse collects and circulates growth-enhancing
energy of stable air, temperature, and humidity within the confines of a purposefully
enclosed space. It shelters young and vulnerable seedlings from invasions by various
harmful organisms. It does that to help seeds to germinate, seedlings to take root, and
plants to grow rapidly. These functions of the “hothouse” are very much the kind of
favorable environment that a developing economy needs especially during the early
stages of its industrialization attempt. The urban sector economy should mobilize and
organize resources, raise their productivity, extract surplus income as profits and
convert them into investments that further energize productivity and production.
In addition, this economic “hothouse” needs to maintain the integrity of the national
economic enclosure. This enclosure clearly defines the parameters within which the
national economic interest can be nurtured. The developing economy needs such an
enclosure so as to maximize growth benefits of its economic resources and be able to
negotiate with its external environment and engage in exchanges that optimize its
opportunities while minimizing its risks. The point is that, given its relative weakness,
the developing economy can ill afford to take its growth and development prospects for
granted; it must first lay the groundwork and launch a sustained effort to create the most
favorable conditions for its economic progress. This it must carry out on at least two
fronts simultaneously. Domestically, it must structure its social and economic
institutions with an eye to making them mutually reinforcing and effective in bringing
progress. It must harness its available resources prudently with an eye to preventing
misuse and waste. It must also show sufficient flexibility to adapt to, and benefit by, any
changing realities and conditions that may arise. Externally, it must carefully assess the
costs and benefits of its transactions with the world beyond its borders. It must rely on a
strategy that allows for the optimum utilization of its economic energy within the
confines of the domestic economic ecology.
Such engineering of a favorable economic climate may be neither feasible nor even
desirable at every stage of a county’s economic experience. But for countries that are
4

The reference here is not specifically to the strategy of “infant industry protection” which, if pursued
as a sole and exclusive strategy, is unlikely to produce its intended effect. The larger institutional
issues regarding the mode of relationship between the modern and traditional sector are of a greater
significance to the prospect of industrialization than is a simple strategy of IIP.
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still struggling with their first steps on the road to modernization, the creation of a
viable climate for structural transformation may well be the most significant measure
that they fail to undertake. In a world that is increasingly characterized by aggressively
competitive economic forces, the creation of ecology of growth for the domestic
economy has to be placed at the core of the very goal of nation building.
A Case of No Growth
Both with respect to population movement and economic growth, it is stagnation rather
than transformation that, in the past, has long characterized the economy of Ethiopia.
The signs of failed structural transformation are not difficult to locate. In comparison
to other countries in the region, the pace of Ethiopia’s population movement from the
rural to the urban areas has been glacial. This slow pace of rural to urban migration is
particularly remarkable given the involuntary and convulsive movements of people to
the relative refuge of urban areas that followed each of the political upheavals of the last
thirty years. In other words, the modest rise in the ratio of urban population is at least in
part a result of involuntary dislocation of people driven out by threats to their security,
as opposed to voluntary migration in search of better economic opportunities. This
absence of a history of any significant level of voluntary rural-to-urban migration in
Ethiopia stands in contrast to the prevailing trends elsewhere around the world.
The following Table (Table 1) shows the changes in the urban share of the
population distribution of a selected list of East African countries over a period of four
decades. Of the countries listed in Table 1, only one other country, Uganda, has had a
smaller ratio of urban population. Even then, Uganda’s urban share of its population
more than doubles over the forty year period between 1975 and 2015, a change that is
somewhat faster than that of Ethiopia’s.5
Table 1. Urban Population as a % of total population
(for selected East African countries and selected years)
Country
1975
2004
2015
UN HDI (2004)
Ethiopia
9.5
15.7
19.1
0.371
Kenya
12.9
20.5
24.1
0.491
Tanzania, U. Rep.
11.2
23.8
28.9
0.430
Zimbabwe
19.9
35.4
40.9
0.491
Uganda
7.0
12.5
14.5
0.502
Sudan
18.9
39.8
49.4
0.516
Mean
12.97
23.48
28
0.444
Ethiopia’s lag below the Mean
-3.47
-7.78
-8.9
-0.07
Source: HDR -- http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/indicators/41.html
Throughout the three time periods indicated, the urban share of the population of each
of the other countries in the region stood higher than that of Ethiopia’s. At the start of
the new millennium, only the three other Sub-Saharan countries of Uganda, Rwanda,

5

For Uganda, as in the case of Ethiopia, political instability and the resulting threats to security in the
rural areas may also explain the recent population gains of urban Uganda.
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and Burundi had lower urban ratios of their total population than did Ethiopia.6 This
urban population ratio advantage of the other countries in the region cannot be
explained away by a reference to their colonial experience.7 That is because the gap that
separates their situation from that of Ethiopia’s has been widening during more recent
years of their post-independence period.
Why the need for a structural transformation?
Since Lewis developed his two sector model in the 1950s, the world has undergone
changes that, if any thing, have raised the social and economic significance of his
model. First, the world population has more than doubled over the last fifty years,
significantly raising the social and economic urgency to meet people’s material wants.
With respect to Ethiopia and many other African countries, population growth has
mostly taken place in the rural areas. In other words, it is the traditional sector with its
outdated institutions and limited resource base that has borne the brunt of the population
explosion. Second, parallel to the growth in population, there has also been significant
advances both in the quantity and quality of the global stock of technology, including
technology that can enhance productivity in the agriculture sector. Yet, this has also
been technology that, by-and-large, has remained outside the reach of farmers in the
traditional sector. The need for using it has been there, but the capacity for acquiring
and using it has not.
Within the framework of an ongoing structural transformation, population growth is
less of a threat and represents the more benign imagery of people as “hands to work.”
Conversely, in the absence of structural transformation, any population increase would
mean further pressure on the limited resources of the traditional sector and the possible
decline in the incomes of its people. When this happens, population growth represents
the more problematic imagery of people as “mouths to feed.”
A high ratio of rural population indicates the presence of impediments to a regular
and orderly mobility of people from the relatively stagnant and hard life of the
traditional sector to the relatively more opportunity-rich environment of the modern
sector. This absence of mobility can be both a cause and a consequence of the lack of
social and economic progress. For those that remain trapped in the traditional sector,
such a failure can prevent them from taking full advantage of modern tools and methods
in their social and economic life. It is a failure that can prevent them from bringing to
bear more effective means and methods in tackling the myriad of daily social and
economic problems that their community faces. Much of Ethiopia’s socio-economic
weaknesses probably derive from this failure to effect a structural transformation. The
growing rural population and the accompanying decline in per capita share of farmland
continue to place rural communities under greater social and economic distress. Clearly,
this is a problem that can be significantly tempered if people in the traditional sectors
could exercise an option to migrate to a more vibrant and welcoming modern sector.

6
7

The World Bank 2002, p. 312
Colonial Africa was a part of the European trading world at a much earlier date than was Ethiopia. For
that reason, many of the countries on the list in Figure 1 had an earlier beginning with urbanization
than did Ethiopia. However, the data in the Table covers periods subsequent to the onset of
independence.
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A Sector in Neglect
The non-capitalist rural mode of life suffers several disadvantages as it fends for its
existence in the context of a partially evolved, urban dominated modern capitalist
economy:
1. Traditional agriculture is too dependent on undependable rainfall
2. Absence of cash income means greater vulnerability to famines
3. Devastating and lingering shocks from natural disasters
4. Scant and inaccessible health and education services
5. Weak organization and lack of countervailing political power
1. Traditional agriculture is too dependent on undependable rainfall
The dependence of agriculture on unpredictable rainfall is a reality that Ethiopia’s
farmers have to contend with. But it is also a reality with much hardship and even
tragedy attached to it.8 The region of northeast Africa has been prone to climatic
instability, with alternating periods of severe drought and torrential rains. Either
situation could spell ruin for farmers whose lives are already balanced on the margin.
The mountainous nature of much of the country has long made for a fragile farming
environment. Erosion has been eating away and depleting the soil thus leading to the
dwindling base of farmland. Meantime, the growth in rural population has been
unrelenting. This sets the stage for recurring incidents of major famine whenever the
rains do not fall at the time and in the quantity that is compatible with the fragile
condition of the land. What this adds up to is that the absence of structural
transformation has placed Ethiopia’s rural population at the mercy of the erratic forces
of nature.
2. Absence of cash income and vulnerability to famines
A characteristic of the non-capitalist sector is the limited presence of cash income. This
creates a situation in which the accumulation of income through saving becomes
infeasible during those times when family incomes rise beyond their average levels.
Cattle, the common store of value in the sector, offer no insurance as they are subject to
the same forces of destruction that crops suffer from.9
The absence of wage income also does not allow for borrowing, lending, and even
begging (as happen in the towns) of money when people in a community find
themselves in financially difficult spots. Furthermore, the absence of money income
also deprives individuals of what Amartya Sen calls “entitlement” to goods and services
that may be available in their own communities.10 In other words, it is possible for
people that have no income to starve to death on the door steps of restaurants that are
actively soliciting dining patrons. The lack of structural transformation leaves a large
segment of a country’s population without a capacity to make what Sen calls “life
choices” for itself.
3. Devastation and shocks from natural disasters
Crop failures in the wake of drought seldom cause a movement of people out of farming
and into other kinds of economic activities. Either because of the lack of marketable
8
9
10

Decron,2006
T hroughout the region, cattle have been decimated by both drought and flooding as the same time as
crop failures and prospects of famine arise.
Sen, 2000
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skills or alternative employment opportunities, there are few choices in occupations
other than farming. Their only option is to try and rebuild their former lives under even
more degraded resource conditions. This leaves communities in the sector in a further
weakened economic state that makes the road to their recovery long and difficult.11 Such
hardships can leave their scars in many forms, including the physical and mental
development of the young.
…(Almost) half of Ethiopia’s children are malnourished, and most do not die.
Some suffer a different fate. Robbed of vital nutrients as children, they grow up
stunted and sickly, weaklings in a land that still runs on manual labor. Some
become intellectually stunted adults, shorn of as many as 15 I.Q. points, unable to
learn or even to concentrate, inclined to drop out of school early. (The New York
Times, Dec. 28, 2006)
The kind of shock-induced and lingering social and economic costs described above
should be viewed as an alarming sign of the dire situation that these rural communities
find themselves in. Some of the damages can prove lasting. The cost in resources that
will be needed to repair the damage will multiply. Even with the best of efforts, the
impact of any investments in education and health will be severely limited by the
immensity of the task that has to be overcome.
These are shocks and shock effects that are seldom permitted to exact similar trauma
on communities in the urban/capitalist sector. Urban communities experience few
problems of food shortage even during major famine situations that afflict the rural
communities. Yet, it is also certain that the damage done to the rural communities is
unlikely to remain confined to that sector alone. Sooner or later, the consequences of
these damages inflicted on the rural community spread their impacts throughout the rest
of Ethiopian society as a whole. Hence, the inability to fend for oneself in the face of
recurring natural disasters may be arguably the most costly repercussion of Ethiopia’s
failure to undergo structural transformation.
4. Scant and inaccessible health and education services
Over 80 percent of the population is concentrated in the rural areas. Yet the distributions
of health and education facilities as well as the still nascent infrastructures of
communication, transportation, and energy facilities, etc., are located mostly in the few
urban centers. The neglect of rural educational needs is inevitably reflected in the
education statistics for the country as a whole. With its 2005 combined primary,
secondary and tertiary gross enrolment ratio of 42.1 per cent, Ethiopia ranked 163rd out
of a total of 177 countries. Only Chad, Niger, Mozambique, Mali, Guinea Bissau, Sierra
Leone, and Burkina Faso ranked below it.12 The country’s road-to-population ratio13 is
not only places Ethiopia as one of the two worst performing countries on the continent,
but the ratio has actually declined over the years from an average of 1000 km per 1
million people in 1980 to one of 500 km per 1 million people in 1996.14
These are infrastructures that play critical roles in the modernization15 of any society.
The lopsided distribution of these facilities places the majority of the country’s
11
12
13
14
15

Decron, 2006
World Bank 2002, p. 323, 335
A ratio of 1000 km of road per 1 million population.
World Bank, p. 252
The term modernization as used here refers to the capacity of a society to deploy more refined and
effective resources in order to better manage its changing social and economic challenges. In that
sense, modernization is both the cause as well as the outcome of structural transformation.
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population outside the reach of the former’s benefits. It is also a condition that will end
up widening the chasm of social and economic opportunities that continues to divide
Ethiopia from other African countries. According to Human Development Report 2006,
the HDI16 for Ethiopia is among the lowest in Sub-Saharan Africa. Over a period of
close to thirty years, the country’s human development index consistently registers
below the HDI for the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa.
Table 2: Human Development Index: Ethiopia and Sub-Saharan Africa (1975 – 2004)
Country

1975

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2004

Ethiopia

---

---

0.293

0.314

0.322

0.353

0.371

SSAfrica

0.417

0.438

0.454

0.461

0.461

0.465

0.470

Eth. Lag

---

---

-0.161

-0.147

-0.139

-0.112

-0.099

OECD
0.829
0.848
0.862 0.877
0.894
Source: Indicator Table 2 – HDR 2006
http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/flash/statistics_trends.cfm

0.915

0.921

Beyond the very critical issues of the depressed state of human welfare that the
country’s low HDI reveals, there are also discouraging implications for the prospects of
human capital development. This, of course, is not a problem that affects the rural
sector alone but has direct impact on the country’s future growth prospects as well. In so
far as the important challenges of human capital and manpower development are
concerned, persistently low human development indices indicate a form of negative
investment or disinvestment in the economy as a whole. This is yet another negative
repercussion of a stubborn condition of dualism and a failure to effect a structural
transformation in the country.
5. Weak organizations and lack of countervailing political power
Rural communities share in common some of their social and economic needs with their
urban cousins. Education and health services, roads, electricity, access to affordable
credit, and emergency assistance are some examples. Others of their needs are unique to
their rural communities and include such things as irrigation facilities, extension
services, feeder roads, pest control, etc. In either case, however, both communities have
to compete for the same extremely scarce national development funds. Securing the
needed funds in an environment that pits different, competing, and even conflicting
interests requires a capacity to negotiate concessions effectively. Rural communities
lack such a capacity. This creates a condition in which the urban sector enjoys a
relatively greater control of economic, social, and political power at the expense of the
rural traditional sector.
This is where the role of interest groups such as civic organizations comes in. A
community that is armed with a political clout and a capacity to articulate and promote
its claims for resources often succeeds in pressing public authorities to accommodate its
needs. But there is a kind of anomaly of pressure politics here. The very resources that
16

This is a composite measure of societal progress that includes, among others, levels of education and
health services
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rural communities lack and find it necessary to fight for are what in the end undermine
their capacity to launch any effective negotiation to secure them. Simply stated, folks in
rural communities are too time pressed, too uneducated (in the sense of both literacy as
well as the art of employing interest group politics), and too resource poor to fight for
more resources. Their difficulties may often seem insurmountable. They may be pushed
into becoming fatalistic and passive with respect to having their basic needs addressed.
Their situation contrasts sharply with the urban center’s insistent and generally more
successful clamor for greater share of resources and benefits. The following offers a
small example of the prism of self-absorption in which urban Ethiopia views national
priorities.
The Addis Ababa Roads Authority (AARA) is going to start the construction of
Gottera interchange (Spaghetti) road on Monday December 18. The Addis Ababa
City Administration signed an agreement with the Government of China on
November 11 to finance the project. "The project will be a present for the New
Ethiopian Millennium," Fekadu Haile, general manager of AARA said. The
design of the new road was undertaken by a Chinese firm, China Investigation and
Design Institute, at a cost of 11.5 million birr. A Chinese construction Company,
Shanghai Construction Group, will construct the first flyover in Ethiopia.17
All told, the cost for this “interchange” project is slated to cost 96 million Birr. This
may or may not rank very high in so far as examples of misplaced public priorities are
concerned. Still, it is probably one of numerous ways in which the modern urban sector
finds endless and original ways to shower gifts on itself. Addis Ababa, along with a few
other urban centers, is where the interests and priorities of the nation as a whole are
defined and programs for their implementation are rolled out. This is also where a
determination is made regarding which economic programs and projects will be slated
for implementation. Policy makers and administrators react to problems and needs that
are most visible to them. City streets come before rural feeder roads, street lights take
precedence over lighting for rural homes, and constructing city high rises trumps the
digging of safe water-wells for villages.
Given the country’s overall state of needs, it is hard to say how such construction
projects can be anything more than just another instance of urban conspicuous
consumption. In a country with desperate and crying needs for rural transportation
infrastructures, the above mentioned project is being undertaken at a sub-optimum
location. There probably are many other regions of the country where a simple
macadam road could register much greater social and economic impacts.18 The project’s
reliance on a foreign construction company strips it of its potentials to spin off domestic
linkages and the development of manpower and skills.19 The reliance on imported
service represents a leakage that drains scarce funds and blocks the multiplier effects
that could result from the spending on the project itself. Together, these outcomes
render the project more an exercise in consumption than in investment.

17
18

19

The Reporter, December 16, 2006
It may be that the new from of federalism that is in vogue may preclude the obligation of one
government unit to looking after the needs of the others. But this is hardly a justification. It does not
hide or minimize the serious problem of misuse of scarce resources in a country that is desperately
short of them.
In connection to this, one could also ask what the many decades of graduating engineers and hiring
“Road Authority” professionals gained the country if it still lacks the organizational and skills pool to
undertake such a project on its own.
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Spending on a health service project to help ailing rural dwellers get back on their
feet and survive into the new millennium could have been just as worthy a cause as
building an interchange in one corner of a city. But, obviously, the needs of the rural
sick can not compete with the convenience of auto owners in exerting the kind of
political influence that guides decisions on resource commitment.20
Foundations and Superstructures
Short of the onset of major economic shocks, success in economic growth in each
period tends to reflect the quality and quantity of growth-enabling foundations that were
laid down in earlier periods. Whether one looks at factors such as capital (both human
and physical), institutions, R & D, and other infrastructure, etc., the gains achieved by
each preceding generation is what normally represents a stock of investment that
facilitates further economic gains by each subsequent generation.
This is not unlike the relationship between a building foundation and the superstructure that it is built to support. Each generation influences and shapes the social and
economic prospects of the next. The deeds of each generation also reflect, positively or
negatively, the legacies that were bequeathed to it by its predecessor. In this sense, there
exists a kind of symbiotic relationship between the different generations of a country’s
citizens. Likewise, there also exists a similar symbiotic relationship between the
different and co-existing groups within a society – whether such differences are defined
by geography, ethnicity, religion, age, gender, or education levels.
What the preceding observation suggests is that, in order to get a clear understanding
about an existing social and economic situation in a society, it helps to look at the
choices of both policy and practice that have been made by various related groups at
different times and in different places.
Political, social and economic conditions of the past often continue to exert their
impacts on the economic situation of the present. Depending on how they are
structured, the divergent interests of groups intersect and interact with each other to
produce mutually reinforcing or retarding outcomes. In this sense, the struggle for
economic growth, both when it succeeds and when it fails, is shaped and constrained as
much by past policy and performance as by those of the present. It is this past policy
and performance characteristics of the Ethiopian economy that we wish to evaluate in
the context of the descriptions and prescriptions of structural transformation that are
found in the Lewis Model.
Why has Ethiopia failed to achieve its own structural transformation? This is a
question that probably has many answers. Numerous examples of failures with respect
to policy and implementation problems can be cited. Resource constraints of one type or
another are all too common and easy to point out. Weak leadership, bureaucratic
lethargy, and the various impedances that flow from distorted policies are recurring
themes. These explanations may in fact be all very valid and defensible in that they
each identify an aspect of the many obstacles that prevent the onset of structural
transformation. Each one of the problems identified is real and persistent. But what is
the origin of these problems themselves? How do they prove so potent obstacles to
change in some countries such as Ethiopia but not in others? Why do they persist in the
face of a widespread realization that they represent costly and undesirable impediments
20

It should be pointed out here that China, the country that is contracted to build the “interchange” to
relieve traffic congestion in Addis Ababa was, until recently, content to deal with traffic congestion of
bicycles, and not cars, on the streets of its own capital.
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to fulfilling national aspirations? Could there be some larger issues and more
fundamental problems that these explanations tend to overlook? These and numerous
other questions can be raised. While many of these questions cannot be addressed
within the scope of this study, a few of them will be explored below.
A Root of the Problem
A central point in the model of structural transformation is the role that market forces
are assigned to play. Resources move freely between the rural and the urban sectors in
response to market induced incentives. Better wages (better in the sense that they are
high relative to the income received by surplus labor in the traditional sector) draw
workers to the urban factories and modern plantations. Likewise, agricultural production
responds positively to the prices that urban consumers are able and willing to pay. The
production and consumption of goods and services should reflect as much as possible
the constraints and capacities of markets in the two sectors. The pace of change in one
sector should reflect and accommodate the pace of change in the other. The transactions
between the two regions must be both mutually beneficial and, thus, sustainable.
What exactly would such mutuality of benefits involve? For example, if we look at
the evolution of transportation in a city like Addis Ababa, the few who enjoy good
incomes should ideally display a sequential progression in their consumption habits.
They would move from being pedestrians to riding bicycles or relying on other
intermediate forms of transportation before they can advance to car ownership. Such a
move will make it more likely that the intermediate and relatively manageable
technology of bicycle manufacturing will get started and be developed domestically.
This will set in motion the type of industrialization that is congruent with domestic
demand and supply capabilities. The transportation industry would eventually evolve
into the manufacture of motor scooters, motorcycles, and perhaps larger public
transportation vehicles. The “progress” in the type of transportation consumed will
gradually up-shift in tandem with the increases in the levels of income of the general
population. Such a course of development would help sustain the domestic demand and
supply for such goods. This, of course, is very much the pattern of industrialization
policy and practice that was followed by several Asian economies, including the two
latest rapidly industrializing economies of India and China.
A mutually responsive and rewarding economic relationship between rural and urban
sectors provides an indispensable condition for the process of structural transformation
to unfold. This is also the condition that needs to be present in today’s developing
countries that seek a similar transformation of their economies. How well does this
resemble the condition that was present in Ethiopia’s case?
Unlike the experiences of many of the countries that serve as examples on which the
Lewis’s model was based, urbanization in Ethiopia was not a concomitant bi-product of
industrialization. Towns did not start out as the hubs of modern industrial activities that
offered jobs and income to growing armies of low wage workers. Instead of commercial
and economic interests, what bound rural producers to urban centers were their tenancy
obligations to their absentee landlords. It was coercion and threats of sanctions, and not
market based incentives, which regulated the interactions between the two sectors. This
was an interaction whose benefits were one-sided. There was little concern that a
stagnant rural sector would drag down the national economy as a whole.
Referring to the provisions made in the country’s First Five Year Plan regarding the
economic needs of the rural sector, “the Imperial Ethiopian Government felt ‘no need to
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bring about fundamental changes in present methods of (peasant) production’ and stuck
to the ‘kind of tools now used.”21 The Second Five Year Plan also skirted the issue of
addressing the depressed economic condition of the rural areas by simply opting for
large scale modern commercial plantations operating on “unsettled” land.22 This
involved land concessions granted to multinational companies that would develop little
or no economic contact with the local communities.
In some ways, the strategy of promoting commercial farms that was pursued under
the First, Second, and Third Five Year Plans may have actually produced a further setback to the economic interests of the rural community.
1. There was a crowding-out of the traditional sector as access to land and other inputs
was now concentrated on meeting the needs of the large commercial farms.
2. The gains of new income from agriculture were channelled to the coffers of the
already relatively well-off urbanites.
3. The composition of agriculture production was altered from food and other
traditional products for the domestic market to mainly “cash crops” for the export
market.
4. The new commercial farms represented such a major leapfrog in the type of farming
technology and practices that the traditional farming community was further
marginalized and isolated.
5. The focus on commercial farming might have been used by the government as a
pretext or cover to avoid addressing the very critical and urgent issue of agrarian
reform.
In so far as the rural sector was concerned, therefore, this was mostly a plan with little
promise of change and improvement as it condemned the sector to continued economic
stagnation. But this was not necessarily an irrational policy on the part of the Imperial
Government.
A more effective plan to reform the rural economy would not have been possible
without a very real risk of tampering with the interests of the powerful civilian nobility
and the military hierarchy. Ignoring badly needed reforms in the rural sector could thus
indicate a government willing to take a calculated risk in order to avoid the social and
political turmoil that rocking Ethiopia’s agrarian boat could easily trigger. As Taye
Mengistae pointed out, “In the Ethiopian agrarian scene of the 1960s, the relation of a
landlord to his tenants was normally regulated by the political power he exercised over
the latter, more often than not through an official government position.”23 This was an
arrangement that would generate a stiff resistance to any attempt at addressing such
critical issues as land reform. It was also an arrangement that did not permit the efficient
mobilization of economic resources.
The movement of resources and goods between the urban and rural regions was
neither free nor was it market induced. The status of tenancy of farmers both under the
control of private landlords and state ownership of rural lands meant that the path to
structural transformation would remain long and difficult. That is because, under
traditional tenancy arrangements, it was unlikely that a new situation of high labor
productivity in agriculture would supplant the old situation of labor redundancy in
21

Dejene Aredo in Pausewang, ed. 1990, p.49
The phrase “unsettled land” was loosely applied as it included areas that were seasonally occupied and
utilized by pastoralist nomads. This caused displacement and severe disruption of lives of some of
these communities. See Lars Bondestam, People and Capitalism in the North-Eastern Lowlands of
Ethiopia The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 12, No. 3 (Sep., 1974)
23
Taye Mengiste in Pausewang et. al., p.31
22
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agriculture. And if any such gains in productivity were to occur, any additional income
so generated would often end up being appropriated by the all powerful landlord.
Furthermore, this income does not circulate in the rural sector as it is often spent on
urban elite consumption rather than on investment to develop agriculture or urban
manufacturing capacity.
Initially, food came to the towns in the form of tribute and then rent in kind,
which the new landlords marketed to the towns. Eventually, this was
supplemented by direct crop marketing by farmers, first to meet tax obligations to
the central government and, subsequently, also to acquire artisan products or
imported substitutes. In the early 1970s, peasants in better endowed areas were
marketing 10-25 per cent of their produce through three regional networks of
grain and livestock marketing, terminating in Addis Ababa, Dire-Dawa and
Asmara. The sale of coffee on the international market converted a large part of
the net output of peasant agriculture in the country into purchasing power over
European consumer goods and urban facilities. This gave the finishing touch to
the rural-urban duality. A newly emerging urban middle class life style, imitating
cosmopolitanism, became characteristic of the urban elite but remained alien to
villagers.24
The prospect of structural transformation in Ethiopia was thus rendered unachievable on
at least three grounds.
1. The tenancy situation allowed for little incentive to raise farm productivity and
production. Under such a situation, improvements in production could only whet a
landlord’s demand for more payments in cash or in kind. In addition to that,
increases in the size of the rural population which did not get relieved through outward immigration would itself discourage the introduction of productivity
enhancing measures and improved inputs.
2. The absence of growth in the productivity of the agriculture sector meant that
purchasing power within the sector would remain stunted. This, in turn, would
prevent the development of an important market outlet for goods that could be
produced by prospective domestic manufacturers.
3. It was the class of government bureaucrats and landlords, and not capitalist
entrepreneurs, who queued up to amass any surplus production that the rural sector
could yield.
This last point is significant given the role that entrepreneurship is assigned in the
Model. The absence of a class of urban entrepreneurs that could mobilize and reinvest
scarce economic resources spelt little prospect for the growth and expansion of the
modern sector. The lack of investment also meant that any migration of labor from rural
to urban areas would encounter only unemployment and destitution instead of offers of
jobs with low wages that help immigrants land on the lowest rung of urban life.
Given the above background to the country’s social and economic situation, it
should not come as a surprise that structural transformation did not take its root in the
Ethiopian social, economic, and political climate. Many of Ethiopia’s towns did not
originally start out as centers of trade and commerce with their own independent base of
wealth. Rather, they had their beginnings as government administrative centers for
regional pacification, security, enforcement of central authority control, and tax
collection. “All indications suggest that the government is using its new fiscal,
marketing and pricing policy instruments to tilt the balance increasingly in favour of the
24

Pausewang, p. 33
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towns. Some observers consider the magnitude of net outflow from the villages so large
that it makes internal investment in the countryside impossible.”25
It was resource extraction, and not economic exchange, that formed the basis of the
urban sectors encounters and interactions with the rural hinterland. Instead of an
enterprising merchant class, they were dominated by a population of bureaucrats,
absentee landlords, and small traders. If there was any change, it was merely that the
new absentee landlords of military brass and bureaucrats were replacing the traditional
feudal warlords. This was not the kind of change that would usher in a rapid overhaul
and mobilization of the country’s economic institutions. As such, the unfolding
economic relationship between rural and urban Ethiopia would prove too unsuitable to
unleash the kind of dynamic and transformative inter-sector interactions that the Lewis
Model envisions.
Legacies and Repercussions
The mode of Ethiopia’s urban – rural relationship that began in the early decades of 20th
Century is now in the realm of history. Yet, it is far from being just a mere historical
footnote. Several aspects of that relationship are still around, albeit with some
modifications. What has changed is that, instead of absentee landlords with their tight
grip on the key resource of land, it is the economically and political more astute class of
urban communities that continue the tradition of unequal exchange. The practice and
level of resource extraction out of the rural/traditional sector has if anything only
intensified. The methods of such extraction are now somewhat more subtle, and they
have acquired a veneer of legitimacy. The rural community pays taxes whose benefits
that it hardly ever receives. Prices of farm produce that actually reach the farmer remain
depressed even as urban based merchants charge prices that ensure sizable profits. The
few large cities exhibit all the preferences for consumerism that have become a feature
of other economically more successful cities in other parts of the world.
Justified or not, the construction of newer, larger, and costlier infrastructures that are
dedicated to improving service to urban consumers continue to claim more and more of
the country’s very limited economic resources. Perhaps in a reflection of this situation,
the share of the country’s GDP that is allocated for consumption is one of the highest in
the Sub-Saharan Africa region. (see Table 3 below) At the same time gross domestic
investment as a percentage of the country’s GDP falls short of the average for the
region.
For an economy that has been under decades of continuous stagnation and stress, the
high share of GDP that goes into consumption strikes one as being inexplicable.
Compared to other developing countries in the region, Ethiopia consumes more and
invests less of its resources.
Prioritizing consumption spending over investment is not a defensible policy for any
poor country to pursue. Such a practice further dampens the prospect for future growth.
It is also a practice that reflects the tastes and preferences of the relatively affluent urban
dwellers. With respect to their influences on the economy of the country as a whole,
there is some parallel between the conduct of the landlords of earlier periods and
today’s urban sector elites. Each extracted rural surplus from a captive sector and used
the proceeds to support its relatively more acquisitive and lavish life-style.

25

Pausewang et.al, p. 35
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Table 3: Consumption and Gross Domestic Investment as percentages of GDP
(1980 – 2000 average)
Economy

Gross Domestic Investment
as % of GDP

Total Consumption
as % of GDP

Ethiopia

95.26

14.6

SSAfrica
83.4
17.4
Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators 2002 pp. 20, 22
This economic privileging of urban centers cannot be defended by reference to
differences in productivity and contributions to production. That is because primary
products, which often originate in the rural regions, are by far the largest source of
Ethiopia’s export revenue and national wealth. Nor can this urban privileging be
explained away with reference to demographically weighed income distributions since
eighty-two per cent of Ethiopia’s population remains rural. It almost appears that the
rural sector is often short-changed and bilked of its share of income merely because it is
rural and traditional.
The repercussions of imposing the economic interests of the urban sector at the
expense of those of the rural sector are many and show themselves in various contexts.
Table 4 below shows indices of food prices in a number of African countries.
The index of food price in Table 4 shows that the price of food in Ethiopia peaked in
1995. Food prices in the other three African countries as well as the average food price
for Sub-Saharan Africa continued to rise after 1995. Such price stability is no doubt a
welcome situation for the country’s urban food consumers. But it hardly favors the
income situation of Ethiopia’s farmers. The price received by these farmers failed to
recover to its 1995 level while prices received by the other three countries did
experience consistent growth. The food price index for Ethiopia is also far below that
for Sub-Saharan Africa as well.
Table 4: Agriculture: Food Price Index (Index average 1995 = 100)
Country

1980

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

Ethiopia

34

51

71

80

81

89

100

95

91

93

Kenya

…

32

40

54

78

102

100

108

125

130

Tanzania

3

31

38

46

57

75

100

120

141

162

Uganda

…

47

58

96

92

96

100

107

…

…

Sub-Saharan
Africa

13

57

63

73

74

90

100

108

124

130

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators 2002
Aside from the fact that Ethiopia’s farmers will experience greater hardships as they see
their income stagnating or even declining, low prices will also affect farm productivity
and production. That is because these low prices will further limit the farmers’ ability as
well as willingness (because of poverty induced greater risk-aversion) to spend on
productivity-enhancing inputs such as fertilizers. Low food prices will then combine
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with low production on the farm to keep the income of Ethiopia’s farmers in a
depressed state. The low prices that farmers receive also will have the effect of
transferring income from rural communities to urban ones.
A comparison of the prices that farmers receive with average prices that are received
in the market reveal much the same disparity in pricing policy.
Table 5: Wholesale prices of Grain (Addis Ababa Grain Market – Week of 3 – 13 - 1989)

Grain Type

Farm-gate Price
Birr per quintal

Free market average
price Birr per quintal

Per cent change
Market/Farm Gate

Teff

42

110

261

Wheat

33

84

254

Barley

29

89

306

Maize

22

52

236

Chick peas

30

135.7

452

Lentils

45

186.5

414

Average
33.5
109.5
320.5
Source: Data from Eshetu Chole in Pausewang et.al. Ethiopia: Options for Rural
Development, p. 95
Table 5 above reflects a snap shot of the farm-gate and market price structures of the
Addis Ababa grain market for one week in March 1989. The free market price for grains
is greater than the farm-gate price by a factor of two to four. There always exists a
mark-up of market price over farm-gate price to reflect the cost of transportation,
handling, and other incidental costs. But such doubling, tripling, and quadrupling of
market price over farm-gate price for the same trading period is difficult to explain in
terms of costs of bringing farm products to the market.
The relatively negative price trends that Ethiopia’s farmers faced may, at least in the
short-term, work to the advantage of urban dwellers and the disadvantage of farmers.
The adverse trends in price will also further constrain farmer’s abilities to acquire inputs
and invest in human and physical capital. This can only lead to long term problems that
would keep Ethiopia’s agriculture weak and its farmers unable to emerge from a life of
hardships.
This situation is partly revealed in the export performance of the country’s
agriculture sector in Table 6 below.
The value of Ethiopia’s agricultural exports in 1997 stood at U.S. $526 million. This
is less than half of the agriculture export value achieved by neighboring Kenya, a
country with less than half of Ethiopia’s population and half the size of its land area.
Kenya also has a lower ratio of its population living in rural areas. With respect to
the state of Ethiopia’s agriculture, therefore, the picture that emerges is that of a sector
that has been floundering under the effects of decades of neglected to which it had been
subjected.
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Table 6: Value of Agricultural Exports (millions of U.S. dollars)
Country

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

Ethiopia

…

…

…

…

…

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

193

362

409

426

526

Kenya

735

669

687

641

812

975

1044

1153

1165

1157

Tanzania

289

299

279

243

281

303

379

431

496

400

Uganda

284

280

173

167

134

180

425

469

491

405

10099

10711

10358

9563

9258

9317

11506

13108

14312

13368

SubSaharan
Africa

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators, p. 226
But as these export figures show, the effects of such neglect cannot be confined to the
rural/traditional sector alone. Especially so since primary exports as % of merchandise
exports –in 2003 was 89%. (HDR, 2006) The failure of the agriculture sector continued
to drag down the national income as a whole.
It has been a long standing paradox that Ethiopia’s agriculture sector is at once
both by far the most important and also by far the most neglected. Its importance
attracts the interests of those desiring to exploit it. Its neglect has deprived both the
sector and the national economy as a whole of the benefits that could have accrued were
appropriate policies put in place to realize the rural sector’s full economic potential.
Conclusion
Structural transformation as laid out in the Lewis Model is both a cause and an outcome
of economic progress. When an economy fails to achieve such a transformation over an
extended period of time, growth is unlikely to occur in both its rural/agricultural and
urban/manufacturing sectors. A stagnant state of dualism emerges in which the
economic and social interests of the two sectors become less and less attuned with one
another. The role of the relatively more powerful urban sector grows more and more
parasitic than nurturing. The rural sector gets stuck in a state of stagnation while the
urban sector accrues economic rent and undergoes cosmetic changes. Changes in urban
life style which are mostly connected to a culture of growing consumption only lead to
the intensification of rural exploitation.
Under the ideal conditions envisioned in the Lewis Model, increased consumption
would stimulate increases in domestic production. The resulting increase in investment
would generate economic benefits for the economy as a whole. Goods that are objects
of urban consumption would mostly originate from domestic manufacturers. Growing
income sustains the growing consumption. Economic growth and growth in
consumption would move in tandem.
But where such urban based consumption is not sustained by income growth within
the same sector, the increase in urban consumption may lead to various schemes to
extract resources from the rural/traditional sector. Where there already exists a tradition
of appropriating rural resources, as is the case with Ethiopia, the practice will prove a
difficult habit to break. The increase in urban consumption will thus be supported not so
much by an overall growth in levels of production and income, but by a more intensive
914

Seeds that Do Not Sprout

extraction of a diminishing surplus from the rural sector. From the standpoint of
economic progress, such growth in consumption is unsustainable. The further
impoverishment of Ethiopia’s rural communities becomes an unavoidable outcome.
This has a bearing on the applicability of the Lewis Model. The means to support
such consumption are partly produced by underpaying the agriculture sector. And the
surplus so extracted is spent, not on investment to expand domestic production capacity,
but on the consumption of mainly imported goods. Under these conditions, the
“hothouse” benefits discussed above would fail to take effect. An urban sector that takes
energy from the rural sector and squanders it on imported consumables is more like a
poorly constructed “leaky hothouse.” It dissipates and wastes scarce energy that is
needed to help the economic seed to sprout and grow. By so wasting such critical
resource, the urban directed economy ends up serving its own short-term interests to the
detriment of the long term growth prospects of the economy as a whole. In this
economic environment, it is no surprise that the goal of economic development will
continue to elude.
Structural transformation is a blueprint for pursuing sustained economic growth and
development. In the absence of a sustained development, urbanization and its attendant
consumption patterns tend to produce a zero-sum game relationship between the urban
and the rural sectors. It is a game in which the urban sector is well positioned to enjoy
all the advantages.
In so far as its relation to the rural sector is concerned, Ethiopia’s urban elite bears
today the role and legacy of the old feudal lords. It represents a relatively small
community that continues the tradition of extracting surplus from the rural sector. As a
relatively small community, the authority, power and influence that it enjoys over an
entire country are, similarly, far in excess of its sheer size. But as this elite group is
mostly concentrated in the urban centers, its authority and power becomes, by
extension, the authority and power of the urban sector over the rest of the country.
In comparing the feudal lords of the past with the urban elite of today, there is one
crucial distinction. The harmful influence of feudal exploitation was readily recognized
and condemned as an economic and social shackle to be gotten rid off. But, while quite
a detriment from the standpoint of national economic development, the role of today’s
urban elite draws much less scrutiny and criticism.
The failure of structural transformation to take root and grow allows the urban center
to accumulate and wield a wide range of instruments for the control and domination
over the rural sector. This leaves the rural/traditional communities with little or no
countervailing power to counteract such urban dominance over their economic, social
and political lives. The best of policies and programs that target rural development will
end up either having their objectives hijacked or their paths blocked by powerful
resistance from entrenched urban interests. This is a significant cost that countries that
failed in effecting their structural transformation continue to incur. So long as the old
structure of unequal urban – rural relationship persists, prospects for rural economic
development remain seeds that do not sprout.
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Urban Challenges in Addis Ababa.
PhD and Master Theses from
Department of Urban Design and Planning, Faculty of
Architecture and Fine Art, NTNU, Trondheim
Bjørn Røe1
Rapid urbanization in Ethiopia poses several serious challenges for planning, city
development and living conditions. The paper looks at urban challenges with a focus on
Addis Ababa, how these are expressed through the research undertaken by Ethiopian
students at MSc and PhD level at the Faculty of Architecture and Fine Art at NTNU,
Trondheim, Norway in the period 2000-2008.

The last 10 years, several staff from the Department of Architecture and Urban Design
at Addis Ababa University and a few others have successfully made their Ph.D and
Master studies and delivered their Theses at the Department of Urban Design and
Planning at NTNU. The author has been supervising several of the students.2
The main issue here is to inform about the research themes, some of the important
findings and what this might mean for action and for further research in the field. The
nine reports are the only references used for this article.
I would also invite researchers from other fields and professions; who are studying
urban Ethiopia to present their works and findings.
One goal could be to make the start of an ‘Atlas of Urban Research and Challenges
in Ethiopia’ a Network Project between several institutions, creating an information
pool and a venue for discussion on research strategies and planning policy
proposals/action in the Ethiopian context.
Introduction
The research has had a manifold scope; to gather information about certain aspects of
urban development, through analysis reveal characteristics and problems of relevance
for further research and recommendations for possible actions for improvement of
conditions. The rapid urbanization of Ethiopia calls for solutions which are suitable for
the masses. Although many cities in developing countries are going through similar
processes, it has been of importance for the Ethiopian researchers to deal with the
particularities of urban development in their country. Internationally known phenomena
and theories have to a certain extent been challenged. In the research put forward, the
spatial element has always been of importance. Land, space, buildings and related
1
2

Bjørn Røe, Professor Architect, Department of Urban Design and Planning, Faculty of Architecture
and Fine Art, NTNU, N-7491 Trondheim, Norway
The bibliography is a list of Ethiopian Master Theses and PhD Theses at the Department of Urban
Design and Planning, NTNU. Only one has studied a city outside Addis Ababa. (Gossaye. 2007
dealing with the city of Adama)
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processes are in focus. Most studies have dealt with problems facing the low-income
population and the most vulnerable. However, in order to highlight other aspects of
urban development, one has to look at research undertaken by other professions and
fields. This article considers urban challenges as dealt with in the PhD theses and MSc
Dissertations by Ethiopian architects and planners graduating from Department of
Urban Design and Planning3, NTNU, deal with such phenomena:
– Uncontrolled city expansion-conversion of rural land
– Uncontrolled urban development and housing for the poor -Informal transformations
in housing
– Urban renewal and resettlement, urban upgrading
– Urban policies and the formation of social and spatial patterns in housing.
After a short presentation of the nine Theses, there is a discussion of subjects found in
the reports. Finally I invite scholars from different fields dealing with urban issues in
Ethiopia to form a Network and information pool.

Name
Mekonen,
Wube

Title
The Impact of Urban Expansion on
the Land Tenure and Livelihood of
Rural Households

Year
2002

Level
MSc

Kalkidan,
Bainesagne

Informal Transformation at the
Urban Fringe of Addis Ababa

2001

MSc

“

HCB

Gossaye
Bekele

Beyond the Formal Urban System.
Learning from Informal Settlements in Adama City, Ethiopia.

2007

MSc

“
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Yonas,
Alemayehu

Low Rent Public Housing in Addis
Ababa. Renter-initiated
Transformation of Kebele housing

2003

MSc

“

B.Røe,
HCB

Essayas, Ababu,
Tarekegn

KITIYA-Transformation of LowIncome Housing in Addis Ababa.

2000

PhD

Architectural
Design

Ashenafi,
Gossaye

Inner-City Renewal in Addis Ababa,
the Impact of Resettelemen ton the
sociso-economic and Housing
Situation of Low-Income Residents

2001

PhD

Urban
Design &
Planning

Elias, Yitbarek,
Alemayehu

Revisiting “Slums”, Revealing
Responses. Urban Upgrading in
Tenant Dominated Inner- City
Settlements of Addis Ababa

2008

PhD

“

B.Røe,
L.Mo
Wubshet
Berhanu

Heyaw, Terefe

Contested Space. Transformation of
Inner-City Market Areas, and Users
Reaction in Addis Ababa

2005

PhD

“

HCB,
B.Røe,
L.Mo

Wubshet,
Berhanu

Urban Policies and the Formation of
Social and Spatial Patterns in
Ethiopia. The case of Housing Areas
in Addis Ababa.

2002

PhD

“

B.Røe,
L.Mo

3

Departm.
Urban
Design &
Planning

Only one graduated from Department of Architectural Design (Essayas 2000)
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Short characteristics of the PhD. and M.Sc. Theses.
The following section gives a short account of the studies undertaken by the Ethiopian
students, looking at the problems considered, the objective and reason of the study,
methods used, findings and recommendations. Because of the compressed set up, many
elements from the research will not appear here. (See Table for an overview)
The Impact of Urban Expansion on the land Tenure and Livelihood of Rural
Households. The Case of Mekanissa III housing project, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
(Mekonen Wube. 2002. MSc)
Problem: Urban expansion on rural land which becomes converted. The peasants
communities come under pressure and the peasants are evicted. This leads to
multifaceted problems, survival of the farmers, what kind of livelihood and so on.
Farmers and their families are uprooted.
Objective: Identify the socio-economic problems associated with urban
expansion, what are the changes in the land tenure and livelihood situation of displaced
households as a result of urban expansion. Example: Mekanissa III urban housing
project in Addis Ababa. Assess the consequences of displacement and the resettlement
and rehabilitation program. Based on the findings, possible scenarios for improving
resettlement planning and the role of planners will be discussed.
Reason: Get a better knowledge and understanding of the processes under urban
expansion in the fringe areas in order to improve the planning methods and processes to
the benefit of those concerned and urban development in general.
Methods: Case study, one area with almost 300 households, of which only 20 were
interviewed. Several informants, planning officials, chairpersons of the affected
peasants associations, farmers etc. were interviewed. Site study conducted.
Findings: The peasants are marginalized both economically and socially. Forced to give
up agriculture, their future was questioned. This has led to a general impoverishment of
the households. All households were subjected to a variety of livelihood stresses.
Recommendations: Mekonen proposes a set of recommendations, which lead to a quite
new kind of planning response to the challenges; the planners should be more concerned
with the people affected by the plans and involve people in the whole process. The
planning should support people to achieve their own livelihood goals. The social
dimension in planning should be strengthened and participatory land use planning
should be pursued. Resettlement planning should provide the tools for resettlement.
Informal Transformation at the Urban Fringe of Addis Ababa. (Kalkidan Bainesagne.
2001. MSc)
Problem: An increasing number of people try to solve their housing needs by getting
land informally at the urban fringe. This may have problematic repercussions for land
use and planned urban development. To change the haphazard development of the city,
the informal land transformation is the most challenging and needs proper
understanding. Simultaneously it seems to ‘solve’ the housing supply for the economic
weaker population better than formal planning and housing.
Objective: Get a better understanding of the informal land transformation at the urban
fringe, through information on the transaction processes of the informal settlers, who are
the actors and the reasons why they have to do this informally. Similarly the project
wants to find out the process of physical transformation, from the size of plots to the
building process in relation to the settlers’ financial capacity, and how the housing
process relates to peoples needs.
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Reason: This knowledge can give insights in mechanisms of urban development so the
city and the authorities may find better ways of supporting the low-income groups in
their struggle for decent shelter. This can give lessons for the formal processes as well
as the informal ones; how to get entitlement and access to land and shelter according to
ones financial capacity, but also how to improve the process of physical transformation.
Methods: Selection of one large fringe area of Addis Ababa for case study, ‘Kotebe’
district and ‘Yerer Ber’ as study area, with actor oriented approach used as research
method.
Findings: Informal land transformation is benefiting the lower income groups in a way
the formal system cannot since these groups have been ignored by the formal system.
The land transactions are affordable and the step by step investment in shelter and plot
improvement is according to financial ability and the needs of the settlers. In addition to
the individual efforts to improve their households, they are organized at a community
level to improve their settlement. This knowledge can be used to improve both the
informal and the formal systems.
Recommendations: The informal system does not only indicate shortcomings of the
formal system but also contributes valuable lessons to improve it. It is recommended to
use action-planning to make the lessons from the informal systems materialize. The
formal process can get insight from the informal land transactions in terms of the easy
access it has provided by making people entitled to have access to land, through simple,
transparent and short procedures tailored to the socio-economic situation, in the
transaction processes. Assure incremental development through traditional ‘Debo’ and
‘Equib’ as means of building houses. There is a need for mutual development: what can
the formal system contribute for the improvement of the existing informal settlements,
and what can the informal system contribute for the improvement of formal system?
There is room for several studies like searching for the best type of tenure for the
existing informal systems and how to provide land and shelter to the capacity and needs
of the society.
Beyond the Formal Urban System. Learning from Informal Settlements in Adama city,
Ethiopia. Mechanisms and Rationale for their emergence, expansion and potential.
(Gossaye Bekele.2007. MSc)
Problem: The occurrence and growth of urban informal settlements are context
dependent. The issue of informal settlements in Adama reaches at the stage one cannot
undermine. Addressing the reality of urban informal settlement as a subject at the micro
level is very important. Objective of study: Identify the mechanisms by which land was
acquired, developed and transferred in case study sites, assess the major reasons driving
the people to informality, and the basic characteristics and trends of these settlements
within the selected area of the city; identify the potential of the residents and what they
need from formal institutions, suggest strategic actions to be taken to help alleviate the
problem.
Reason: The phenomenon is widespread and increasing. The Municipal authorities
have not known how to handle informality, and the informal settlers have not found
better ways of solving their problem. Such city growth processes are continual and need
follow-up. The phenomenon is quite new in Adama, so new knowledge can be
instrumental in improving planning procedures.
Methods: Case study, using three areas for investigation, beside archives and interview
with planning authorities.
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Findings: Many factors contributed to the emergence and expansion of such settlements
in the city, like: 1) the land ownership structure, 2) different housing policies associated
with land ownership including an inappropriate overall housing approach, high
standards of formal requirements, inaccessible and unaffordable by the majority; 3)
Failure of the 1994 and 1996 eviction of informal settlements and ignorance from
formal institutions encouraged people to follow their own ways; 4) Poor land
management system and unattractive compensation for farmlands while the land is
demanded for urban development; 5) Expectation of Adama as a regional capital; 6)
Land speculation by some people assuming the land price will escalate in the future; 7)
Conflicts and drought in the countryside as a factor that pushes people to migrate to the
city (permanently or temporarily), 8) High population pressure almost doubling within
12 years. Mechanisms of land acquisition, gifts, inheritance, invasion (rare) and through
informal land markets.4
Recommandations: A set of recommendations are proposed, like designing suitable
strategies for interventions and transformation of informal settlements, get assistance
from Federal and Regional government as well as NGO’s and volunteer professionals,
secure tenure and make employment accessible in these areas or the vicinity. Further
studies are recommended on several aspects.
Low Rent Public Housing in Addis Ababa. Renter-initiated transformation of Kebele5
housing. (Yonas Alemayehu. 2003. MSc)
Problem: There is housing shortage for low-income groups and low technical and space
standard. Need for improvement and maintenance of the existing houses.
Objective of study: Examine the process of residents initiated transformations in low
rent public informal housing in AA. Why do renters of Kebele housing change their
houses? How do renters transform their dwellings and what are the factors influencing
the renter’s transformation?
Reasons: 75 per cent of the low-rent public houses are in need of serious maintenance
and the newly constructed public houses for rental purpose are not at prices even
remotely within the reach of the majority of the population.
Methods: Three selected areas using the case study method revealed that the renters
maximize the livable space even under the most unfavorable conditions for
transformation, with little or no financial or technical involvement of the owner, Kebele
– government.
Findings: Four major forms of transformation have been found: Change of material
(upgrading), subdivision, extension and change of function of the unit. The residents
have become producers of housing through Renter-initiated transformation without cost
for the government. The trend has a potential that could be used as an alternative way of
addressing the challenge of affordable shelter for the low income.
Recommendations: Renter-initiated transformation can be used as a pathway for the
enablement of citizens to participate in development by becoming housing producers.
Local or federal government can play the role of a ‘facilitator’ by providing material
and skill resources for a more appropriate and planned approach for urban upgrading
and house transformation.

4
5

Informal land markets are illegal in Ethiopia.
Kebele – Urban Dwellers Association is the smallest local administration about 2000 households.
Kebele housing are public housing units under the Kebele administration.
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KITIYA – Transformation of Low Income Housing in Addis Ababa. (Essayas Ababu
Tarekegn. 2000. PhD Thesis)
Problem: Rapid population growth and increasing poverty, shortage of formal housing
supply which is not fit for the demand of the dwellers. “Kitiya“, self-initiated
extensions/alterations/in formal housing is customary. This has advantages, but also
problems like deteriorating conditions due to high density and overcrowding, subletting, pollution and health risk.
Objective: Find the potentials and problems of transformation of low-income formal
housing, and lay the basis for appropriate and sustainable housing provision. How do
dwellers make changes in their dwellings and why are they motivated to make these
changes.
Method: Case study method, three cases.
Findings: Kitiya-(transformation) gives access to housing for low-income population –
where the formal system fails. Kitiya- shows a mismatch between the demands and
priorities of the low-income group and the formally provided houses.
Kitiya – give the poor some opportunity for income generation by having some
production, sale or subletting from the house. Self-help transformations do what the
formal system by it self, do not manage. Reasons for transformation:
– Economic demands: Low level of household income - home based economic
activities- renting - characteristics of the dwelling
– Social Demands: Change in household size- social structure – extended family
formation – space for relatives
– Cultural Demands: Identity expression– privacy and security– hierarchy of family
and space etc.
– Environmental Demands: Using and protecting the physical and natural environment
and its resources-use of renewable resources.
Recommendations: The phenomenon of Kitiya can be utilized as one of economic,
social and cultural system that had not been addressed in settlement planning, however
it requires realism to be included in regulations and standards. The study further
recommends research on the magnitude of home-based economic activities so such
activities can be included in housing development. Similarly studies of the private rental
market should be undertaken to assess the potentials and problems of rental
accommodation.
Inner-City Renewal in Addis Ababa. The Impact of Resettlement on the SocioEconomic and Housing Situation of Low-Income Residents. (Ashenafi Gossaye. 2001.
PhD. Thesis)
Problem: The complex nature of Inner-city renewal is a challenge everywhere. In
developing countries the low-income population, living in central areas are vulnerable.
Lack of research on this subject in the local context, creates the need for a study with
focus on the low-income segment.
Objective: By means of empirical and theoretical studies, to identify and discuss the
likely impacts of inner-city renewal and its consequences; To what extent does innercity renewal and relocation, as practiced in Addis Ababa, affect the socio-economic and
housing condition of the inner-city’s low-income population?
Reason: There is a need to investigate the renewal processes from the bottom-up as the
planning procedures and authorities actions rarely have focus on the local inhabitants
and the poor.
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Method: Case study, two cases are selected after review of theoretical and empirical
research and a background study of urban-and housing policies and so forth in the
Ethiopian situation in Addis Ababa. Two centrally located areas were investigated, the
one was already demolished and the inhabitants relocated in the outskirts due to the
building of Sheraton hotel. The other neighborhood exists and the conditions are very
similar to the one that was relocated.
Findings: The studied example of resettlement showed some strengths; The new
accommodation was in general better than the old, but there were several weaknesses:
lack of community participation, lack of well-defined improvement policies and lack of
coordination and lack of concern for socio-economic issues. Longer distances to place
of work opportunity is problematic for people with restrained resources.
Recommendations: For renewal to be implemented in a more integrated way, a great
concern for social issues and for the protection of the existing communities must be
developed. Citizen participation at all levels of the process is an important factor for a
successful renewal program, at the same time to secure a balance between residential
and commercial activities. The Thesis suggests several items for further investigation
and research. One of these is: How can political support be generated and maintained so
that the urban poor, who generally comprise a majority of those living in the old innercity residential areas, can participate effectively in the formulation and execution of
inner-city improvement programs?
Revisiting “Slums”, Revealing Responses. Urban Upgrading in Tenant Dominated
Inner-City Settlements of Addis Ababa. (Elias Yitbarek Alemayehu. 2008. PhD. Thesis
to be finalized March 2008.)
Problem: About 50% of the population of Addis, most of whom are low-income, live
in ‘non-planned’ and physically deteriorated areas of the inner city. The houses are
mostly publicly owned (Kebele) rental housing. The tenure situation is a challenge for
the possibility of urban upgrading.
Objective: Where land is owned by the state and housing tenure is dominated by public
rental and there is constant tension between market forces, political power and the
inhabitants, there is a need to get more insight into the interaction between upgrading
programs, actors involved and housing tenure. How do upgrading processes affect
socio-spatial transformations in tenant dominated inner city settlements of Addis
Ababa? In the context of government ownership of land and housing, to what extent,
how and why do tenants respond to upgrading processes? The objectives are primarily
to understand 1) a transformation process set in motion through the intervention of
upgrading projects and 2) the socio-spatial implications.
Reason: To get a proper, updated knowledge of the processes going on and be able to
build on experiences in order to develop better tools for the transformation and
development of a city that will give increased opportunity for the low-income groups
and less advantaged.
Method: Case study, selecting 3-4 areas where different modes of upgrading incentives
are being tried through interviews, archive studies, mapping and life stories.
Findings: There seems to be many interesting ‘discoveries’, some of which may be
further developed; Urban upgrading and housing where micro-credit is utilized
creatively, other examples of traditional customs Iddir6, being applied in the urban
upgrading process, where this in turn can become a Community Based Organization to
6

A community way of helping each other to carry out funerals
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interact with NGO’s and others. The study revealed that for tenants to be involved
beyond the transformation of their individual houses an agency that mobilizes them
must exist. Small steps of change to a better future for those with fewer resources may
make life livable and future seems brighter.
Recommendations: Urban upgrading is a way of managing small changes so those
with low income may be able to improve living conditions. The findings give hope for
further development of approaches already introduced. Based on the study, further
research and action in this important field is recommended. Elias Yitbarek presented a
section from his study at the ICES conference in Trondheim 2007.
Contested Space. Transformation of Inner-City Market Areas, and Users Reaction in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. (Heyaw Terefe. 2005 Ph.D.Thesis.)
Problem: There is a pressure on land in central city areas by different economic
interests. The existing open-air market in the centre, Merkato, mainly for the lowincome population, exists due to traditional low valued land, and is vulnerable to these
forces in the development and transformation process.
Objective: The objective of this thesis is to investigate the physical transformation of
centrally located market places and the mode of reaction to proposed plans by the
merchants and the rest of the business community. To what extent were the users’
reactions influencing the changes?
Reason: The traditional market is an important element in life for large segments of the
population. Disruptive interventions will most likely be harmful for many. Knowledge
of the processes and the physical outcome, as well as the effect of the user’s reactions
will be important for the future dispositions in the market area.
Method: Case study method of five areas, which have undergone substantial physical
change within the Merkato area, one of Africas largest markets.
Findings: High- and growing land prices have lead not to displacement of small-scale
activities by large businesses, but to a process of intensification of land use for the
small-scale activities themselves. Through the user reactions and participation in the
processes, the small scale economic activities take part in the market development
jointly with other stakeholders.
Recommendations: The joint transformation should be facilitated, coordinating city
center and market place developments and increasing participation of stakeholders in
planning. Further research on spatial transformation of secondary markets in Addis
Ababa is proposed as well as the physical transformation and the publicness of open-air
markets. Problems and potentials of “counter-plan” as a mode of participation in
planning need further study.
Urban Policies, and the Formation of Social and Spatial Patterns in Ethiopia. The Case
of Housing Areas in Addis Ababa. (Wubshet Berhanu. 2002. Ph.D. Thesis.)
Problem: The increasing intensity of urban growth in countries like Ethiopia is not
matched with appropriate understanding of how urban policies affect the formation of
social and spatial patterns.
Objective: Examine the effects of spatial policies (land and housing) on the formation
and transformation of urban patterns and the composition of socio-economic groups in
residential areas in a framework of government ownership of land.
Reason: This knowledge will provide better basis for understanding the urban
development – land delivery and housing policies. This may again give better
foundation for discussion on future urban policies
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Method: 10 case areas of different types were studied using quantitative and qualitative
methods. Selection of case areas was based on purposeful sampling of information-rich
cases. The criteria for the selection of specific neighborhoods was based on the type of
land delivery and the mode of housing development that was applied, taking into
account the three distinct periods, pre 1974 freehold, 1975-1993 government ownership
of land, and post 1993 government ownership of land and delivery on leasehold basis,
both formal and informal housing areas were investigated.
Urban development policies, institutional arrangements for planning and implementing
policies and outcomes were investigated.
Findings: Government ownership of land by itself does not promote access to land for
low-income groups nor improve the performance of planning and implementation
agencies. However, it could be used differently in order to improve land supply for lowincome groups. There is also lack of coherence of policies, limited capacity and lack of
integrity of urban managers and inappropriateness of institutional frameworks. Findings
from this research is expected to contribute to the link between spatial policies at
different levels, the implementation process and actual results in the form of social and
spatial organizations.
Recommendations are grouped under two broad themes:
– Policy environment for urban land management, like coordination of development of
residences for all income groups and a variety of tenure forms.
– Institutional and financial resources for land and housing developments
These will be too detailed to go into at this occasion; however the study reveals great
potential of improvement. Directions for socio-spatial aspects of urban research, is also
proposed.
Discussion
The above nine studies (four MSc.s & five PhD.s) have added substantial knowledge
about urban development and urban transformation, with emphasis on Addis Ababa, the
‘Hydrochephalos’ and Capital of Ethiopia. The researchers have been architects and
urban planners, thus attention has always been on material matters, land and space,
buildings, housing, informal and formal processes related to urban development as well
as the people involved. In most of the studies the situation for low-income population
has been in focus, because these are the most vulnerable and less provided for in formal
urban development. The lower income groups also represent a major part of the urban
population and the greatest challenges.
Urban sprawl and uncontrolled city expansion in Addis Ababa is a significant
challenge with several types of problems. Acknowledging the fact that this is a global
phenomenon does not relieve the Ethiopian capital from finding more sustainable
solutions. A few characteristics of the situation in the city’s fringe areas are described
and studied by Mekonen (2003) and Kalkidan (2001). Mekonen deals with the
phenomenon as seen from the ones who are intruded upon, the farmers who are losing
their livelihood. Whereas Kalkidan goes into the transaction process mainly from the
other side, those who are in need for livable space, buy agricultural land for the purpose
of transforming it to informal settlement and housing. How do politics and planning
cater for the circumstances in the urban fringe areas? How can farmers become a part of
the process and become a part of the solution?
Informal Housing transformation is a frequent way of making the houses better fit
for the residents needs. Insight in the processes may add important knowledge about the
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housing situation and dwelling conditions and thus help to understand the overall
housing situation. Essayas (2000) and Yonas (2003) have investigated the phenomenon
with different types of housing, Essayas has studied self-made transformations kitiya in
formal housing, analysed the reasons for the changes, the demands and the effect of the
activity. Yonas has made a similar investigation of renter-initiated transformation in
low-rent public (Kebele) housing and found that this kind of experience can be used as a
pathway to enable citizens to participate in development and improve the housing
situation. In both instances the formal system of housing should take lessons from
popular informal ways of problem solving. Similar explanations and experience can be
drawn from (Gossaye. 2007) in his study of informal settlements within the city of
Adama. To improve housing production and the environment, formal planning has to be
influenced by informal experiences and vice versa. So far the formal system has no
good solutions for housing the very poor.
Urban renewal, resettlement and urban upgrading are a pressing problem,
especially in central city areas. The two studies of Ashenafi (2001) and Elias (2008) are
investigating transformation forces in central city areas where space is attractive and
competed for, with many stakeholders involved. The first study concentrates on urban
renewal and resettlement of people being expelled from their previous home. If such
renewal should become an accepted part of city development, integrated planning and
peoples participation is needed. Renewal will, if applied, not manage to accommodate
the number of houses needed and will not reach the target group of the Millennium
Development Goals, the low and very low income groups. Elias investigation of urban
upgrading ‘projects’ in publicly owned tenant dominated inner city settlements in Addis
Ababa uncover several attempts to improve life condition. His study reaches some of
the very low-income areas and people. Several processes are going on to improve the
living conditions in these areas. Urban upgrading may reach the lower income groups,
and might thus be effective instrument to improve urban areas and living condition for
many people.
Heyaw (2005) has studied transformation processes at the central market. The
pressure on land in central city areas is dominated by several economic interests. Also
in such areas, many of the traditional stakeholders are vulnerable. Is there any option for
these merchants to influence the changes occurring because of other economic interests?
How can the intensification of land use also cater for the small-scale activities? There is
a need to get further insight in several aspects of spatial transformation of markets in
Ethiopia in general and the publicness of open-air markets.
Urban policies and the formation of social and spatial patterns – housing: The
study of Wubshet (2002) is a large, urban development and urban policy investigation
into the housing sector in Addis Ababa. It was structured in four stages: understanding
the existing situation and the historic evolution, understanding policies and urban
management institutions, understanding the production of social and spatial patterns,
understanding the formation and transformations of social and spatial patterns of
housing areas. The research focused mainly on expansion areas because these areas
were expected to show the full impact of spatial policies. The co-existence of formal
and informal settlements in these areas provide ‘ways to check the impact of policies
not only from within but also from outside the official line; both housing types were
studied.’(ibid, 2002:10). The research has shown that land policy on its own may not
resolve the housing problems; the overall policy environment for urban development
determines the outcome. (ibid, 2002:273) The study confirmed that government
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ownership of land has facilitated the ability to implement development plans, but not
necessarily to the benefit of the poor. Urban policies are basic for the final outcome, but
in constant relation with several actors, policy-implementing agencies, building
professions, local communities, the inhabitants of the adjoining areas as well as the
newcomers, producers and non-producers. For a more sustainable urban development in
the future, several aspects found in the research presented in these papers have to be
considered.
Further Research and Action
Recommendations in the above studies have been on further research as well as
proposals for action or change of planning processes. The research has been problemoriented. Each new study is adding information and knowledge of the problems,
challenges and qualities of urban development. In our studies the academic aspiration is
in focus (primarily in the PhD Theses), at the same time as the information and
knowledge produced is aiming at finding solutions or recommendations to problems and
challenges in urban development of policy- and professional character.
Knowing that other institutes, departments, faculties and universities also have been
and are doing studies of similar kind concerning Ethiopia, it would have been a good
idea to make some kind of network or pool of these works, and persons involved.
I would therefore invite researchers from other fields and professions; (Transport,
Geography, Economy, Social Sciences etc.) who are studying urban Ethiopia (ongoing
and completed studies) to present their works and findings.
One goal could be to make the start of an ‘Atlas of Urban Research and Challenges
in Ethiopia’ a Network Project between several institutions, creating an information
pool and a venue for discussion on research strategies and planning policy
proposals/action in the Ethiopian context.
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Manipulating Ambiguous Rules: Informal Actors in Urban land
Management, a Case Study in Kolfe-Keranio Sub-city, Addis Ababa
Yirgalem Mahiteme1
The provision of developed land in full compliance with the existing formal rules and
regulation is no more possible without the participation of the informal actors. The City
Administration’s effort to address the problem is not far from “fire fighting” operation,
which concerns only on short-term problems. This article analyses the process of informal
land subdivision, actors involved and their interaction with the formal and informal
institutions.

Introduction
Addis Ababa was founded at the end of 19th century by emperor Menelik. The city is
located at the geographical centre of Ethiopia (8º55′–9º05′N and 38º40′–38º50′E). The
municipal boundary is estimated to enclose a total area of 540 km², of which 18.2 km²
are considered to be rural. Currently, Addis Ababa is inhabited by a population of more
than 3.2 million, which accounts more than 4% of the total population of Ethiopia. The
city is characterized by rapid growth and subsequent planning difficulties that have
arisen from the past urban planning and management practices. Addis Ababa is one of
the fastest growing African cities where provision of housing, infrastructure and
services is no more in pace with the growth of the city. Even though there have been
various interventions to harmonize the growth of the city with the overall qualities of
life, inadequate housing and infrastructure in the city have been major problems since
its foundation.
The inadequacy of the formal urban management and infrastructure provision forced
most of the residents of the city to involve in informal activities to access urban land
and basic services. Despite the growing influence of informal actors in urban land
management and basic urban service provisions, little or no efforts have been made to
formulate policies and strategies, which give a space for these actors in urban
management. The main objectives of this paper are to analyse the process of informal
land subdivision and explain how the informal actors manipulate the formal rules to
access urban land for housing or speculation.
Methodology
The analysis of this article is based on data collected from two case study areas in KolfeKeranio sub-city located in south-western part of Addis Ababa. The data were
generated during 2005/06 using in-depth interviews, informal discussions, secondary
sources, personal observations and other sources of data such as aerial photos and
1
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remotely sensed images. Major actors in the informal land delivery system such as
residents of the informal settlements, land brokers, land speculators, local farmers and
state agents were interviewed to acquire data related to land tenure, land transaction,
land price and rules operating in the transaction of urban land. In the meantime,
extensive field observations were carried out to supplement the interviews.
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Map 1 Kolfe-Keranio sub-city and the case study area from Google Earth high-resolution2, 2006

Conceptual Frameworks
Actors’ behaviour in the informal land subdivision and the underpinning norms and
rules, which guide the interactions, has been explained from the perspectives of agencystructure and institutional analysis (Rakodi and Leduka, 2003, Razzaz, 1993, Pamuk
2000 and Tripp, 1997). In the process of converting rural land to urban use, many steps
may be taken by respective actors including holders of property rights, prospective
occupiers and intermediaries (Rakodi and Leduka, 2003: 12). Their actions and
transactions make land available for urban users to develop or alternatively to hoard as
an investment, for future use or for speculative purposes. Hence, there are diverse
relations between actors or agents in the informal land delivery system, which has social
political and economic dimensions. It has social dimension because it involves
reciprocity and kinship ties. It also has political and economic dimensions, involving
patron-client relationship and informal market transactions respectively (Ibid, 14).
Three conceptual frameworks (Agency and structure, institutional analysis and societal
2

The high resolution image is obtained from Google Earth and further analysed using ArcGIS
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non-compliance) are applied to understand the process of informal land transaction,
actors’ relationship and explain the underpinning rules and regulations that govern
access to urban land in the case study areas.
Structure and Agency
The concept of structure and agency is derived from Giddens' (1984) structuration
theory, which is focused on decision-making, action and power relations between actors
and their influences on each other. Structure is defined as rules and resources that are
necessary for a social system to exist and function, while rules are to be understood as
“techniques or generalized procedures applied in the enactment or reproduction of
social practices” (H. Jensen, 1999: 125, Cloke, Phillo, et al. 1991: 98-101). Such rules
include both formal and informal ones. They are norms of behaviour that actors know
and, together with formal rules, being followed in their everyday practices.
Agency refers to human agency, which Giddens defined as the “capabilities” people
have and the way they act and behave. According to Giddens, human actors become
agents only when they are “able to deploy a range of causal powers, to act or influence
those deployed by others” (Cloke, Phillo, et al. 1991: 98-101). Giddens sees ‘agency’ as
being equivalent to ‘power’ or the capability for doing and getting things done. The core
ideas of agency and structure are, the belief that a human agent can act independently of
the social structure and in a manner, that man’s action affects the structure. In this sense,
agency can be seen as the ability to act and influence the actions of others (Rakodi, and
Leduka, 2003: 12). Structure-agency in this context helps to explain the relationship
between social structure and human agency as active actors. However, the theory needs
to be complemented by institutional analysis and societal non-compliance conceptual
frameworks to make it more explanatory in the case of urban management (Ibid, 12).
Institutional Analysis
An institution as defined by North is “humanly devised constraints that structure
political and social interactions” (North, 1990: 3). Institutions are designed to provide
structures to everyday life so that societies learn how to perform their daily activities.
As North pinpoints, institutions can be formal or informal. Formal institutions refer to
all norms, rules and regulations codified in constitutions or laws. There is a direct
connection between formal rules and the political economy structures such as
governance, property rights and judiciary system (North, 1990: 4). On the other hand,
informal institutions can be understood as the collection of social norms, conventions
and moral values, religious beliefs that determine the behaviour of individuals and
organizations in pursuit of their goals (Ibid, 4). North considers institutions as
constraints that prohibit individuals from doing something or guide under what
conditions actors should act. In other words, institutions are frameworks within which
human interaction took place. Institutions are not necessarily organizations.
Nevertheless, organization can be specified by certain rules and regulations.
In Economics, institutions are perceived as a means to reduce production and
transaction cost to increase the profitability and feasibility of a given economic activity
(Ibid, 6). Most of the original works on institution economics were focused on property
rights. Their assumption is based on the role of institutions on setting property rights,
which foster economic progress (Leitmann and Baharoglu, 1998: 106).
Institutional analysis is originally developed to explain market transactions, but its
application has been extended to explain rules regulating different aspects of the urban
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economy. Razzaz applied institutional analysis to study the various institutional based
land right claims in the Amman (Jordan capital) where land is under “fierce
contestation” among the state and tribal groups (Razzaz, 1993: 341). Razzaz argues that
land in informal settlements is quite often in the state of competing and conflicting
claims based on laws, traditions, convention and other institutions such as churches or
mosques. He pinpointed that the various ways through which land rights claimed,
established and recognized are better understood by considering actors, norms, rules and
strategies involved (Razzaz, 1993: 352-353). Tripp (1997) has also applied the
relationship between human agency and structural factors to explore the constraints and
opportunities rendered by existing institutions in the context of the growth of urban
informal economy (Tripp, 1997: 27). Her main emphasis was on how formal institutions
can be challenged and eventually replaced by informal institutions that are based on the
norms of fairness. Tripp’s finding suggests that non-compliance with the formal
institutions that are deemed as unfair, oppressive and problematic is everyday forms of
resistance in Tanzania which resulted in replacing the formal institutions with the
informal ones (Ibid, 136). Ayse Pamuk (2000) applied institutional analysis approach to
examine how informal institutional arrangements utilized in land transaction, settling
land dispute and infrastructure development in squatter settlements (Pamuk, 2000: 380).
Her empirical findings from Trinidad revealed that informal institutional arrangements
for informal land transaction and infrastructure delivery have been playing important
roles as an alternative options for the urban poor (Ibid, 394). Similarly, a comparative
study was made by Rakodi and Leduka in six cities of Africa to examine the informal
land delivery systems. As a frame of analysis, they have used the concept of agentstructure, institutionalism and societal non-compliance (Rakodi, and Leduka, 2003: 11).
According to Rakodi and Leduka, most urban land management studies made in African
cities addressed the issue from the perspectives of the formal state laws and the relation
between actors and the state. Their argument is that formal laws and rules are not the
only institutions guiding human actions. For Rakodi and Leduka, the study of social
institutions goes beyond the formal structure and includes how actors outside the state
perceive these rules and regulations, how the actors challenge the formal structures and
sources of power to challenge (Ibid, 11).
Societal Non-compliance
Tripp in her book “Changing the Rule” has applied societal non-compliance to explain
the informal economy in Tanzania. She argues that the emergence of informal economy
in Tanzania in the 1990s is the manifestation of societal non-compliance to challenge
and change the formal institutions (Tripp, 1997: 5-6). According to Rakodi and Leduka
(2003), informal land delivery system in African cities are founded on the knowledge of
dual land transactions regulated by formal and informal regulations as well as actors’
relations that involve social, political and economic dimensions (Rakodi and Leduka,
2003: 23). The work of Rakodi and Leduka (2003) suggests that structure and agency
conceptual framework provides a better explanation to understand the relations that
exist among actors in urban land delivery systems while institutional analysis is useful
to understand rules and regulations that govern informal land transaction. Similarly,
they recommended societal non-compliance conceptual framework to analyse the
various strategies used by actors to challenge and transform the formal institutions to
their own advantages.
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Empirical Analysis
As it has been mentioned earlier, this study examines the process of informal land
subdivision and transaction, actors involved and how actors manipulate formal rules to
claim or contest for land property right. In what follows, I will discuss major actors
involved in the informal land transaction, existing institutional arrangements that govern
the interaction and actors relationships in the light of the given conceptual frameworks.
Through interviews and extensive field observation, I found out six major actors
involved in the informal land subdivision and transaction. Local residents, land brokers,
gatekeepers, speculators, local officials and local labourers are the major actors
considered in this discussion. In the process of land transaction, actors are highly
interdependent and they play their own roles in land acquisition, transaction,
development and legalization3.
Local officials: these groups include both local politicians and professionals. A study
made in 20034, mentioned corruption as one of the major causes of illegal land
occupation and transaction (Shimelis, A. 2003). Another study in 19995 had already
revealed that lack of clear rules and regulation, a weak institutional capacity and
corruption were the primary causes for inefficient urban land use and uncontrolled land
occupation. These claims were also confirmed by most of the experts in the Land
Administration and Development Authority during the time of the interviews.
Therefore, local officials were identified as key actors in the informal land subdivision
and transaction.
Local residents: they are either the original landowners or squatters who owned
plots through informal subdivision. They are usually perceived as marginal actors once
they have sold their land or secured their own plot. However, in this particular case
study, they are active actors who are involved in the informal land subdivision. In some
cases, they became leaders of the informal subdivision on their own land. They also
play a key role as information centre for the newcomers who want to buy land in the
area. They also act as sub-brokers by leading the new buyers to the main land brokers.
Land Brokers and local labourers: The main activity of land brokers is to bring
buyers and sellers together. The brokers usually get information about plots through the
owner or by their own information networks. As information is essential in this activity,
there are sub-brokers, which supply information to the main brokers. Anybody who
knows a person who is going to sell his plot can be a sub-broker. Even though they
identify themselves as brokers, they do multiple jobs as brokers, land speculators, water
vendors and as guards at construction sites. Brokers in the area have wide-ranging social
interactions through which they can get information on land. This network allegedly
involves even officials in the Land Administration and Development Authority.
Gatekeepers (Double agents): Gatekeepers are people who are employed by the
City Administration to control illegal land occupation, construction and the sanitation of
the neighbourhoods. The team was established in 2003 and operates both at sub-city and
kebele (lowest administrative) levels. The formal duties of the gatekeepers with regard
to the regulation of informal land subdivision and illegal construction are to patrol
around the expansion areas and take different actions, which ranges from warning to
3
4
5

In Ethiopia land is a public property and owners have only use right in accordance with the lease
agreement
A workshop paper on urban planning and related issues organized by National Urban Planning
Institution
A study made by Bureau of Works and Urban Development (WUDB)
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demolition. The team is responsible to demolish houses built after 2003. However, the
team has no means to identify illegal land occupation after 2003, hence; it hasn’t been
possible to take any effective and consistent measures to control the occupation. The
gatekeepers are not professionals but they knew very well how the informal land
subdivision and unauthorised development are taking place. One of the gatekeepers
described the process of informal land subdivision and transaction as follows:
Illegal land subdivision and construction can be carried out in two ways. The first
one is illegal construction on formally occupied land and the second one is illegal
construction on informally occupied land. The illegal land occupation in the
kebele either is through informal association or individually based squatting.
There are considerable numbers of informal housing associations in the kebele.
These associations were organized based on information with regard to vacant
land and its future use on the master plan. Based on this information, the land will
be subdivided into plots of varying size by experts who are usually working in the
City Administration or experts who have close attachments in the City
Administration. The members of the association are mostly individuals who have
information and strong attachment with the City Administration. In some cases,
fake members can be also used to secure more plots. After getting semi-legal
ground, the plot will be sold to individuals. There are also individuals who
occupied open public land to construct their own houses. Such individuals are
usually people who can’t afford acquiring land through the formal channel. The
informal land transaction in the expansion areas of the city is a booming business
as access to urban land in the formal land delivery channel is beyond the reach of
the majority. Individuals who can’t afford the ever-increasing land price even in
the informal land transaction usually occupy marginal land like river valleys,
steep slope area and ecologically fragile areas.
The interviews I had with other actors revealed that gatekeepers have key roles in the
informal land subdivision both directly and indirectly. After land transaction or informal
occupation, the construction is carried out according to the agreement made between the
builder and the gatekeepers. The builder will pay a certain amount of money to the
gatekeepers and he will be advised to do the construction work in a specific time. The
gatekeepers are also important sources of information concerning the status of plots and
its future uses.
Speculators/Land buyers: These include people who are involved in land
subdivision and those who acquire land for housing through the informal land
transaction. The formers are usually permanent speculators while the latter are
temporary speculators. Temporary speculators are low-income people6 who acquired
land from the City Administration but who have no capacity to build houses that fit to
the standard required by the master plan in a given site. As an alternative, people
usually sell their current plot and move to another place to get a plot at lower price. The
money from the previous plot usually enables the temporary speculators to acquire a
new plot and construct a house. In most cases, once they have built their own house,
they will quit speculation activities. Other types of semi speculators are those who move
from the centre to the periphery of the city. People may sell their houses or plots in the
centre at higher price and come to buy a plot or a house at lower price and will start a
6

Sometimes low-income people may acquire land from the city administration in areas where they can’t
afford to build houses required by the planning standard. After acquiring the plots, they will sell it and
look for a plot in the informal market at lower price and construction cost.
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new business with the leftover money. One of my informants who work as a land broker
and taxi driver narrated his story as follows;
Three years ago, I lost my job and I have decided to start a taxi business. The only
choice I had to start the business was to sell my house, which I built through a
housing association at a better price, and buy the taxi as well as secure a plot in
the informal market at lower price. I bought a small taxi and managed to build a
small house too, which I will transform it when our housing association gets the
legal approval of the occupied plot…
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Except for few, land speculation business is not a permanent activity. For most of the
speculators, it is a means of fast moneymaking to start other business. Therefore, most
speculators may not stay long in land speculation business. However, when land price is
getting higher, they may subdivide and sell part of the plot they already occupied.
Hence, most of the informal settlements in the area are characterized by a larger plot
size with small building structure and a big fence (see map 2). Big investment on
housing in the formal settlement area usually comes after de facto or de jure tenure
security.
In many developing countries, informal land subdivision is considered as efficient
allocators of land resources (Payne, G. 1989: 31). Informal developers are more
responsive to land demand partly because they are quicker, better organized and
accessible sometimes even by the poor. However, the motivation didn’t come from the
desire to play the role of the state or to help the poor. Nevertheless, it is largely for
profit (Ibid, 31).
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Map 2 Housing structure and plot size in the informal settlement area
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Land subdivision in the area is a very complex process due to the involvement of
diverse actors and the relationship that exist among actors. I found out two types of land
grabbers in the area based on where speculators look for land to speculate. Most
speculators speculate on land beyond the already built up areas. Yet, there are special
speculators called “fillers” or “invisible speculators” who speculate on pocket land
within already built up areas. These speculators allegedly have strong connection with
government’s officials at different levels of the City Administration. They usually
occupy open space, start building a fence and subdivide it into plots of different size
(see map 3).
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Map 3 Sites where land disputes by invisible speculators observed in 20067

These speculators are invisible actors who work behind the curtain and it is difficult to
get in touch with them. This group sometimes acquire land formally from government
for informal subdivision and transaction. In one of the sites, indicated in map 3, I was
there when local labourers building a fence were rounded up by local security guards
and taken to a local police station. As the incident grabbed my attention, I took it
seriously and decided to follow-up the case. As I have been told, an individual who
claimed that the local labourers built a fence on his property without his concession
alerted the local security guards. The local security guards arrested the hired builders
based on this allegation. I have interviewed one of the labours who spent two weeks in
the police custody and narrated the story as follows:
Some one approached me and asked me to construct a fence around his property
and we made a deal on the payment. In meantime, he told me that he has no time
to supervise the work. He showed me the claimed plot and gave me some money
7

The image is obtained from Google Earth and further processed using ArcGIS
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to start the construction work until he will be coming back from business travel. I
hired additional labourers and started the construction work. On the second day of
the construction, a man came with security guards and we have been put under the
police custody. The police asked us to tell for whom we were constructing the
fence. Unfortunately, I didn’t know the name or the address of the person with
whom I made a deal. The man didn’t come to the police station to clarify the case
and take the responsibility. As a result, I spent two weeks in the police custody
while my friends were released after spending a night in police custody.
The close interaction between speculators, land brokers, the residents and government
agents is a crucial factor in the growth of informal land subdivision in the area.
Apparently, the interaction is so complex and involves different hierarchies in the
process of identifying plots for sell, their legal status and other related information,
which may affect the transaction of a given plot. The information for a given plot is
gathered through the networks. The complexity of the issue has made difficult to single
out a certain group of actors in the informal land transaction and speculation. Some of
the actors are invisible on the scene and the roles they play will vary based on the access
to information, the link they have with officials and their experience.
The Reinterpretation of Rules
Informal rules and norms play key roles in the delivery of housing and urban land in
developing countries. People usually make institutional arrangements to utilize their
social capital to solve various social and economic problems while the formal
institutional arrangements are inadequate or inaccessible. Access to urban land and
basic services in the case study areas are beyond the reach of low and middle-income
people through the formal institutions. One of the coping mechanisms of inadequate
urban services and inaccessible urban land is through the informal institutional
arrangements. In this discussion, I will examine how informal rules and regulations are
utilized to guide the behaviour of actors involved in informal land transaction by using
the empirical data obtained from the case study areas.
With regard to informal land subdivision and unauthorized housing, Addis Ababa
city Urban Land and Housing Administration has enacted many rules, regulations and
directives. Among the regulations, the most relevant for this discussion is regulation No.
1/1998. This regulation was enacted to address the following issues related to urban
land and property ownership.
1. Provision of guidelines for the issuance of title deed for land occupied prior to urban
land and extra houses proclamation (Proc. 47/1975)
2. Establishing guidelines to regularize informal settlements built between 1975 and
May19968 on unauthorized land.
3. To provide clear and flexible directives to decide on many land related issues waiting
for years on pending
The regulation has listed sets of criteria to claim property rights for plots occupied
through different means. Different actors have understood the regulation differently; the
state actors viewed the rule of the game as a solution to control squatters and land
speculation. On the contrary, the informal actors viewed it as an opportunity to use the
regulation to their own advantage.

8

May 1996 was taken as a reference year based on the property registration survey which was
completed in the same year
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Razzaz argues that property claim in squatter settlements can be made through
various strategies including contestation, control, negotiation, voicing and loyalty
(Razzaz, 1993: 345). Pamuk (2003) also argued that formal and informal rules operate
in tandem. In her empirical findings, Pamuk stated that elements of each rules are
carefully used by different actors to varying degrees to pursue their objectives (Pamuk,
2000: 394). According to Rakodi and Leduka (2003), informal land subdivisions occur
under the shadow of state law and regulation from which actors borrow “selectively”
and in “opportunistic” ways to justify urban property claim. Actors may use the
inconsistency, vagueness and weak enforcement body of the formal institution as a
ground to negotiate, contest or voice over property claims.
Actors have used the formal rules in many ways to their own benefits. Among these
rules, regulation No. 1/1998 is a good example to illustrate how informal actors are
selectively using the formal rules and regulation to justify property claims. As
mentioned above regulation No. 1/1998 was a very vague and can be interpreted in
different ways. It also failed to consider the capacity of the City Administration in
comparison with the objectives to be achieved through the regulation. More
importantly, the regulation didn’t give any directives on how to handle informal land
subdivisions that may occur after the regulation was enacted. One of the criteria needed
for property claim according to the regulation was the presence of a built up structure on
the claimed plot before 1996 but it didn’t say anything about the size of the plot. The
speculators and informal land developers have used this loophole to claim any size of
plot regardless of the size of the existing built-up structure.
The administration has put low paid technicians in charge of managing the 1996
survey data, which is crucial to make decisions on property claims based on regulation
No. 1/1998. The administration placed these technicians in an environment, which is
tempting and hardly resistible to engage in legal or moral offences. This gave a fertile
ground for those who contest for property right to negotiate with the technicians for
possible approval of properties owned after 1996. This was one of the major setbacks,
which added more complication to the management of land and property administration
in the city. Another important criterion considered by the regulation for property claim
was the confirmation of the built up structure with the existing master plan. Only those
settlements, which are not in a major violation of the master plan, were considered in
the regulation. To exploit this, speculators started to consider the harmonization of the
informal land subdivision with the existing master plan. It also created a strong tie
between professionals in the City Administration and speculators for clandestine land
subdivisions and access to information. Informal land subdivisions operate based on
precise and up-to-date information with regard to availability of land, its ownership,
official planning requirement and possible resistance in the process of squatting. Public
land is more preferable for invasion as it has less resistance. To identify an area,
information will be collected from relevant offices such as land registration office
through established networks. The above discussion illustrates how social actors use
none-compliance or manipulate the formal rules of the state in the process of land sub
division and property claims. This non-compliance behaviour among informal
developers has a significant influence on the policy of government towards informal
settlements.
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Functioning outside the Formal Rules: The Informal Institutions
Social norms, like the norms of trust and reciprocity, play a prominent role in the
coordination of land transaction and regulation of the behaviour of each actor involved
in the activities (Rakodi and Leduka, 2003: 14). Conditional trust9 shapes actors’
behaviour entering informal transactions. Actors are fully aware of the environment in
which the transaction is taking place. They also know what they can do or achieve and
not achieve with the existing informal institutions. Actors trust one another based on the
knowledge they have and the social institutions, which shapes the behaviour of the
actors in this particular case. From the buyers’ part, actors need to know the background
of the potential land sellers. Religious background, reputation and involvement in the
local institutional activities such as Idirs10 are crucial to establish reciprocity and trust
among buyers and sellers. Common religion background for example, establishes
confidence and trustworthiness values among the parties (George and Jones, 1998: 536).
In the case of informal land transaction, the actors know their interest as well as the
possible legal consequences of their actions and attach meaning to their actions in the
context of existing social conditions. Land brokers also follow certain norms and social
values in the course of their interaction with their clients and among themselves.
Reputation is very important in the case of brokering informal land transaction. Getting
information from lower sub-brokers mainly depends on the disposition and credibility
of the main brokers. There is a fierce competition among land brokers and some times
conflict is apparent. Conflicts can be solved with negotiation and territorial divisions.
Each broker or groups of brokers have their territory and other brokers are expected to
respect that territory. Territorial violation may result in social sanctions such as
exclusion from the existing network of social relations and restriction of access to
important information.
Informal institutions in the case study areas also have organizational forms such as
Idirs, Iqub11 and other religious organizations. Mosques and Church buildings in the
area are not only a place of worship but also a means of protection from possible
eviction. As a social norm, religious places are respected and less vulnerable to eviction
than squatter settlements without churches or mosques but this may not be the case all
the time. Owing to this, most informal settlements in the area are accompanied by either
churches or mosques (see fig.1). Idirs are also important institution in the informal land
transaction and subdivision to mobilize social capital. Idirs in the area play many roles
ranging from helping members in burial ceremony to local development activities and
resolving land disputes. In the informal settlements, land related disputes will not be
taken to court, as both parties have no legal ground to seek justice in the formal
judiciary system. Local Idirs are quite efficient in solving such conflicts even in the
formal settlements. Sometimes Idirs are also important to organize resistance against
forced eviction or to mobilize community resources to negotiate on marginal services
from the formal institutions. More importantly, it gives the members identity of
9

10
11

Conditional trust is a state of trust in which both actors are willing to deal with each other as along as
each behaves appropriately. In conditional trust, attitudes of one party towards the other are favourable
enough to support future interactions. Conditional trust is sufficient to facilitate a wide range of social
and economic exchanges and the base of this conditional trust is knowledge (George and Jones, 1998)
Idir is a traditional association of community to provide financial support and funeral services during
death of family members
Iqub is a traditional saving association whereby the members contribute a certain amount of money on
daily, weekly or monthly basis and give to one of the members on a round basis until all have the
chance.
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belongingness to the area. Security forces for the settlement are also organized by the
Idirs.

Religious compound

Fig. 1 Religious institutions as a way of defending tenure security

Another important institution, which plays the role of financing informal land
transaction, is Iqub. It is one of the oldest informal financial institutions in Ethiopia and
other African countries. It is commonly known as Esusu in Nigeria among the Yoruba
societies (Bascom, 1952: 63). In Ethiopia, finance systems for consumers and
developers are not well developed. Despite the lack of feasible financial institutions that
could secure the access of low-income people to loan for housing, families with small
savings are expected, to make outright payment in the informal land transactions.
Hence, informal financial institutions play an important role in facilitating access to
financial resources. Financial resources in the informal land transaction mostly come
from informal finance organization (Iqub), family savings and sale of assets. In
Ethiopia, traditional saving mechanism such as Iqub is an essential means of financial
resource for housing and other investments particularly for low-income people.
Conclusion
Agency, structure, institutional analysis and societal non-compliance are used as
theoretical frameworks to understand how the informal land subdivisions works and the
underpinning rules and regulations that guided the interactions of actors in the process
of land subdivision and transaction. Informal land subdivisions in this case found out to
be well structured and guided by hybrid rules and regulation adopted both from formal
and informal institutions. Both the formal and the informal rules related to land delivery
systems operate in tandem. Actors in the informal land subdivision have used the
inconsistency and vagueness of the formal rules and regulations as a ground to
negotiate, contest and voice for property claim. The interactions between the state
regulation apparatus (structure) and social actors (agency) in the case study areas show
the power relations among actors. Informal land subdivision and development in the
area are by large the spatial manifestation of this power relations. The formal land
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delivery system of the city excludes the majority of urban residents from accessing land
for housing through formal processes. Through non-compliance or manipulation of the
formal rules and regulations, actors have designed their own way of coping mechanism
under the shadow of the formal law or regulations. In other words, actors used the
loopholes in the formal rules to justify their property claims.
Informal institutions such as Idirs and Iqubs are found out to be important
institutions to mobilize social capital in the process of informal land subdivision and
transaction. Idirs play important roles in local development activities and solving land
related disputes that may arise in the area. Iqub is an important institution that provides
financial resources for informal land subdivisions and development. Institutional
analysis and societal-non compliance argues that actors in land subdivision and
transaction are guided by both formal and informal rules or displace the formal rules by
the informal one. Similarly, in this particular case, actors in the course of their
interaction are able to manipulate ambiguous formal rule, which they perceived as
irrelevant institution to govern actors’ behaviour.
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Between Renting and Owning:
Saving and Credit Cooperative based tenure transformation
in the inner-city “slums” of Addis Ababa
Elias Yitbarek Alemayehu1
The paper examines a tenure transformation process in public housing dominated area. The
study found that an intermediate tenure status, between public rental and private ownership
mediated through the instrumentality of a Saving and Credit Cooperative, was conducive
for the improvement of tenure security and discouraging gentrification. An NGO initiated,
cooperative based upgrading is investigated and given as an example.

1. Introduction
The inner-city of Addis Ababa covers less than 12 % of the 54,000 ha total area of the
city. It is home to about 40% (ORAAMP2, 2000) of the population of Addis Ababa,
estimated at 3.2 million3. About 70% of the houses located in the inner city are
government owned. These houses, which are commonly known as qäbäle4 houses are
generally single storey č̣qa (mud and wood) construction. They are occupied by the
majority of low-income people. Eighty percent of the neighbourhoods and housing units
in the city are considered slum5; and fifty percent of the total estimated 527,800 (2005)
housing units should be replaced by the year 2015 if one of the aims of the Millennium
Development Goals is to be met (Mathewos, 2005). In the inner city, due to the
relatively available trunk infrastructure and utilities, there is a tremendous pressure from
both the government and developers to redevelop the qäbäle housing-dominated
settlements. However, it has become clear that a blanket solution of urban renewal
could not be economically feasible and is in fact detrimental to the livelihood of lowincome people (See for example Ashenafi, 2001). One of the alternatives to renewal is
urban upgrading. This paper investigates a single case where upgrading, with a strategy
1

2
3

4
5

PhD, Assistant professor, Department of Architecture, Addis Ababa University. The original
manuscript was written while the author was a Ph.D. candidate at the Department of Urban Design and
Planning, Faculty of Architecture and Fine Art, Norwegian University of Science and Technology,
Norway.
eliasyt@yahoo.com
Office for the Revision of the Addis Ababa Master Plan
According to CSA (1999:266), projected high variant estimation for 2007. Various authors, however,
put the estimation much higher, for example, Solomon & McLead (2004) at 3.5 million, Mathewos
(2005) at 3.4 million.
The smallest administrative unit or local governmnet
Owing to its associated connotations of squalor, filth and crime the use of the term “slum” was largely
considered inappropriate and its use had been diminishing until the mid 1990s (d’ Cruz &
Satterthwaite, 2005). As a result more neutral terms that depict the diversity of settlements and the
potential of slum dwellers have been in use. Following the mid 1990s, however, the term slum was reintroduced in the development discourse and even gained more legitimacy as organizations formed by
dwellers in some countries started to refer themselves as “slum dweller” organizations and federations,
albeit responding to the governments who categorized their settlements as slums (ibid).
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of tenure improvement, was undertaken. The purpose is to draw lessons for possible
application in similar programmes.
The paper derives from the author’s ongoing PhD project, which analyses cases of
settlement upgrading in tenant-dominated inner-city settlements. The data was primarily
gathered through qualitative methods supplemented by a quantitative method. It relies
on both secondary and primary sources– semi structured in-depth interviews; focus
group discussion, individual case histories, informal discussions, observations, and a
questionnaire. The names of informants are either abbreviated or are referred in terms of
their affiliation to an organization. The paper is divided into five sections: 1)
Introduction, 2) Theoretical review, 3) Local context, 4) Case study, and 5) Conclusion.
2. Theoretical review
As part of the structural adjustment policies since the 80s, public housing has been
privatised in many countries, for example in Cuba (Hamberg, 1990), Nicaragua
(Mathey, 1990), Mozambique (Jenkins, 1990), India (Rakodi, 1995, citing Wadhava,
1994), South Korea (ibid, citing Ha, 1994), South Africa (ibid, 1995), Zambia and
Vietnam (Schlyter, 2005). The main rational for the privatisation of public housing was
to avoid subsidies and improve efficiency in building and maintenance. The argument
has been “homeowners, unlike renters and landlords, have both an economic and a use
interest in their properties” (UN-Habitat, 2003:83, citing Rohe and Stewart, 1996:71). In
the same strand, Andreasen stated, “…tenants remain unmotivated to invest the energy
to improve the value of the property they do not own” (Andreasen, 1996:360).
Similarly, researchers associated with the World Bank have argued that tenure security
through private property rights leads to housing improvement (Jimenez, 1983; Friedman
et al, 1988).
However, privatisation, more often than not, “has led to a process of segregation
resulting in gentrification, whereby low-income people are removed from privatised
neighbourhoods to less attractive areas or in ‘residualisation’, by which only low
income tenants stay in the remaining public housing areas” (Schlyter, 2005, citing:
Linneman et al., 1999; Zhou et al., 1996; Clapham, 1995; Stanovik,1994). Schlyter,
based on her experience in Lusaka (Zambia) and Hanoi (Vietnam), showed that
privatisation of rental housing was unfavourable for the low-income people. In Lusaka,
the effects of privatisation were extensions and densification resulting in
“overcrowdness, lack of privacy and too many sharing facilities, such as toilet”; while
in Hanoi the results at the level of individual apartments were good but at the level of
blocks and common areas resulted in degradation (Schlyter, 2005:12-13). Payne (2002)
confirming Schlyter’s findings argued that other factors such as perceived tenure
security through the passage of time or innovative and intermediate tenure forms
including informal types as important for housing improvement and more conducive to
the low-income people. He saw privatisation as the final stage of tenure transformation.
In Ethiopia in 1995 a proclamation (No. 112/1995) was issued “to provide for the
establishment of an office for the sale of Government houses,” with the purpose of
privatising government owned houses. However, in practice, despite the establishment
of the office, the privatisation of qäbäle (government) housing did not materialize.
On the other hand, recently, the government had introduced “indirect privatisation”
strategy through the gradual demolition of the qäbäle housing and on site relocation of
qäbäle tenants on newly constructed condominium apartments. The fund generated
through leasing the land acquired by demolishing the qäbäle housing was to subsidise
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the condominium housing. Nevertheless, this strategy of the government did not fully
materialize; therefore, it is too early to discuss its impacts. In 1988 similar strategy was
used by Redd Barna6-Ethiopia, henceforth RBE, to ensure security through the
transformation of tenure status and to discourage gentrification in an inner-city slum.
The paper examines this strategy.
3. Local context
This section will focus on the nature of qäbäle housing which is the arena of this study.
The qäbäle housing-dominated settlements are the result of unique urban history and
political developments in Ethiopia. Below, they are discussed on the basis of the
formal–informal discourse, in three layers. In this paper excluding the economic aspect,
the informal settlement is defined as constituting of “extra-legal housing”; while the
formal settlement is that “consists of the urban government and its agents, institutions
and rules and regulations that over time have been introduced in order to control urban
space …” (Hansen & Vaa, 2004:7-8).
Layer-1, Informal settlements: The pre-1974 Marxist revolution land tenure and
mode of property development can be said to be the main root cause for the emergence
of Addis Ababa as an informal city. The city was formally founded in 1886, selected by
Emperor Menelik II for its strategic position and availability of resources. It was started
out as a garrison town for the Emperor’s army. Following the foundation of the city the
emperor started to allocate land to the noblemen, the chiefs and the church (Johnson,
1974; Bahru, 1987). According to Wubshet (2002) these land owners in turn started to
allocate some part of their lands to their followers on a lease basis. The landowners,
however, did not allow those who leased their lands to legally register with the
Municipality, thus leaving them to develop houses informally (ibid). The developed
houses were both for themselves and for rent. Therefore, just before the Marxist
revolution of 1974 about two third of the housing in Addis Ababa was informally
developed rental housing (ibid).
Layer-2, Nationalization of the informal settlements: Following the revolution, the
most important proclamation affecting urban housing was the proclamation 47/1975,
known as Government Ownership of Lands and ‘Extra’ Houses. Through this
proclamation, private ownership of land and houses for the purpose of renting was
outlawed. All properties belonging to the crown and the church were nationalised, and
the same happened to houses owned by individuals for rental purposes. As part of the
Marxist ideology, which favoured the poor, the rent of the nationalized houses was
reduced by 50%. The administration and management of the nationalized houses were
transferred to two organizations. Those with a rental value of less than 100 Birr7 were
put under the qäbäle administrations, while those more than 100 Birr were put under the
Agency for the Administration of Rental Housing.
Layer-3, Continued transformation of the informal settlements: Following the
nationalization, every sitting tenant was formally registered as a tenant of the qäbäle.
However, within this formal arrangement many informal activities continued through
time. The qäbäle authorities have generally a tolerant attitude towards tenants. Tenants
can continue the occupancy of a house without paying rent for a number of years,
particularly when it is known that they do not have a source of income. Tenure can be
transferred to siblings (by including children’s names in the qäbäle registry) and the
6
7

N orwegian “Save the Children”
1 USD is about 11.00 Birr
945

Elias Yitbarek Alemayehu

control of who actually inhabits the house is very weak. Despite restrictions regarding
unauthorised transformations of the qäbäle houses the majority of the tenants are defiant
to the rules and they use every possible way to add space to their units. Further, the sale
of use-right (selling one’s right to use the qäbäle house), through illegal payments such
as key money is not unusual though the magnitude of such practice is difficult to know,
as such dealings are shrouded in secrecy. Tenants also take advantage by sub-letting at
market price. In 1991, though the Marxist regime was ousted and its system was
replaced by a “free market” both the state land ownership and the qäbäle housing
system, with all their characteristics, remained the same.
Based on the above discussion the qäbäle housing can thus be understood as a state
owned informal housing: Schlyter (2005, citing Clapham 1995) recognised three
housing systems: the market, the regulating market, the state controlled; and added one
more based on her own findings– the post colonial housing system. She characterised
the post-colonial housing system as a small sector “state controlled housing tied to
employment” (ibid:1). The “post-colonial state controlled system” is different from
Clapham’s “state controlled” in that it is tied to employment. The qäbäle housing is also
a state controlled system. However, it is different from both Clapham’s and Schlyter’s
versions because, unlike other public sector housing which is formally planned and
constructed, the qäbäle housing is informal settlement.
4. Case study
4.1. Upgrading project overview
In 1978, a World Bank study identified eight qäbäles in the city of Addis Ababa as the
poorest of the poor. As one of the members of the international co-ordinating
committee, RBE took the initiative to implement an urban upgrading project in one of
the identified areas, wäräda8 3 qäbäle 419- commonly known as Teklehaimanot
(Jember, 1998). The project was commenced in 1981 and phased out in 1986. From
1983 – 1990, RBE did similar project in wäräda 21 qäbäle 13– Kirkos area. In 1988,
RBE offered assistance to do more projects in other parts of Addis Ababa. The city
administration forwarded a list of areas identified for upgrading. Out of the list provided
RBE selected wäräda 11 qäbäle 14– in the Menen area, which is the case of this study.
According to the RBE’s Programme Department document (1991), the underlying
objective of RBE in sponsoring urban upgrading projects was to reduce “child
vulnerability” and promote “family welfare” through the integration of primary health,
education, housing, income generation units and the establishment of saving and credit
cooperative. The concept of a revolving fund was also introduced as a key principle to
be sourced from income generating units and the rent from newly constructed houses.
The understanding was that the generated income was to be used as a revolving fund for
the maintenance of the housing units and the promotion of child welfare. This paper
focuses on the housing component of the upgrading.
The case area, wäräda 11 qäbäle 14, commonly known as Menen, is located in the
vicinity of Shiro Meda to the North, and Menen High School10 and the Addis Ababa
University Main Campus to the South. Its size is about 15.5 hectares with a population
8
9

10

A larger settlement comprising a number of qäbäles .
With the recent restructuring of wäräda and qäbäle boundaries, the naming (numbering) of qäbäles
is changed. However, the paper uses the old naming or commonly known names to be consistent with
old documents.
From which the area has assumed its name
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of about four thousand. Menen is part of the larger Sidist Kilo locality– one of the old
settlements of Addis Ababa located between the Entoto Mountain and the Old Palace.
Both Entoto and the palace are not only intimately associated with the foundation of the
city of Addis Ababa, but are also areas on whose surroundings the early säfär
(neighbourhoods) are developed. Therefore, Menen being part of these areas is
characterised by its non-planned and spontaneous settlements, which are the main
feature of most of the early säfärs. The layout of the roads is determined by the
spontaneous location of dwellings and irregular plots. Thus one can observe meandering
streets with a number of cul-de-sacs.
According to the RBE’s preliminary survey, done prior to the commencement of the
upgrading project, the area was in a very poor condition. “Out of the total existing
houses 13% were unsafe for habitation due to physical dilapidation and 46% of the
houses required major maintenance. 92 households had no kitchen space. 214
households shared 92 kitchens (2.3 households per one kitchen). 86 latrines (47%) out
of the total 182 were unsafe and unhealthy for use. In qäbäle owned houses, the ratio of
latrines to households was 1:10. There was only one water tap for every 5.5 families,
access roads and drainage for run-off water was appallingly acute, there was scarcity of
spaces, the available kindergarten lacked sufficient rooms to serve children and mothers
and children lacked basic health services” (RBE, 1994:1-2).
Following the preliminary assessment of the case area a project agreement was
signed between RBE and the Municipality in 1988. The main upgrading actors were the
City Council of Addis Ababa, RBE, the qäbäle dwellers, the qäbäle administration
(through its organs: the qäbäle’s executive committee and the qäbäle development
committee), and an Advisory committee, which included the qäbäle chairman, the
wäräda chairman, the resident representative of RBE, and the project administrator.
Later, in 1989 a Saving And Credit Co-operative, henceforth SACC, was established
and has been playing an active role.
The need for the establishment of the SACC was emanated from lessons learned
from previous experience in a locality known as Kirkos. The Kirkos upgrading
intervention was initiated by RBE in 1983. The intervention included components such
as housing, micro finance and income generating units. The intervention was phased out
in 1990 and was handed over to a qäbäle administration. Under the then qäbäle
administration the project was mismanaged and a number of the targeted group were
replaced by a favoured group falling short of meeting the envisioned goals. Therefore,
in Menen unlike Kirkos the SACC was established. Upon phase out it took over the
ownership of the housing component to ensure tenure security and avoid gentrification.
During Menen’s project period, 198 housing units in 23 double storied blocks were
constructed in a nearby overspill area to accommodate households from demolished
houses. Apart from the housing, 58 kitchens with 160 compartments, 44 new latrines
with 148 compartments were constructed. Major maintenance of 234 houses, 140 old
kitchens and 26 old kitchens was undertaken. The housing types were double storey
blocks, with each level containing a number of units. Households occupy a room or two,
either on the ground or upper floor, sharing a common wall with adjacent neighbours.
An open external stair leads to a gallery on the upper floor, which in turn leads to
individual units. Two or more blocks were arranged to form clusters defining common
open spaces. The open semi-public spaces were used as children’s playground, for
doing and drying laundry, drying grains etc. (See Fig. 1 below).
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In addition to the new construction and maintenance of the housing some social
facilities such as school classrooms, kindergarten and clinic were also built. RBE was
also involved in the development of some infrastructure, with particular interest to
improve the sanitary condition of the settlement. 1500 meters of foot paths, 1187.50
meters under-surface cement pipe drainage lines, 2015 meters open surface drainage
ditches along access roads and 1400 meters of existing roads were paved11. The
upgrading project was completed in December 1993.

Fig. 1: Typical double roomed floor plan, elevation and cluster of blocks

4.2. The process of tenure transformation
At the early stage of the project, RBE proposed that the target people should privately
own the project’s housing component. This proposal12 was not part of the main project
agreement. However, according to RBE (1994), the concept was endorsed by the
project’s Advisory Committee in its meeting held on 21 September 1988. The Advisory
Committee, as mentioned earlier, included the qäbäle chairman, the wäräda chairman,
RBE’s resident representative and the project administrator. A final binding decision
from pertinent higher authorities regarding the concept of the private housing proposal
was sought but it never came (ibid).
Notwithstanding the lack of response from higher authorities, the newly built houses
and related facilities were handed over to the SACC in successive stages: June 1994 and
December 1994 with memorandums of understanding, and final legal handover
agreement in December 1994 overruling the two preceding memorandums. RBE handed
over 23 double storied blocks (which can accommodate 198 households), 58 kitchens
with 160 compartments and 5 water stands to the RBE established SACC13.
The purpose of changing the tenure form can be categorized into three: 1) to ensure
tenure security and 2) to protect from gentrification and 3) to protect the replacement of
11
12
13

The exact quantities of the construction work was extracted from RBE (1994)
The proposal was later elaborated in 1991 in a document entitled “Housing Policy Proposal (A shift
towards private housing)”.
Hand over agreement document (in Amharic) between RBE and the Menen SACC signed in 1994.
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the intended target groups by a “favoured” group. The method used by RBE to protect
the transfer of benefits, e.g. to the middle income, is by avoiding one-time handouts and
to tie the benefits through a “matching input” principle. The housing and its attached
subsidy were also made non transferable to a third party for 20 years, the age required
for a child to support him/her self.
By the end of the project in 1993 the SACC had a total of 475 members, including
both the potential housing owners, henceforth referred as “housing beneficiaries” and
the rest of the dwellers, henceforth referred as “indirect beneficiaries”. Article-1 of the
terms of agreement stated, “[b]asically the objective for the construction of the new
houses is to improve the existing environmental conditions and develop the livelihood
of target households, specially, by fulfilling the basic requirements for a healthy and
secure upbringing of children. It is through the cooperative/individual rent to own
system of twenty years, that these upgrading efforts can be accomplished.14” (Own
translation)
This rather ambiguous article was more clarified by RBE (1991), which elaborated
the strategy of ownership transfer as follows:
1. The housing beneficiaries were required to be members of the SACC
presupposing that the SACC was the financier of the housing.
2. The housing beneficiaries would pay a matching fund of the value of the house
presupposing that they had borrowed money from the SACC for the construction
of the housing.
3. The SACC would be the owner of the housing until the housing beneficiaries
settle their loans and are given clearance from the SACC.
4. After the completion of payments, in twenty years, individual members would
be given ownership title from the concerned government bodies.
The project gave 55% (472,000 Birr) of the construction cost as a grant with the
expectation that the remaining 45% (385,000 Birr) was allocated to finance the
development activity of the whole community as a revolving fund (RBE, 1994). The
SACC was entitled to collect this fund (the 45%) from the housing beneficiaries on a
monthly repayment scheme to replenish its expenses. It would also eventually avail its
credit facility to all the qäbäle dwellers who would like to be members of the cooperative (ibid). To kick-start its activity in generating income for the revolving fund
the SACC was also granted seed money of 40,000 Birr, ten shops and one anğära
(Ethiopian flat bread) baking centre with 5 electrical stoves15.
The monthly amount of repayment of the housing loan was calculated to be 1 Birr
per square meters per month for twenty years. The area of the smallest housing unit was
ten square meters (10 Birr/month) and the largest was twenty-eight square meters (28
Birr/month) and the repayment differed accordingly (See the Table below for detail)16.
The monthly payments were a little higher than what the housing beneficiaries used
to pay when they were in qäbäle housing. According to RBE (1994) the qäbäle rental
fee was a minimum of five Birr/month and a maximum of 21Birr/month. Out of the
total 198 housing beneficiaries 45% had been paying less than or equal to 5 Birr/month;
14

15
16

Legal document: agreement entered between RBE community Development project 4012 and Woreda
11 Kebele 14 residents’ SACC, to hand over new houses, kitchens, residential compounds and water
points
Interview with SACC administrator
ibid
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42.5% had been paying 6 Birr/month; 9.5% had been paying 21Birr/month, while 3%
the data was not known (ibid).
Floor area (square meters)
the same as
Monthly payment (Birr)
10 – 15
15+ – 20
20+ - 24
24+ - 28
Total
Source: SACC’s Office

Number of households

80
48
48
22
198

Once the SACC took over the “ownership of the houses and related facilities” it then
signed an agreement with each of the housing beneficiaries. The beneficiaries were poor
mothers and households who were found to be completely unable either to build a new
house or improve the physical condition of their dilapidated houses.
The terms of agreement stipulated that the borrower had to settle the monthly
payments on a regular basis. Failure to do so would initiate written warnings from the
SACC. If the borrower failed, despite the warnings, then the case would be referred to
the SACC’s arbitration committee. Following the decision of the committee if the
borrower still failed, then the SACC would take back the house, to eventually deliver it
to another applicant. Neither the SACC nor the borrowers were entitled to transfer a
house or houses to a third party in the form of exchange, sale or to settle a debt. But if a
borrower died, then the case would be administered according to the law of the country.
It was forbidden to transfer a house in the form of collateral, gift, inheritance, exchange,
or mortgage. The borrower would be given a property deed upon settlement of the debt
in twenty years period. However, a borrower may settle the debt before the expiry of
twenty years; but the deed would only be issued after the expiry of twenty years. The
date of occupation of the housing units goes back to 1991-92.
Despite RBE’s private housing proposal and the perceived ownership of the SACC
and the housing beneficiaries, the qäbäle administration was not clear as to who owns
the new houses. This was a cause of constant tension and conflict between the qäbäle
and the SACC. The qäbäle had been constantly complaining that it was losing income,
as the government did not officially accept the proposed tenure status of the SACC’s
beneficiaries. It is the duty of the qäbäle to collect rental fees from its tenants or land
and housing taxes from owner-occupiers. However, the housing beneficiaries were
neither paying rental fees nor taxes. They could not do either of the options. The first
option of paying rent was not in their interest as they considered themselves potential
owners. They had been in favour of paying the taxes; in fact they had been repeatedly
requesting the qäbäle to accept the payment of the required taxes. But the qäbäle was
reluctant to comply with the request as it implied the endorsement of the housing
ownership. “The qäbäle had even resisted accepting our tax payments thinking that if
we paid taxes then the houses would be ours. But, it was through the struggle of the
Committee [SACC] that we were at last allowed to pay taxes. The Committee had to
fight because its members themselves are beneficiaries”17
The decision regarding the payment of taxes was made after a long bureaucratic
process. The last and important step is discussed below.
17

Informant in a focus discussion group (FDG)
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The qäbäle wrote a letter to the Office of the Sub city’s Revenue Department seeking
for guidance. Based on the qäbäle’s request the head of the Revenue Department’s
Office called a meeting to sort out the case. In this meeting which was held in 2004, in
addition to the Department head, the head of the sub city’s legal section, chief executive
of qäbäle 14, the chairman of the SACC, the vice chairman of the SACC were present.
This meeting was very crucial to the SACC. Though the agenda of the meeting was
formulated in such a manner that to choose the appropriate type of payment, its
implication was far reaching. If it were decided that the housing beneficiaries should
pay rental fees, then the housing would be under the qäbäle ownership. On the other
hand, if the decision were in favour of the payment of taxes, then this would be one step
towards private ownership. Thus, the SACC’s representatives had to vigorously and
convincingly argue to resolve the long-standing friction between the qäbäle and the
SACC. According to the minutes of the meeting, among other documents, the
representatives based their argument on two main documents: the 1988 project
agreement between RBE and the Addis Ababa Municipality and the 1994 hand over
agreement between RBE and the SACC.
Part 1 of the project agreement with regard to the aims and objectives of the project
enumerates,
“1) The basic aim of the project is to improve the economic, social, physical and
environmental conditions of low-income families and their children with active
involvement of office-bearers and all members of qäbäle 14.…
2) The objectives are to assist the target population in upgrading their present level to
a level of prosperity, positive development and self reliance…”18
Referring to the above objectives, the SACC’s representatives argued that the
housing is considered as a means towards self- sufficiency, which can only be achieved
if they would own it; and thus making them tenants would be contrary to the objectives
of the enabling role of the housing. They also made it clear that RBE had already paid to
the government compensation for the demolished qäbäle houses. And most importantly,
they argued that they have a legal handover document that shows transfer of ownership
from RBE to the SACC.
At the end of the meeting an agreement was reached and minuted between the Sub
city officials, the qäbäle official and the SACC officials that the SACC’s housing
beneficiaries should pay housing and land tax and not rental fees. Accordingly the
SACC, on behalf of its members, paid the arrears of twelve years (1992-2004) to be
refunded by the housing beneficiaries on a monthly basis19.
According to the plan of the upgrading project the housing beneficiaries should get
the property deeds by 2012. Being aware that such processes might take years before
materializing, the SACC initiated the process of getting the deeds. They approached the
Land Administration Office of the Sub-city to assess as to how the authorities would
react to their request. The verbal response from the Office was that the housing
beneficiaries would not get individual property deeds; instead they would be issued with
communal deeds20. The SACC considered these promissory words as a stepping-stone
towards their final goal of acquiring private property deeds, and were eagerly following
it up21.
18
19
20
21

Project agreement document between the Municipality of Addis Ababa and RBE signed 4 April 1998
Interview with SACC administrator
ibid
ibid
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In 1988, just before the upgrading started, out of the total 652 houses in the case area
468 (about 70%) were qäbäle -owned rental houses. The 468 qäbäle housing units were
inhabited by 564 households, having 96 (17%) households as co-dwellers (RBE, 1994).
By virtue of the upgrading intervention and its strategies the tenure of 198 households
was changed, from renting to cooperative ownership and to a possible future private
ownership.
4.3. The SACC and housing transformation
This section discusses the cooperative ownership in relation to housing transformation
The stage of tenure status so far achieved by the housing beneficiaries is “mortgaged”
cooperative ownership (communal ownership). Fieldwork observation and interviews
revealed that there were no housing transformations such as room extensions. This is
because of the existence of the terms of agreement signed between the SACC and the
housing beneficiaries. It included articles regarding issues pertinent to the
transformation of the housing. Article 9-1 totally forbids both extending and rebuilding
of the house. It stated: “[t]he borrower [housing beneficiary] is forbidden, before or
after the settlement of the debt, to extend a room or rebuild the house under any
circumstances” (Own translation). Owing to the strictness of this regulation and the
capacity of the SACC to have it implemented, only 2 out of the 100 respondents (2%)
had extended their houses (1 room addition and another toilet addition).
When asked what they would like to do regarding transformation if and when they
acquire the property deeds, informants responded that they would extend more rooms.
The reason given was the need for more space. But they all said that this could only be
done if, for example, all the neighbours in a certain block agree. They were aware that
extensions by individual households would lead to endless litigations owing to the
interconnected design of the housing and its common spaces. Informant KA, who lived
in an upper floor of a block, had a clear mental design. She said: “Once our ownership
is confirmed I want to encourage my neighbours to see the possibility of extending all
the upper floors by raising columns from the ground. Those on the ground floor can use
our extension as their veranda or they can also add more rooms by enclosing the
columns.” Similar responses were also given in the focus discussion group, “we have
signed not to make extensions for twenty years. Because of this nobody dares to extend.
After twenty years we can make an agreement to lay foundations and extend our houses.
It all depends on the attitude and capacity of the neighbours in a specific compound. If I
extend my house [ground floor] without the consent of those in the upper floor they can
easily sue me…. The kitchens are in common, the toilets are in common, six households
share one kitchen. For example, even if the qäbäle brings another person and wants to
extend a seventh kitchen, we do not agree. The Association (SACC) has its own
governing rules and the qäbäle has its own. It cannot impose on us. Above all the
leaders of our Association are very strong. They follow and stick to the rules.”
The terms of agreement had, however, some provisions for some minor kind of
transformations provided that the borrower secures permission. Article 9-2 stated, “The
Borrower is not allowed to change either the interior or exterior of the house without a
prior permission from the SACC.” According the SACC administrator almost all the
housing beneficiaries have made alterations to the interior of the housing. The type of
changes included the division of rooms, the plastering and painting of walls and the
addition of ceilings in the upper floors. One of the motivations for the alterations in the
interior space was the prevalent competition among neighbours– the mentality that “I
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should not be less than my neighbour”. This same motivation was also informally
mentioned by many of the informants as the key reason in having similar furniture.
At the settlement level, because of the aspiration to finally secure the “private
ownership” the SACC was motivated to participate in qäbäle-initiated upgrading. For
example, in road pavement work the qäbäle contributed 70% of the expenses while
dwellers contributed the remaining 30% in the form of cash and labour. According to
the SACC administrator, the SACC covered 11, 500 Birr in addition to the labour
contribution of its members.
As stated earlier, RBE’s introduction of the strategy of “private ownership” had
divided the dwellers in the case area into two groups: housing beneficiaries (those who
were considered potential housing owners) and the indirect beneficiaries (those who
remained kebele tenants). As in many qäbäle housing dominated settlements
uncontrolled transformations are common in the compounds of the indirect
beneficiaries. Informant BS said “provided there is money anybody is happy to extend
in a qäbäle owned compound. If for some reason you complain, you are confronted with
the usual statement, ‘it is none of your business, this is a government house’”.
5. Conclusion
The housing “private ownership” was the key concept introduced in Menen’s
upgrading. But more important was the method through which this concept was
implemented. The fact that the SACC was established and was made to own the housing
for twenty years was a wise strategy of insuring sustainability. It had been protecting the
area from gentrification and the possible unlawful eviction of the target group. Though
the wish of the housing beneficiaries is to finally acquire individual title deeds, as
discussed in the theoretical review, individual private ownership may immediately lead
to gentrification, overcrowdedness and eventual degradation of the settlement.
Therefore, this paper agrees with the intention of the sub-city officials to finally grant
communal property deeds, as this would sustain the existing, encouraging situation.
The responsibility of the SACC was not only to facilitate the housing beneficiaries’
aim for private ownership but also to engage itself in “community development”. In this
regard it had been giving saving and credit service for any dweller that was a member of
the SACC, and had also been participating in the qäbäle initiated upgrading. Therefore
the SACC was instrumental in dealing with the central challenges of the low-income
dwellers: enabling them to own housing and at the same time building their financial
capacity. But, what is worth noting here is that the whole scheme was subsidized by
RBE. Therefore, if replicability is to be insured a better financing mechanism should be
crafted.
The SACC had been playing a significant role in the administration and
maintenance of the common kitchens and common toilets. It had also been
effectively controlling the cleanliness of common spaces and the proper
functioning of drainage ditches. However, the fact that the housing beneficiaries
were not able to extend their houses had constrained their need for more spaces. The
SACC was not proactive enough in fully implementing the concept of the “revolving
fund” as envisioned by RBE. In this regard the qäbäle administration could demand
more from the SACC, as this is stipulated in the initial agreement entered between RBE
and the Municipality of Addis Ababa.
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The main lessons which can be drawn from Menen’s upgrading process are the
importance of: 1) improved property rights to enhance security, 2) stretching the grant
of property deeds over twenty years time (the avoidance of one time hand-out of
property) to avoid gentrification, 3) establishing community organization, in this case
SACC, to build the financial capacity of dwellers, to act as a temporary owner of
housing and to mobilize inhabitants to respond to the multi-pronged challenges of lowincome settlements, and 4) the importance of a strong SACC leadership which is elected
by its members and accountable to its members.

Acknowledgements
This paper was made possible through the support of the Faculty of Architecture and
Fine art of the Norwegian University of Science and Technology. The paper was
enriched by responding to some of the valuable comments of the referee, Geoffrey
Payne. A quick language editing was made by Aster Worku.
References
Andreasen, Jørgen. 1996. ‘Urban Tenants and Community Involvement', Habitat
International, Vol. 20 (3), pp. 359-365.
Ashenafi Gossaye. 2001. Inner City Renewal in Addis Ababa, the Impact of
Resettlement on the Socio-economic and Housing Situation of Low-income
Residents. Ph.D Thesis, Norwegian University of Science and Technology
(NTNU), Faculty of Architecture, Planning and Fine Art, Department of Urban
Design and Planning, Trondheim.
Bahru Zewdie. 1987. ‘Early Safars of Addis Ababa: Patterns of Evolution.’ In: Ahmed
Zekaria, Bahru Zewdie, et al.(eds), Proceedings of the International Symposium
on the Centenary of Addis Ababa: institute of Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa.
Clapham, David. 1985. ‘Privatisation and the East European Houisng Model.’ Urban
Studies, Vol. 32 (4-5), pp. 679-694.
CSA (Central Statistics Authority). 1999. The 1994 Population and Housing Census of
Ethiopia, Country level. Vol.1, Analytical Report. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,
Central Statistics Office.
d’Cruz C. & Satherthwaite, D. 2005. Building Homes, Changing Official Approaches:
The work of Urban Poor Organizations and their Federations and their
Contributions to Meeting the Millennium Development Goals in Urban Areas.
Paper developed from a background report for the Millennium Project’s
Taskforce on Improving the Lives of Slum Dwellers, Human Settlement
Programme, IIED, UK.
Friedman, J., Jimenez, E., & Mayo, S: K. 1988. ‘the demand for tenure security in
developing countries.’ Journal of development Economics, Vol. 29 (2) pp. 185198.
Ha, S-K. 1994. ‘Low income housing in the Republic of Korea.’ Cities, Vol. 11, pp.
107-114.
Hansen, T. Karen & Vaa, Mariken (eds.). 2004. Reconsidering Informality:
Perspectives from urban Africa. Nordiska Afrikainstitutet.
Jember Teffera. 1998. Documentation of Experiences of Integrated Holistic Approach
Urban Development Project (IHA UDP). Addis Ababa.

954

Between Renting and Owning

Jimenez, E. 1993. ‘The magnitude and determinants of home improvement in self-help
housing: Manila’s Tondo project.’ Land Economics, Vol. 59 (1) pp. 79-83.
Jenkins, P. 1990. ‘Mozambique.’ In: Mathey, K. (ed) Housing Policies in the Socialist
Third World, Munchen, Profil Verlag and London, Masell, pp. 147-179.
Johnson Martin, E. 1974. The Evolution of the Morphology of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
Doctoral Thesis, Geography Department, University of California, LA.
Hamberg, J. 1990. ‘Cuba.’ In: Mathey, K. (ed) Housing Policies in the Socialist Third
World, Munchen, Profil Verlag and London, Masell, pp. 35-70.
Linneman, Peter D., & Megbolugbe, Isaac. 1994. ’Privatisation and Housing Policy.’
Urban Studies, Vol. 31 (4-5), pp. 635-651.
Mathewos Asfaw. 2005. ‘Current housing practices and policy issues in Addis Ababa.’
Paper prepared for Christian Relief Development Association (CRDA), Addis
Ababa
Mathey, Kosta. 1990. ‘Nicaragua.’ In: Mathey, K. (ed) Housing Policies in the Socialist
Third World, Munchen, Profil Verlag and London, Masell, pp. 71-95.
Myhren, Petter. 1987. Redd Barna-Ethiopia Project Outline –General Programmatic
Framework – Integrated Community Development Project Higher 11 / Kebele 14
Addis Ababa. A document - part of the agreement entered between RBE and the
Municipality of Addis Ababa in 1988.
ORAAMP. 2000. Land use and city structure studies of Addis Ababa and the
metropolitan area. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
Payne, Geofrey. (ed.) 2002. Land, Rights and Innovation. ITDG Publishing, London.
Proclamation No. 47/1975. Government Ownership of Urban Lands and Extra Houses.
Negarit Gazeta, 34 year, No 41.
Proclamation No. 112/1995. Office for the sale of Government owned Houses
Establishment Proclamation. Negarit Gazeta, 5th year, No 10.
Rakodi, C. 1995. ‘Rental Tenure in the Cities of Developing countries.’ Urban Studies,
Vol. 32 (4-5) pp. 791-811.
Redd Barna – Ethiopia Programme Department. 1991. Housing Policy Proposal (A Shift
To Private Housing). Unpublished document.
Redd Barna - Ethiopia. 1994. Phase-out Evaluation of the Child-centered Urban
Development Project in Kebele 14 Woreda 11 Addis Ababa. Addis Ababa.
Rohe, William & Stewart, Leslie. 1996. ‘Homeownership and Neighbourhood
Stability.’ Housing Policy Debate, Vol. 7 (1), pp. 37-82.
Schlyter, Ann. 2005. ‘Unequal impacts of privatisation of housing. Cases of Hanoi and
Lusaka.’ A paper presented at an international workshop on Everyday Realities of
‘Globalising’ Cities in Africa, Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala, Sweden.
Solomon Mulugeta, Mathewos Asfaw and Tesfaye Yalew. 2004. Urban sector
Millennium development goals assessment: improving the lives of slum dwellers.
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
Stanovik, T. 1994. ‘the Sale of social Houisng Stock in Slovenia – What happened and
why.’ Urban Studies, Vol. 31 (9), pp. 1559-1570.
Wadhava, K. 1994. Social Rental Housing Schemes in India: An Inquiry into Causes of
Failure. Paper to the European Network for Housing Research, 2nd Symposium,
Housing for the Urban Poor, Birmingham.
Wubshet Berhanu. 2002. Policies and the Formation of Social and Spatial Pattern in
Ethiopia. Ph.D Thesis, Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU),

955

Elias Yitbarek Alemayehu

Faculty of Architecture, Planning and Fine Art, Department of Urban Design and
Planning, Trondheim.
UN-Habitat. 2003. Rental Housing an essential option for the urban poor in developing
countries. UN-Habitat, Nairobi.
Zhou, M. & Logan J. R. 1996. ‘Market Transition and the commodification of Housing
in Urban China.’ International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 20,
Vol. 3, pp. 400-421.

956

In: Proceedings of the 16th International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, ed. by Svein Ege, Harald
Aspen, Birhanu Teferra and Shiferaw Bekele, Trondheim 2009

Informality as a solution
An analysis of the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa
Camilla Louise Bjerkli1
This article deals with the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa. The objective
of the study was to explore the organization and the actors involved in the system. A further
aim of the study was to estimate the size of the informal sector, the amount of materials
collected, the quality of the materials, and the economic aspect of the activities in order to
evaluate the performance of the system. The findings presented in this report are followed
by a discussion on the strengths and the barriers that the system faces today.

Introduction
Addis Ababa faces many challenges in the management of solid waste. Increased
urbanization and population growth in Addis Ababa combined with a lack of resources
to provide basic infrastructure and urban services has led to a series of problems such as
increased generation of waste, inadequate collection, and transport and disposal of solid
waste. As a result, people dispose their waste illegally in open fields, rivers, streets, and
ditches. In Addis Ababa, only 60% of the waste generated is collected, while 40 percent
of the waste remains uncollected in the streets (SPBDA 2004). Containers overflowing
with refuse and rain cause streets to flood, due to the uncollected waste clogging the
drainage channels. The only means of disposal for solid waste in the city is open
landfill, with no environmental control. Today this landfill site is almost full and the
environmental conditions are very poor (Yirgalem Mahiteme 2001). The insufficient
handling of solid waste represents a source of water, land and air pollution, which in
turn affects the urban environment and the health of the people living in the cities in
Ethiopia, and is one of the most critical environmental problems that Addis Ababa is
facing today. The current capacity of the formal solid waste management system in
Addis Ababa is inadequate and too slow to meet the increasing demand of the waste
generated (Tadesse Kuma 2004).
The efforts by the government in Addis Ababa to solve solid waste problems focus
on expensive ‘end of pipe’ solutions, involving the collection and disposal of solid
waste. These solutions normally require high-level technology, which is usually
expensive and not suitable for developing cities, such as Addis Ababa. Hence, in order
to find alternative ways of dealing with the increasing solid waste problem in the city,
the focus has to shift. An environmentally sound solid waste management (SWM)
should go beyond the traditional management of solid waste in order to address the root
of the problem. Some of the recommendations relating to a more sustainable SWM are
the promotion of waste recycling and reuse (Medina 1997). There is no formal recovery

1 Department of Geography, Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU)
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system in Addis Ababa. Nevertheless, there is a highly organized informal waste
recovery system in the city.
Methodology used in the field
Since very little research had been undertaken on plastic recycling in Addis Ababa, I
had to collect much of the data myself. I used structured interviews, unstructured
interviews, standardized surveys, observation, and also participated in some of the
activities involved in the collection of solid waste.
Interviews
The interview guide that I used with the wholesalers2 in the informal sector and micro
and small enterprises (MSEs) was relatively structured. The questions were decided
upon in advance, although their actual order was decided during the course of the
interviews. The reason for choosing relatively structured interviews was to allow the
possibility to be flexible and to adjust the questions according to each informant. In
addition, I also wanted to be open to the possibility of obtaining other information from
the informants that could be relevant to the study. These structural interviews employed
a combination of quantitative and qualitative methodology.
In addition, some unstructured interviews were conducted with several key
informants in the municipality, non-governmental organizations and private institutions.
The interviews were conducted in order to gain information about the current solid
waste practice and plastic recycling activities in Addis Ababa, and to hear opinions on
the solid waste situation in the city.
Standardized Surveys
A standardized survey was developed for both the households3 and the korales4 involved
in the recovery of plastic materials in the informal sector. The main purpose was to
collect and analyse statistical data on their practices, activities, social organization, and
opinions on different aspects relating to plastic recovery in order to obtain statistical
data and information that would support my assumptions and observations relating to
the different activities involved in the collection of plastic materials by the households
and the korales. Altogether, 150 households and 63 collectors in the city responded to
the questionnaires. All of the questionnaires were translated into Amharic, the official
language in Addis Ababa. The reason for this was to reduce misunderstandings as much
as possible during the data collection.
Observation
I practised both active and passive observation, and both open and concealed
observation. Active observation occurred when I participated in waste collection
together with Green View, a waste enterprise located in Addis Ketema sub-city. Further,
I participated in a waste campaign in Addis Ketema sub-city and in a waste expedition
at Addis Ababa Museum. Passive and concealed observations took place daily when I
2 Local name for small traders operating within the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa.
3 Three kebeles in Addis Ketema sub-city (Kebeles 6, 13 and 15) were selected. The reason for selecting
these areas was the different socio-economic status of the inhabitants and the activities operating in the
three different kebeles: Kebele 6 is characterized by rich people; Kebele 13 is an area where the
majority of people living there are poor; and Kebele 15 is an area where rich and poor are living
together and where there is a lot of commercial activity.
4 Local name for an iterant junk buyer in Addis Ababa.
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walked passed youngsters collecting waste from the municipal containers, when korales
passed by in the street, and when I walked or drove through Menalish Terra.5
Secondary data
Secondary data have been used to gain background information about the formal solid
waste management system in Addis Ababa and informal recovery systems in other
developing countries. Most of the secondary data has been collected from municipal
reports, reports conducted by non-governmental organizations, and also various
published reports, articles and books.
Document analysis
In this study, document analysis has been used to compare my own findings on the topic
in order to evaluate the validity of my data.
Problems encountered
Problems entering Menalish Terra and the various actors
The main problems concerning this fieldwork were how to access different individuals
working in the informal sector, such as the korales and waste buyers (wholesalers), and
also the plastics factories. It was made quite apparent that people did not appreciate my
presence as most of the time they shouted adverse comments and on one occasion
someone even to hit me. During my research, several attempts were made to arrange
meetings with the wholesalers and plastic factories. After trying for a period of two
months, I had only been able to contact three wholesalers and two plastic factories and
was left with no other options than to abandon the attempt, mainly because of limited
time.
Attracting too much attention as a white girl
The second problem concerning the collection of data was encountered during
conducting the interviews with the korales. This was primarily due to the numbers of
curious people who gathered around us. When I was conducting the questionnaires by
myself, at least 10 people would be standing around listening, making jokes and
offending both the korales and myself. This might have had an affect on some of the
responses given by the korales. Thus, it became clear that as a white girl I attracted too
much attention. Hence, I decided to employ two Ethiopian assistants conduct the
questionnaires for me.
Undisclosed actors
The third main problem encountered during my fieldwork was how to find out who was
buying the plastic from the wholesalers in Menalish Terra. Since, the wholesalers did
not want to reveal who they sold their plastic to, I asked several persons working within
the formal solid waste management in the city, but they did not know. I telephoned
almost all of the registered plastics factories in the city and all responded that they were
not using plastic waste in their production. At this stage, I was close to abandoning my
study. The question was where did the collected plastic go? After calling almost 150
plastics factories out of 170 in the city, and visiting several, only two factories were
5 Local name for the area where the wholesale of different types of waste materials takes place in
Kebele 3 in Addis Ketema sub-city (see map).
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willing to have a meeting with me and it was at these meetings that my assumptions
were confirmed and my questions answered.
The quality of secondary data
It proved very difficult to find secondary data on solid waste management and
recycling. First, there are very few relevant publications, and most of thee are mainly
reproductions of the research done by the Norwegian firm Norconsult in 1982 and by
Gordon in 1995. Furthermore, it proved impossible to locate information relating to the
research done by Gordon, despite many reports referring to it. Another problem that I
faced during the data collection was that several reports operated with different data.
This forced me to double-check all data that I found, which was quite time consuming.
Although the original plan was to collect more data on waste collectors, waste buyers
and plastics factories, given the problems mentioned above, the numbers of informants
concerning the wholesalers, the korales, and plastic industries involved in the research
are in fact relatively limited.
The informal plastic recycling system in Addis Ababa
The organization of the recovery system has a complex structure, including different
waste generators such as households, institutions and industries, and with further
systems for reuse, separation, collection, buying and selling of recyclables,
transformation, use of recyclables, and final disposal (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Organization of the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa, 2004.
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Source separation and collection
The sorting of waste for recyclables takes place at various stage in the waste
management process. The first level of source separation in the waste recovery system
in Addis Ababa is the households, which constitutes the largest source of waste
(SBPDA 2003). At this level, plastic materials are considered valuable and are therefore
usually sorted out for reuse. Thus, the materials are used several times before they lose
their utility value and finally considered as waste (Figure 2).

Source separation at household level
70 %
60 %
50 %
Kebele 6

40 %

Kebele 13

30 %

Kebele 15

20 %
10 %
0%
Separate waste

Separate waste

Do not separat e wast e

somet imes

Figure 2:

Percentage of source separation in three kebeles in Addis Ketema sub-city
(survey 2004).

At this level, plastic materials enter into the waste cycle, given away to old or poor
people and either sold or given away to korales, depending on their household incomes
(Figure 3). The value of plastic materials at household level varies according to shape,
quality and size, and ranges between 0.15 birr and 5 birr.6
Recovery practice at household level
100 %
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Figure 3: Percentage of recovery practice at household level in three kebeles
in Addis Ketema sub-city (survey 2004).

6 1 US Dollar (USD) = 8.33120 Ethiopian Birr (ETB)
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The second stage in the plastic recovery system is represented by several collectors,
which can be divided into four groups: street boys, private sector employees, iterant
junk buyers, and scavengers operating at the municipal landfill site.
Street boys
One group of collectors in the informal sector consists of young boys who sit near the
municipal containers and wait for valuable materials to arrive, which they can then
collect and sell to korales.
Private sector employees
The majority of the waste enterprises in the city only engage in the collection of solid
waste from the household which is put into the municipal containers. Open-push
collection vehicles allow easy access for sorting out plastic materials from the mixed
waste. In such cases, the employees collect plastics and either sell directly to korales or
to wholesalers in Menalish Terra in order earn additional income. Some private sector
employees also engage in the collection and sorting of inorganic waste, and in such
cases, inspectors exist to check that the employees do not sort out plastic materials for
their own purposes (interview 2004).
Iterant junk buyers
If one walks in any part of Addis Ababa one will undoubtedly see or meet korales
(iterant junk buyers). These men and boys are to be found everywhere, easily identified
by the bags over their shoulders. Moreover, if one listens it is possible to hear the
korales calling out in a very special way. Several times I tried to understand what they
were shouting, but without success. In fact, the word korale is an abbreviation of
‘Korkoro Yaleh’ (‘Have you got any scrap metal?’), which the collectors call out as they
walk around different parts of the city collecting materials for recovery. The name may
have arisen some time ago when they only collected metal. Today, they buy plastic
materials along with other materials such as metal, glass, wood, and old shoes. When
households hear the korales calling, they go out with materials that they consider as no
longer of any value and either negotiate a reasonable price with the korales or just give
the items away. All collected materials are taken directly to the wholesalers since none
of the korales have their own place for storage. Many of the korales walk to Menalish
Terra, but if their bags are very heavy it is common for them to travel there by minibus.
It is very common for a korale to have an agreement with a wholesaler, where the
wholesaler provides working capital in exchange for rights to the materials collected by
the korale. Moreover, the survey showed that 76% of the korales had a contract with a
wholesaler, while 24% of them did not have such a contract and instead sold their
materials to those who offering the highest price. The survey also showed that, like the
wholesalers, the majority of the korales were Gurage,7 which distinguishes the korales
even more from the other collectors and might account for the close relationship that
they have with the wholesalers in Menalish Terra.
The survey revealed that the price the korales receive depends on quality and shape
of the materials; wholesalers pay at a rate of c.5 birr per kilogram of plastic materials.

7 An ethnic group in Ethiopia.
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Percentage of receivers of materials from the households in three kebeles
in Addis Ketema sub-city (survey 2004).

Scavengers at the municipal landfill site
The remaining group of collectors are those who collect different kinds of materials at
the municipal landfill site, Repi. According to SBPDA (2003), the number of collectors,
operating at Repi landfill site is 300–500. Due to limitations of time, no data were
collected on the actors operating at the municipal landfill site.
Trade of recyclable plastic materials
The third level in the plastic recovery system comprises those who buy the plastic
materials from the collectors, often called wholesalers, who are located in Menalish
Terra in Addis Ketema sub-city. The different wholesalers specialize in one or more
types of materials, including metal, wood, tyres, electricity products, old shoes, and
plastics. One wholesaler informed that most of the wholesalers have an agreement with
at least 10 korales, though the actual number may be much higher (interview 2004).
The volume of materials purchased in this area is high. They buy on a small scale
and supply used plastic materials wholesale to several plastics factories in the city. At
this level, the plastic are washed before they are sold to small artisans or plastics
factories for reuse. At the time of the survey, the wholesale price of plastic materials
was c.3–7 birr.
Transport of collected plastic materials
The wholesalers generally collect sufficient plastic materials to fill a truck, which they
usually hire for the purpose of transporting the plastic to the buyers. If the amount is
less, they use their own private cars for transport (interview 2004).
Transformation of collected plastic materials
The highest level in the plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa is represented by the
local plastics factories, which use the collected plastic in the manufacture of new plastic
products. All of the plastics factories also have to import raw materials from abroad, and
through interviews conducted at several factories I found that most imported their raw
materials mainly from Saudi Arabia and Belgium. These raw materials are relatively
expensive, and this is reflected in the cost of the final plastic products too. For this
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reason, plastics factories also opt to buy large quantities of collected plastic waste from
the wholesalers in Menalish Terra.
As one of the most useful items in the solid waste, plastic is used to make plastic
pellets for recycling. These pellets are used for manufacture into different kinds of
plastic items and various products used in industrial activities. Plastics are becoming
increasingly important in various industrial sectors. Major industrial sectors using virgin
and recycled plastic in Addis Ababa are construction, electrical goods, and household
plastics containing PVC (polyvinyl chloride), PP (polypropylene), PE (polyethylene),
and PET (polyethylene terephthalate). PVC is widely used by several factories in the
production of plastic shoes (usually made of 100% plastic waste) for local consumption.
PET is generally used for making mineral water and soft drinks bottles, which are easy
to recover. Another use of plastics is the production of shopping bags made of either PP
or PE, but which are posing a major threat to the environment in Addis Ababa today.
Thus, plastics for household use constitute the principal source of plastic waste in the
city as well as the main input into the recycling industry (interview 2004).
Labour force within the plastic recovery system
Since most of the activities operate in the informal sector, and some in a grey zone
between the formal and the informal sector, they are not registered by the municipal
government. As a result, it is difficult to estimate the number of people working in the
recovery system in Addis Ababa. Moreover, since research on this topic has not been
conducted in the city previously it is even more difficult to be certain about the actual
numbers involved.
Korales
Rough estimates put the number of korales at 3000, while others estimate there are as
many as 15,000. I attempted to make my own estimate by hiring some people to help
me count the number of korales entering Menalish Terra between 10.00 and 16.00 hours
on one day; by the end of the day the total number counted was 2208 (Figure 5).
Taking into consideration that the korales entering Menalish Terra were only counted
from 10.00 to 16.00 hours, when the total number of korales counted is divided by 6
hours it gives an average of 368 korales per hour. Most probably, some korales entered
the area before 10.00 and after 16.00, so using 368 korales as an average number per
hour and multiplying it by four more hours to include those entering between 08.00 and
10.00 and between 16.00 and 18.00, then the number of korales increases by 1472 to
give a total number of 3680. Further, it is likely that not all of the city’s korales went to
Menalish Terra to sell their waste on this particular day, and based on the assumption
that this percentage accounts for 20%, a further 736 more korales can be added to the
total, bringing it to 5152. The area is quite big and in addition to the main entrance gates
there are also several small roads that enter the area. I had only placed people to count
on the main roads entering the area, so it is reasonable to assume that at least 20% of the
korales were not counted. Hence, the total number of korales operating in the city is
estimated at c.5000. Still, it should be borne in mind that this is only an estimate and it
is not possible to be certain about the actual number of korales in the city.
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Figure 5: Location map showing where the korales were counted in Menalish Terra,
and the number of korales counted at each location (survey 2004).
Wholesalers
There are about 300 wholesalers in Menalish Terra8 and each of them has at least two
employees to help with purchase and sale of materials, the packing and organization of
the materials, and keeping track on the accounting. On the basis that there are 300
wholesalers, and that at least two people are working for them, this gives a total of 900
people working in Menalish Terra buying and selling used materials.
Plastic factories
The number of plastics factories registered at the municipality is 170, but most likely
some of them are operating in the informal sector. The next question is how many of the
factories are operating in the recovery system in the city. Again, it is very difficult to
give an exact number because their recovery activities are not registered at the
municipality. In addition, after contacting almost 150 of the 170 plastics factories in the
city, with the exception of only two factories all rejected the suggestion that they were
using recovered materials in their production. The two exceptions also informed that in
fact nearly all of the plastics factories in the city were using plastic waste in the
8 After asking to 10 different people working in Menalish Terra about how many wholesalers there
were, all responded that there were between 300 and 500, which I have taken to be a reliable range.
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production of new plastic products. Further, they informed that if, for example, a plastic
can costs 11 birr (1.31 USD) it means that the can is made of recovered materials, since
the production costs for a plastic can made of virgin materials is 12 birr (1.38 USD) and
the market price is c.20 birr (2.31 USD). I wanted to check this for myself, so I went to
Mercato9 and asked about the price of a plastic can in different local shops. None of the
shops operated with prices above 11 birr. If the prices of raw materials are taken into
account, and considering that some are using recovered plastic materials in their
production, it is difficult to imagine that the other factories can compete in the same
market given the differences in production costs.
The findings described above suggest that there are several thousand individuals
operating within the recovery system in Addis Ababa, which contrasts greatly with the
Norwegian consulting firm Norconsult stated finding some 23 years ago (1981: 2–5):
‘Very few people if any can live from scavenging activities in Addis Ababa. At most
scavenging provides a small additional income to already desperately poor people’.
Amount of plastic collected
On an average day, a korale collects approximately 15 kg of mixed materials.10 Thus,
assuming there are 5000 korales, 75 tons of mixed materials are collected each day.
After observing the korales and looking in their bags, and also based on the survey
conducted, I estimate that 30% of the materials collected are plastics. This results in a
collection rate of c.23 tons a day, i.e. 8395 tons a year, for plastic materials.
Quality and value of plastic materials
The quality aspect is important at all levels in the plastic recovery system. The plastic
materials are bought already at the generation level and the price of the plastic items
depends on their shape and the quality. However, those materials collected for sale at
the municipal landfill Repi are generally of much lower quality compared to those
collected in the city. The main reason for this is that valuable materials have already
been removed at source by the generators, the korales, MSEs, or foragers working
within the city.
Primary recovery
Plastic goods cannot be produced without generating waste, so primary recovery is
common in most plastics factories.11 The quality of the primary plastic waste is almost
as high as that of virgin plastic materials. The waste is pure and therefore suitable for
reuse in production.
Secondary recovery
Increased prices for virgin imported plastic have led entrepreneurs in Addis Ababa to
change the composition of their inputs. The trade-off between cost and quality
determines whether entrepreneurs continue using secondary materials or not. In Addis
Ababa, there are no regulations or quality standards for recycled products. The recycling
enterprises combine waste materials with virgin materials in production. When it comes
to using plastic waste in their production, the only requirement the plastics factories
have concerns the colour of some of the products. Some manufactured products require
9 The biggest market in sub-Saharan Africa, located in Addis Ketema sub-city.
10 This number is based on interviews with several korales as well as on observations.
11 Primary waste plastics are those generated from the production of plastic products by the plastics
factories.
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transparent or a bright white colour which can only be obtained by using virgin
materials. Moreover, it is common to recycle mixed plastic waste qualities, which
usually results in poor quality recycled products, and a fast down-cycling of the plastic
materials which will ultimately require disposal.
During the recycling process, the release of toxic materials, such as benzene and
vinyl chloride, can occur. Moreover, when plastic is used to package food, toxins and
carcinogens can migrate from the plastic containers into the food and beverages,
especially if the plastic is heated. Further, since the plastics are washed with ordinary
soap at the factories prior to being recycled the process may not be sufficient to remove
some of the hazardous substances that coat the plastic (Lardinois & van de Klundert
1995). In order to improve the quality of the recycled materials, further research and
basic skills relating to the transformation process are considered necessary.
Income generation
The income generation in the plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa differs sharply
between the various actors at different levels within the system. Income also varies
substantially depending on the modality of the collectors. Waste collectors such as
foragers and scavengers sell plastic waste at a survival level, obtaining cash from their
collected materials which are sold mainly to the korales. The korales operating higher
up in the system have higher incomes than those who work in the streets and at the
municipal landfill site. The main reason for this is that the korales usually buy the
materials directly from the generators. Therefore, the quality of the materials is usually
much higher than material that has been thrown into the municipal waste cycle.
However, the korales’ incomes vary according to how fortunate they are on any given
day. The survey showed that for 88.9% of the korales the minimum wage ranged from 0
to 10 birr, while 7.9% stated that their minimum income varied between 10 and 20 birr
per day. Further, 76.2% informed that their maximum income for one day is between 10
and 30 birr, while 20.6% stated that their income could be as high as 30 to 60 birr. If
their maximum income is compared with the average income in Ethiopia, the korales
income is higher than the average salary for an Ethiopian.12 However, if the average
minimum daily wage of 5 birr is used, then the korales’ income amounts to only 150
birr per month, which is far lower than the average wage for an Ethiopian. Thus,
although it is difficult to estimate the actual income from the activities carried out by the
korales, it was clear that the income from collecting materials was either generally
lower or higher than the average income for an Ethiopian.
By contrast, the wholesalers have a much higher income compared to the collectors,
mainly because they operate at a higher level in the system. The wholesalers can make
high profits because they operate in a monopolistic market which enables them to
determine the prices. Moreover, they buy materials retail and sell wholesale. Thus,
wholesale buyers frequently can modify the prices of plastic waste materials. One
wholesaler told me that he bought approximately 200 kg of materials each day, and paid
c.5 birr per kg, i.e. a total expenditure of 1000 birr per day. Further, he sold the
materials for 7.5 birr per kg, which generated a profit of 500 birr each day. This was
also the case for the other two wholesalers that I talked to, though it should be
mentioned that this information is not reliable because it is based on interviews with

12 The average salary in Ethiopia is c.300 birr per month (MEDAC 2000).
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only 3 out of at least 300 wholesalers operating in the area. Nevertheless, it is clear that
wholesalers’ incomes are far higher than those of the korales (interview 2004).
Problems facing the informal plastic recovery system
The main problem within the plastic recovery system is the actors’ suspicion with
regard to the government and the municipality. This attitude exists mainly among the
wholesalers and the plastic industries which are located in the upper levels of the
recovery hierarchy, and was well confirmed during my fieldwork. When I entered
Menalish Terra for the first time, everybody noticed me and started asking me what I
was doing there. They told me I had no reason for being there and some shouted at me
and made it clear that I was not welcome in the area.
On another occasion I went to Menalish Terra together with a man who worked
within Addis Ketema sub-city and who was helping me to locate the containers there.
Again, everybody noticed me but this time they just looked at me. However, I had
planned to return to the area later the same day to decide where people should stand in
order to count the korales entering Menalish Terra. That afternoon, several people
recognized me as having been with the man from the municipality. Again, they asked
me what I was doing in the area and most of them adopted a hostile attitude towards me
which culminated in one of the boys hitting me, at which point I decided it was best to
leave the area. Most likely they were ashamed because of their low status work. Some
might have thought I was a tourist walking around the area to look at the poor people
and their bad working conditions just for entertainment. What is more certain is that
others were afraid because I was a foreigner who might have been interested in making
an investment and thereby threatening take their business away. Also, they feared that I
could have been sent by the government, which would have implied trouble for them in
some way.
I also encountered a negative attitude when I tried to make contact with the various
plastics factories operating in the city. At the end of my fieldwork session, I drew the
conclusion that people outside the system are not trusted; one has to be part of the
system or have some social relation to the system, and one has to know the rules and the
norms operating within the system in order to be trusted. The actors are afraid that the
municipality is able to find out whether the actors’ activities are carried out in an
informal way and, if so, force them to pay increased taxes. Moreover, the actors do not
feel that the government cares about them. They do not receive any governmental
support and they are not involved in any decisions, so many of them feel that they are
better off without the government. Further, they are afraid that the government will
make decisions that will result in forcing them out of business.
Plastics recovery: an evolving informal industry in Addis Ababa
In recent years, urban areas in Ethiopia such as Addis Ababa have increasingly started
to adopt Western consumption habits, including the use of plastic goods. Plastic
products have increasingly entered into the everyday lives of people more than any
other materials. Plastic products have a wide range of applications in various sectors
such as industry, agriculture, construction, health care, and packaging. Moreover,
several factories produce thin plastic shopping bags, while others produce plastic shoes
for local purchase as well as a variety of household products. The amount of plastic
materials produced and generated in Addis Ababa has increased dramatically compared
to a few years ago.
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Due to increasing oil prices, the price of the raw materials has increased considerably
during the last few years. This has resulted in relatively expensive production costs and
high prices for the final plastic products. One of the informants told me that the price of
polypropylene had increased from 500 birr (57.7 USD) per metric ton to 1250 birr
(144.2 USD) per metric ton during the previous year. In order to reduce their production
costs, many plastics factories in Addis Ababa have started to use plastic waste in the
manufacture of new products. Because of the large number of poor consumers, the
demand for cheaper recycled plastic products is much higher than for those made of
virgin materials. For this group of consumers, products made from recycled plastic
materials can meet the quality standards required at affordable prices.
Due to a growing demand for plastic waste as a raw material, most of the plastic
waste does not end up in the waste cycle but goes directly into the plastic recovery
system. Since there are no formal systems for collecting plastic waste, the demand is
met by the informal sector which acts as a supplier to the city’s plastics factories.
Efforts by the government towards plastic recovery in Addis Ababa
Even though no formal system for recovery of plastic materials exists, the government
is not totally absent in the field of source separation and recycling. Several reports
written by local authorities in the city have pointed out the importance of reuse and
recycling activities as a response to the problem of solid waste disposal in the city. A
report prepared by the municipality in 2002 states:
The overall objective of the Addis Ababa MSW Management Improvement
Program is to contribute to an improved and sustainable environment for the longterm economic and social development of Addis Ababa. This will be achieved by
reducing the rate of environmental degradation due to inappropriate dumping of
MSW, reducing the share of waste ending at the landfill, promoting reduction,
reuse, recycling and composting … (ORAAMP 2002: 5)
In the master plan for Addis Ababa, reuse and recycling activities are mentioned as an
option for improving the SWM problems facing the city today:
Decentralize waste collection to Wereda level, and encourage private sector
involvement; launch a continuous awareness-raising campaign on waste
management, especially on waste reduction and recycling; coordinate actions of
different environmental groups through appropriate partnership models
(ORAAMP 2002: 6).
Moreover, local authorities in the city have planned to introduce source separation at
household level. Their aim is to provide 3200 segregations bins, where each household
has four containers; one for compostable materials, one for recyclable materials, one for
non-recyclable materials, and one for special waste. Further, they have planned to
encourage the private sector to start collecting materials for recovery from the
households, which will then be sold directly to various plastics factories (SBPDA
2004a).
In several reports and plans dealing with SWM that have been prepared by the
municipality and published in recent years, all of the statements mention reuse and
recycling as one of the priority areas in order to improve the solid waste situation. This
has resulted in plans towards recovery being selected without consideration of their
appropriateness in the existing recovery system operating in the informal sector today.
Nevertheless, so far, no efforts have been made by the municipality or the government
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to support these kinds of activities in the city. Moreover, none of the reports mention the
informal sector and those individuals that are involved in recycling activities today.
Contradiction in governance
It is not always readily apparent what the government plans to do in Addis Ababa; their
plans for action and what they have actually done in practice have not always
conformed in the past.
One of the major concerns that wholesalers operating in Menalish Terra are facing
today is that the government has decided to make the area available to foreign investors.
At the time when the fieldwork was carried out, one of the wholesalers had received a
letter from the government in which it stated that he had to remove his belongings from
the area as soon as possible, or the wholesalers would have to buy the land at a price of
4300 birr per m2, i.e. the price paid by foreign investors. In compensation for the current
area, the government had promised the wholesalers an area 20 km south of Mercato.
According to the municipality’s plan for the Mercato area, Menalish Terra is regulated
into an area where the wholesale of waste materials can take place.
The various statements in the above-mentioned government letter are contradictory,
and resulted in the wholesalers being uncertain about what is going to happen and they
fear that their businesses will become bankrupt. If Menalish Terra is going to be
relocated it means that they will have to travel longer distances to their work place, the
korales will have to carry the collected materials from the city even further, and the
customers who mainly are located near to Mercato area will have to travel longer
distances than before. If this happens, the consequences for the recovery activities
operating in Menalish Terra today may be negatively affected.
Ignorance of the informal plastic recovery system
The municipality is encouraging reuse and recycling activities as a positive practice
among citizens, and commercial and industrial activities. Notably, this does not seem to
include the informal sector, such as the korales, the wholesalers or the plastics factories,
which are operating in the system today.
In a report from SBPDA in July 2004 (SBPDA 2004f: 5), it is stated that priority will
be given to waste reduction and recycling. In the same report (p. 8), it is stated that
rewards will be given to individuals, private organizations, and government and nongovernmental organizations that involve in activities concerning recycling and waste
reduction. In other words, the municipality will create enabling conditions for those
involved in SWM to receive financial loans. Nevertheless, the existing actors operating
in the system are not mentioned in any of the documents developed by the government.
Further, in a workshop held by ENDA Ethiopia (2003) several participants
mentioned recycling as a sound strategy towards solving the SWM problem that Addis
Ababa faces today. In the workshop report, a study carried out by the environmental
protection authority (EPA) in the year 2000 concluded that recycling of plastic waste is
technically possible but not economically viable. However, this is not the real situation
as observed in the field. Recycling of plastic may not be economically viable if the aim
is to introduce a new and modern system for recycling. Most likely, the EPA study did
not considered the informal sector, which is currently earning valuable income from
collecting and recycling plastic materials.
Despite the valuable work that the informal sector is carrying out, planners and
policymakers ignore this sector. During the previous year, this situation worsened as the
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municipality is planning to reconstruct the commercial areas of Mercato. As part of this
plan, it is considering relocating Menalish Terra 20 kilometres south of its current
location and introducing a new formal system for recovery through the private waste
enterprises. If this is put into practice, what would happen to the individuals operating
within the system today? Moreover, where would the newly established enterprises
store the materials collected? Already today, the micro and small waste enterprises are
complaining about the lack of somewhere to store collected materials. In addition, the
current recovery system is based on trade; the households take part in this system
because the korales pay for their plastic materials. However, it is most likely that the
households will not freely give away their plastic waste as well as other inorganic waste
materials to waste enterprises. There is a reason to be sceptical regarding processes
implemented by the government. My impression is that they have been implemented
without transparency, insight and discussion. It seems as though the planning of a new
system for plastic recycling and recycling of other inorganic materials is not performed
on a voluntary basis from the formal side, but based on a strong pressure from the local
authorities, without any consideration for the actors who are operating in the system
today (interview 2004).
It can be questioned whether this is due to total ignorance or whether it is due to
denial of the of the existence of the informal plastic recovery system. This might be
because governmental authorities have some difficulties in finding the actors operating
within the system, or it might be the result of difficulties in gaining trust and access
regarding the actors in the informal sector. On the other hand, it may be because the
government lacks knowledge about the informal plastic recovery system. Nevertheless,
it is most likely that it is a combination of these factors. From personal experience, it
has proven difficult to enter this system and make contact with the actors involved.
Moreover, being a foreigner might have been advantageous since the actors might have
been less suspicious than if they had thought that I worked for the government.
A politicized government
The current management structure of the city is a top-down model where all decisions
are taken at the higher levels in the hierarchy. Most of the people in positions of
authority within the administration in the city gained their positions as a result of their
political alliance to the ruling party and not because of their professional competence.
Further, these officials have a tendency to use much of their time trying to please people
at higher levels in the government. This kind of leadership has favoured an upward
accountability rather than meeting the needs of the people living in Addis Ababa. In
other words, there has been a greater interest in the upward accountability to the politics
than in the constituency needs and interests of the urban population. This has resulted in
that people in the city have not been consulted and hence they have not had any say in
any decisions that have affected them. The municipality presents them with ready-made
decisions which are not subject to any further discussion or negotiation. In other words,
it can be said that the public are decision takers rather than decision makers. According
to them, nothing in the municipal method of decision-making is transparent,
accountable, participatory, or democratic. The decision then usually becomes a source
of conflict between the local system and the municipal system. Further, political
highhandedness has generated high levels of corruption and abuse of authority that has
further eroded public trust in the municipal governance (Meheret Ayenew 1999). The

971

Camilla Louise Bjerkli

mixing of politics and administration has not promoted good governance with respect to
the plastic recycling system in Addis Ababa.
Lack of trust and confidence in the government
The relationships between the informal sector and the local authorities are not good and
they are insufficiently managed. The actors operating within the plastic recovery system
and the growing number of the urban people in Addis Ababa do not have confidence in
the local government.13 This may be a result of the way that local authorities consider
and treat the informal sector. In a report written by the Ministry of Economic
Development, it is stated: ‘these groups of people are not only the poorest group of the
people in the city, but are also frustrated and angry people’ (MEDAC 2000: 30). This
statement is a good example of how the actors in the informal sector are regarded by the
government. It can be said that the informal sector is treated as undesirable while the
formal sector is treated as a partner.
Among the actors within the recovery system, the municipal authority is seen as
responsible for the shortages in employment and basic needs such as access to capital,
technology and land within the plastic recovery system. Moreover, they feel that the
local government’s attitude towards the increasing informal economy is negative. They
do not receive any support from the government and the government is regarded as not
caring about the actors within the informal sector and even trying to make their lives
miserable. The korales, the wholesalers and the plastics factories complain about the
oppressiveness of the municipal agents as well as their lack of accountability (interview
2004).
Informality as a solution
There are several reasons why the actors or firms choose to operate informally.
Common to all of the actors is avoiding costs related to licensing and taxes. They are
concerned that the municipality will demand high taxes for the right to conduct their
activities, which in turn will reduce their profits. During recent years, all forms of taxes
have increased dramatically in Addis Ababa. In the period 1994–1996, the direct taxes
increased from 83.6 to 297.5 millions birr, which is a tripling of the direct taxes in a
two-year period (Meheret Ayenew 1999). Even though taxes have increased, people
have not seen any improvements in the urban environment and public services. The
actors involved in the plastic recovery system therefore do what they can to avoid taxes
posed by the government, and hence they do not benefit from public service. Taxes
reduce the profitability of the activities and therefore adversely influence their activities
and economical growth. This, in combination with increased competition and difficult
market conditions within the plastic recovery system, has resulted in almost all actors
within the system trying to do what they can to reduce the amount of tax they have to
pay to the government in order to protect their businesses and their profits. Yet owing to
the high level of unemployment in Addis Ababa14, people are forced to find some valueadded activities in order to be able to make a living.

13 This was experienced during fieldwork when I tried to come into contact with the different actors
operating in the informal plastic recovery system described at p. 5.
14 The unemployment problem in Addis Ababa is very serious and has increased at an alarming rate in
recent years. The total unemployment rate in 1976 was 9.6%; in 1984 it increased to 10.5%: and in
1994 it reached 34.7% (CSA 2004).
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Conclusion
This study aimed at describing the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa and
the actors involved. Moreover, the study aimed to evaluate the performance of the
system based on the strengths and barriers facing the system today. In order to do this,
fieldwork was carried out using a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methodology. This has proved essential for the study since there is a lack of research
concerning the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa. Quantitative
methodology has made it possible to estimate size of labour forces, amount of materials
collected and sources of collection, while qualitative methodology has enabled data to
be obtained on the actors’ opinions on various aspects of the system.
Actors involved in plastic recycling in Addis Ababa
The municipality is responsible for the solid waste management in the city but is
currently not able to manage all aspects concerning solid waste management.
Consequently, the informal sector has recognized that there is a market for such
activities and especially for plastic materials, and consequently has filled the gap left by
the municipality. This has resulted in the development of a highly organized system for
source separation, collection, trade, and transformation of plastic waste materials.
The households constitute the largest source of plastic waste in Addis Ababa and are
therefore important actors within the recovery system. Further, the recycling activities
in Addis Ababa depend on thousands of people who collect plastic materials from all
over the city. The study has identified that there are four different groups of collectors:
the scavengers collecting plastic materials at the municipal landfill site, foragers
collecting materials from municipal containers and in the street, the private sector
involved in solid waste collection, and the korales who constitute the largest group of
collectors in Addis Ababa. Higher up in the system the wholesalers constitute the
central link between those actors operating at lower and higher levels within the system.
At the highest levels within the system are the formal plastics factories using plastic
waste in the manufacture of new plastic products.
This study has identified that the majority of the korales and the wholesalers are
Gurage. The relationship between them is therefore much closer than with other actors
within the system. Moreover, the wholesalers’ relationships with the plastics factories
seem to be characterized as a patron-client relationship, where the wholesalers operate
as suppliers of plastic materials. This relationship seems to characterize the relationship
between all actors within the system.
Informal plastic recycling as a profitable activity
The recovery of plastic materials in Addis Ababa is mainly driven by the need to satisfy
a huge domestic market. The growing demand for plastic waste materials is mainly a
result of the majority of people in Addis Ababa being poor. Plastic products made of
plastic waste can therefore meet their requirements in terms of both quality and price.
This has been strengthened further since the price of raw materials has increased
dramatically during the last years. As a result of the high demand for plastic products
almost all plastic generated is collected and brought back into the plastic recovery
system. This high demand is also reflected by the economic income generated by the
various actors within the recovery system. The study has shown that the income
generated differs sharply among the various actors operating within the system.
Foragers collect and trade materials at survival level, while the korales are able to
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benefit from much higher incomes. However, even their income is low compared to that
generated by the wholesalers, which can be as high as c.500 ETB per day. This shows
that the wholesalers operate in a monopolistic market, where they are in a position to
exploit the collectors, and an increased demand for such materials enables them to
increase the price of the materials. In addition, this activity takes place outside the
formal sector, which means that wholesalers do not comply with governmental
regulations such as tax payment.
Quality aspects
The quality requirement of plastic materials has been shown to be important at all levels
within the system because it determines the value of the materials. However, an
important aspect and possible problem of the current recovery practice today concerns
the quality of the recycled materials. Today, recycling of plastic products is done
without any regard to quality standards. Mixed plastic products are graded and used to
produce new plastic products. Consequently, the quality of the plastic products
produced is of low quality, and this contributes to a shorter lifetime for the plastic
products.
Benefits of the recovery system
The research has shown that the informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa brings
several benefits to the society, such as employment opportunities to several thousands
of unemployed people, which in turn reduces poverty. Moreover, it reduces the amount
of waste needing to be collected, transported and disposed of at the landfill site. It
supplies low cost raw materials to industries, which allows the plastics factories to be
more competitive in the market and it also preserves the environment from the
extraction of natural resources. The informal plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa
has an important role in solid waste management because it is able to undertake
collection and recycling of most of the recyclable plastic materials generated in the city
in a labour efficient way, which is important considering that the municipality currently
is not taking any action in recovery activities.
Lack of trust and credibility towards the government
An important issue that has arisen during this research and that is evidently one of the
main problems facing the plastic recovery system today is the relationship between the
actors within the recovery system and governmental authorities. The efforts by the
government, such as the plans to relocate Menalish Terra and to implement a new
system for source separation and recovery through micro and small enterprises (MSEs)
have resulted in actors within the plastic recovery system not trusting the local
government and being wary of its intentions. This is mainly due to the informal aspect
of their activities and because the government has not yet recognized the importance of
their contribution towards the society, but instead regards them in a rather negative way.
There is a need for the government to recognize and to try to gain the trust and
credibility of the actors operating in the plastic recovery system. In order to improve the
situation within the current plastic recovery system, I believe that the government
should not become involved in this kind of activity or affect the current practice by
introducing radical regulations. However, it is essential that the government recognizes
the activities carried out and considers them when it comes to decisions that will affect
the actors in some way, e.g. the proposed relocation of Menalish Terra. In order to gain
creditability of the actors, the government has to reconsider its relationship with the
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actors operating within the informal sector. Actors who are affected by decisions taken
by the government should be included in any consultancy. The chances for success are
higher when people are in agreement and are willing to participate in the decisionmaking, and are not forced to change through imposition. In most cases the ones who
know the situation best are the ones who should be involved in these kinds of decisions.
At the very least, there is a need for a structural change within the government. People
in the government should be employed on the basis of their educational background and
experience in the field, and their work should be evaluated based on their performance
and not as a result of their relationships with those in higher positions within the
government.
The current plastic recovery system in Addis Ababa may not be a perfect example of
how to manage the recovery of plastic materials, but my conclusion is that the informal
plastic recovery system functions efficiently at all levels within the system, from the
households at the lowest level to the plastics factories operating at the highest level of
the system. Even though the wholesalers are the winners in terms of economic profit,
the role they have within the system is crucial to the functioning of the system. The
consequences of relocating them from the Mercato area are unknown and it may not be
worth taking the risk. Moreover, to determine the extent of the informal sector within
plastic recovery, the local authorities should abandon their plan to develop a formal and
parallel recovery system through the MSEs. The introduction of such a system would
most likely compete with the existing informal recovery system and fail in the actual
context or be counterproductive, since the existing system and actors involved have not
been taken into consideration. This study has shown that the problem facing the plastic
recovery system is neither a question of technology nor the lack of plans that have
resulted in the poor governmental management of plastic recycling in Addis Ababa.
Rather, this study has shown that there is a need for good governance to solve the
problem. In other words, there is a need for a municipality that has knowledge and
experience on the topic. Further, there is a need for a city administration that involves
all actors in decision making, and that considers their opinions. Thus, the political
context is of far stronger importance than lack of technology or lack of plans.
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Shopping Centers as Black Boxes:
A Reflection in Philosophy of Engineering Design1
Setargew Kenaw Fantaw2
This paper deals with key issues in philosophy of engineering design with particular
reference to the architectural designs of newly emerging shopping centers in Addis Ababa.
These new buildings are dubbed here as ‘black boxes’ because it is assumed that for a
country in which open-air markets are the only markets available for the greater majority of
the people, relatively huge and architecturally complex buildings (now very few in number)
are opaque and impermeable objects to many people.

1. Introduction
1.1 Research Questions
This paper is about newly constructed public buildings in Addis Ababa – buildings that
serve as shopping centers. I refer to them at some stage as ‘black boxes’ because I
assume that for a country in which open-air markets are the only markets available for
the greater majority of the people, relatively huge and architecturally complex buildings
are opaque and impermeable objects for many people. They are there as black boxes to
be inspected while deterring many from approaching and experiencing them. Thus, only
few people might consider them as malls.
This does not however mean that the way people perceive these shopping centers
now will continue indefinitely. People will surely start to get used to them and consider
them as shopping centers; they might even start to construct or attribute originally
unintended values and meanings. The major questions that this paper will try to answer
are: how do the emerging architectural designs of shopping centers in Addis Ababa
affect values and behaviors of people? Why do people consider them as opaque and
unapproachable during their first few encounters? How do these architectural designs
impinge on the values of people who have spent their time shopping in open markets
and small shops? How are people trying to appropriate or shape these structures and
designs to their tastes?
This study is a study in philosophy of engineering design. The basic assumption here
is that buildings are technological artifacts. The task at hand is to explore how
engineering designs prescribe or shape the moral life of people who use (or excluded
from using) the technological objects that the designs gave rise, in this case buildings or
newly built shopping centers.

1
2

This paper is a revised version of a section in a master’s thesis I worked at the University of Twente,
the Netherlands. I would like to thank Dr. Peter-Paul Verbeek for his comments.
Department of Philosophy and Institute of Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa University.
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1.2 Background
Shopping centers, malls and supermarkets are very recent phenomena in Ethiopia. The
prevailing market forms are urban and rural periodic markets, small and easily
accessible neighborhood shops (souks), gulets (small neighborhood traders’ open-air
stalls for fresh and semi-processed food items), cattle selling open-space stands, and a
variety of other traditional markets. There are so many big marketplaces which work
periodically throughout the country. The typical marketplace (a market that is usually
attached to small and big towns and serve both town and rural people) is a kind of
market that provides a variety of goods (including manufactured consumer goods such
as clothes, soaps, dry cell batteries), staple crops (such as teff, wheat, sorghum, maize,
beans, chick beans, etc.), cash crops (like coffee and oilseeds), fruits and vegetables,
cattle, sheep and goats, chicken, etc. The typical marketplace works once or twice a
week.
Nonetheless, it goes without saying that these traditional markets are not only there
for providing goods and services. They are also stages of a variety of social interactions
and cultural transactions. Some people go there not only to buy or sell goods but also to
meet relatives and friends. Some people may even visit the marketplace in order to
gather or give information regarding some crucial but non-market matters, or to get their
future spouses, or to look for and kill a person with whom they have blood-feud, or to
simply enjoy the fragrance and sight of the colorful buffet of materials for sale.
As would be the case in many African countries, people in rural areas of Ethiopia
might have to travel long distances in order to reach markets. They might have to cross
big rivers and travel through very unfriendly territories. But one cannot recoil from
going to these periodic markets because of harsh environmental conditions or because
they have to walk long distances, or because of a possible threat from adversaries. For
marketplaces are the bloodlines of the rural economy and one of the cultural citadels
where people transact moral, aesthetic, and cultural values. Besides, the fact that people
transact in very expansive places has great significance in many ways. In the first place,
that one can move freely and enjoy the colorful view of the variety of goods, food crops,
cattle, pack animals, etc. has its own use. The marketplace is in short a cultural mosaic
where every kind of transaction is going on.
In view of this long standing and well established market tradition, retail and
wholesale shops, supermarkets, shopping centers, department stores and malls are novel
phenomena to Ethiopia. In fact, relatively speaking, street and neighborhood shops,
kiosks, boutiques, and public markets that municipalities lease to retail traders might not
be taken as newly formed market traditions. They were there for decades. There were
also very few number of shops christened as supermarkets as far back as forty years
ago. But when it comes to department stores, shopping centers and malls, they are
surely new additions, or rather juxtapositions, to the already existing markets. Most of
these newly emerged shopping centers are housed by beautifully designed and highly
ornamented buildings. A few of these are multistoried buildings located far from the
usual shopping quarters. The questions that need to be dealt with in the subsequent
sections are: How do people who have been accustomed to traditional marketplaces and
small shops cope up with these newly emerging shopping center designs? Do these
newly emerging architectural designs buttress certain social and moral behaviors to the
discouragement or exclusion of some others? If yes, how does this happen?

978

Shopping Centers as Black Boxes

2. Conceptual Tools
2.1 Scripts of Technological Artifacts
As a piece in philosophy of engineering design, this paper will draw on positions in
philosophy of technology and sociology of technology; more particularly, it will utilize
or engage arguments that conceptualize technological artifacts as endowed with moral
agency to actively influence or shape the life of their users. In this subsection, I will
discuss the philosophy of script as developed by Madeleine Akrich and Bruno Latour.
First, let us see Akrich’s point of view. Akrich is a pioneer scholar in coining and
utilizing the metaphorical expression script. According to Akrich, many sociologists of
technology have tried to tell us that designers of technological objects, in designing the
objects, are defining the users. And this can be done by inscribing scripts into the
objects. She writes:
Designers … define actors with specific tastes, competences, motives, aspiration,
political prejudices, and the rest, and they assume that morality, technology,
science, and economy will evolve in particular ways. A large part of the work of
innovators is that of “inscribing” this vision of (or prediction about) the world in
technical content of the new object. (Akrich 1992: 208)
For Akrich, designers of technological artifacts are equivalent to script writers. When
they design, they are inscribing something into the artifact. When users are employing
the artifact for something, on the other hand, it means they are de-scribing or unpacking
what has already been inscribed into it.
However, Akrich was also well aware of the active role that users of artifacts can
play. She argues that there are several cases in which we see users going beyond what
has been inscribed by designers: “To be sure, it may be that no actors will come forward
to play the roles envisaged by the designer. Or users may define quite different roles of
their own” (ibid.). Furthermore, prescriptions can also go to the extent of forging new
social relations or reinforce what has already been there. A network of electricity in
Burkina Faso clearly shows the role that a technical system may have in forging
citizenship. According to Akrich, the network of electricity in Burkina Faso has become
part and parcel of the whole effort of the government to configure Burkina Faso
“spatially, architecturally, and legally” and create the modern Burkina citizen (Akrich
1992: 214).
The other theme of Akrich’s idea of script is the moral significance of technical
objects. Akrich points out that designers inscribe moral precepts into technologies. In
order to demonstrate this, she describes the introduction of electric meters in Ivory
Coast in the 1980s.
The way in which the individual/consumer relates to the network, and via the
network to the electricity company, is codified and quantified by means of a basic
tool, the electricity meter. This formulates the initial contract between the
producer and the consumer. If one or the other fails to meet its obligations, the
meter becomes invalid or inactive. Meters have a symmetrical effect on the
producer/consumer relationship. The agreement of both is required if they are to
tick over. Accordingly, the set of meters is a powerful instrument of control.
Taken together, the set of meters measures the cohesion of the sociotechnical
edifice materialized by the network. (Akrich 1992: 217)
The electric meter is therefore endowed with some kind of moral authority. It measures
not only the amount of watt used but also the behavior of the users. A reduction in the
amount of money collected each month may imply an increasing number of illicit
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connections or the prevalence of corruptions. Furthermore, the network of electricity in
question is also shown to have affected non-uses in some ways: The villages which
were not included in the network were considered as “deviants,” a moral and political
valuation that comes through a technological system.
Bruno Latour has also utilized the term script and its inflections in order to convey a
similar idea like that of Akrich’s. For Latour, the design of a certain technological
artifact “prescribes who does what and when” after the manner of a film script (Verbeek
2005b). The function of the speed bump on a university campus is to slow down drivers.
The speed bump is “delegated” to make sure that drivers drive slowly. In other words
there is no need of signboard or a traffic police to control speed. In designing the
concrete speed controller, the engineer or the designer has inscribed a warning like
“slow down!” (Verbeek 2005a).
The other favorite example of Latour’s – and probably more clearly demonstrative of
the mediating power of technological artifacts – is a door-spring. Hotels and other
public service-giving institutions use big doors with springs so that once people enter or
get out of the building the doors can be closed on their own. Those who design doorsprings or other technological artifacts are therefore inscribing a program of action that
prescribes a certain way of doing things. The springs regulate or prescribe the way
things should be done.
Like Akrich, Latour has also attached moral significance to technological artifacts.
When discussing whether he should obey the instruction of his car to fasten his seat belt,
Latour raises the question “Where is the morality?”
Where is the morality? In me, a human driver, dominated by the mindless power
of an artifact? Or in the artifact forcing me, a mindless human, to obey the law
that I freely accepted when I get my driver’s license? (Latour 1992: 225)
Latour believes that the morality lies in the network of relations between actants, where
these actants are both human and non-human. And the whole process of inscribing the
network he calls “a program of action.” In the case of the car, the seat belt, the
mechanical instruction and the driver, the program of action is in effect stated as ‘the
driver must have a seat belt in order for the car to move’.
The program of action “IF a car is moving, THEN the driver has a seat belt” is
enforced. It has become logically—no, it has become sociologically—impossible
to drive without wearing the belt. I cannot be bad anymore. I, plus the car, plus the
dozens of patented engineers, plus the police are making me be moral. (Latour
1992: 226)
Moral behavior is therefore no more exclusively human. The whole sociotechnical
system is engrained with ethical precepts. Latour concludes: “Prescription is the moral
and ethical dimension of mechanisms” (1992: 232).
2.2 Materializing Morality
According to Peter-Paul Verbeek (2006a), a Dutch philosopher of technology, Akrich
and Latour focus on the use-context of artifacts. In other words, when designers design
a given technological artifact or inscribe something into it, they are in effect prescribing
instruction to the end-users. This means the designers do this by anticipating how the
end-users of the product will behave. Thus, unlike the view that sees in technological
artifacts only their functionality, the philosophy of script emphasizes how they can
shape the behavior of people who use them. Verbeek stresses: “Scripts transcend
functionality: they form a surplus to it, which occurs once the technology is functioning.
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When technologies fulfill their functions, they also help to shape the actions of their
users” (2006a: 362).
The concept of script thus shows clearly how technological artifacts do shape or
influence human behavior. As we shall see in the third section of the paper soon, this
idea of script is a very useful conceptual tool to understand how engineering or
architectural designs co-shape the way people behave. When architects design new
shopping centers or department stores, they are in effect writing scripts according to
which users of the buildings behave.
As has been said so far, the conceptual tools that Akrich and Latour lend us,
especially the concept of script, would enable us to have a closer understanding of how
technological designs could prescribe certain human behavior and proscribe others. But
there is still one limitation in the idea of script: namely, the manner in which the
concept script is used by Akrich and Latour seems to predetermine what the users of the
technologies should or should not do. Technologies do not actually function only for the
goals they were designed for. The transport airplanes that destroyed the twin towers of
the World Trade Center in New York were not of course designed in order to serve as
lethal bombs but they were used so.
In this regard, technological mediation goes beyond the desired ends that designers
might inscribe into technologies because these technologies are “inherently moral
entities” (Verbeek 2006: 372). Verbeek emphatically establishes that technological
artifacts have moral agency. He argues that as long as ethics is “about the question how
to act,” technological artifacts do also prescribe certain moral behaviors, albeit in an
“implicit” way. This means, designers are “doing ‘ethics by other means’: they
materialize morality.” Technologies act “in the sense that they help to shape human
actions and experiences” (Verbeek 2005b).
This does not however mean that technologies do have the autonomy to act in their
own. There is no action of artifacts without the intentionality of humans. When artifacts
are said to have the potential or the capacity to materialize morality, it means that they
co-shape the moral decisions humans make. Medical technologies might for example
detect that an unborn child has deadly disease. On the basis of this technological
mediation physicians might suggest abortion as the best possible solution. The would-be
parents may as a result reach a well considered decision to accept the recommendation
of the doctors. Verbeek here notes that such a “decision is not ‘purely’ human” as much
as it is not “entirely induced by technology.”
How does materializing morality mean? Does it mean designers do have the capacity
to embody ethical precepts into the technological objects they design? Verbeek argues
that designers of a technology can only do something limited because the way artifacts
are after all defined not only be their designers but also by the users. The use contexts of
artifacts define their identity.
In this regard, technologies can be used in totally unanticipated ways. The example
of the transport planes turned to missiles on 9/11 has become a classic contemporary
example now. Verbeek further notes that even if technologies are being used in ways
that were first intended by the designers, they may at the same time mediate unforeseen
things: the design of revolving doors prohibiting people who use wheelchairs was a
form of mediation unanticipated by the designers. According to Verbeek, it is here that
the limitation of Akrich’s idea of script and Latour’s notion of delegation comes out
clearly. These concepts do not account for the “complex way in which mediation comes
about” (Verbeek 2006a: 372)
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There are two possible things that designers can do in way to make morality part of
the technologies themselves. The first is to help designers reflect on the possible
aftermath that artifacts may bring about and hence help them to find ways to stop or
minimize the unwanted results of the artifacts. The second is to let designers embody
“specific forms of mediation” in the artifacts (Verbeek 2006a: 369).
Verbeek stresses that as long as the question “how to act” is the central ethical
question, and in this regard, insofar as technologies can answer this question, then we
can say that things can have morality like humans. Nevertheless, Verbeek argues, the
capacity of the artifacts to meet the issue at hand might not be sufficient condition to
ascribe morality to things. For critics might forward the objection that things do not
have intentions and hence cannot be responsible for human actions.
Verbeek tries to meet this objection in two ways. First, he makes it clear that things
have morality does not mean that they bear responsibility for their actions because for
this it must obviously be the designer or the producer that takes the accountability.
Secondly, since artifacts do answer moral questions, they should be taken as moral
agents – but it must again be clear that they do this not by claiming moral rights. In
other words, things are moral agents because they “help to shape morality” (Verbeek
2006b: 121). We might as well add the point that if the “moral community” has been
expanded to include slaves, small children, mentally retarded individuals, people in
commas, animals, and the environment, there is no reason why it should not include
technologies or things at large.
Now when we go to the case material of the paper, we will also briefly look into how
Verbeek’s notion of materializing morality could be employed as analytical tool. Like
the philosophy of script, the theory of “materializing morality” will therefore be utilized
to discuss the paper’s case study. The concept will be very useful tool in order to
analyze how shopping center designs mediate moral behaviors. Taking buildings as
technological artifacts will further fuse the conceptual tools into the case study.
2.3 Buildings as Artifacts
We have so far been able to consider key conceptual tools from philosophy of
technology and science and technology studies. By way of consolidating these tools to
the case study in question, it is necessary to say a few words about the various meanings
that buildings or building designs have. First and foremost, buildings should be taken as
technological objects. In an article entitled as “What Building Do?” Thomas F. Gieryn
(2002) dubs buildings as “walking-through machines.” He adds: “Buildings are
technological artifacts, made material objects, and humanly constructed physical things.
To set them this way brings buildings within the compass of a promising theoretical
orientation developed initially for the study of machines” (Gieryn 2002: 41).
As Gieryn points out, this way of picturing buildings – i.e. buildings as technological
artifacts – would help us to uncover the various meanings that they may have in their
contexts of use. On top of this, some of the conceptual tools discussed above are in par
with the working vocabulary of designers or architects. An expression such as
“sketching a design” – an expression which is probably a household term for the
architect – does somehow match with an apparently Akrichean phrase like “inscribing a
script.” When designing a building, an architect is inscribing or forging a way of life.
Gieryn establishes:
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To some degree, every design is a blueprint for human behavior and social
structure, as well as a schematic for the “thing” itself. Designers necessarily
theorize about social life at least as much as sociologists do: in order to design the
contents of a machine that will fly, designers must decide which pattern of
behavior and institutional arrangements they must respect as intransigent, and
which are malleable enough to conform to the demands of the artifact itself (2002:
42-43)
Similarly, a building design is not only a blueprint for the construction engineer to
materialize or erect it on the ground but also a blueprint for materializing certain moral
values and behaviors on the field of ethics. In other words, they are scripts by which
humans act as social actors. But, as emphatically put by Verbeek (2004, 2005a, and
2005b), the idea of script does have a restricting aspect. When we speak metaphorically
that buildings are scripts, we are somehow suggesting that users of these buildings do
not go beyond the designers’ inscriptions. This would again undermine the mediating
power or “intentionality” of buildings whereas in reality these buildings as
technological artifacts do have the capacity to shape the life of humans beyond what the
designers put into them. The case material that this paper considers, namely newly built
shopping centers in Addis Ababa, would demonstrate the mediating role that
architectural designs and their material expressions play in forging or co-shaping new
values and social relations.
3. Shopping Center Designs and Materializing Values
As has been tried to be considered from the outset, most markets in Ethiopia are openair markets. Even in the capital city Addis Ababa there are a good number of traditional
open markets where traders use market stands spreading what they have in front of
them. On top of this type of markets, traders and retailers provide goods on half open
verandas. Merkato, probably one of the largest open air markets in Africa, consists of
such selling stands. You can practically find anything starting from variety of spices,
grains, diary products, vegetables, fruits, etc. to clothes, shoes, furniture, household
utensils, spare parts for cars, etc. This does not however mean that there are no shops.
There are a lot of small retail shops adjacent to streets and residential areas.
Supermarkets are of course recent phenomena.
When it comes to malls and shopping centers, they are just emerging. The few
shopping centers available at this time are new additions. Their number may not exceed
a dozen at present (referring to August 2006).
There are three issues I would like to discuss about these shopping centers. The first
is to consider these shopping centers as black boxes. Then, I will try to focus on what
we find when we are opening these black boxes and what they meant or could mean to
different sectors of society. Finally, I will like to explore as to what is the morality of
these shopping center designs.
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Fig. 1: Dembel City Centre

3.1 Shopping centers as black boxes
I live in southeast Addis Ababa, in an area widely known as Meskel Flower. When I go
to and from my workplace, almost everyday I pass by the building you see above. I have
to walk right on the pavements of this building in order to take a taxi. However, I didn’t
have the appetite (or the courage?) to go in and look around. I know that it is a shopping
place. Don’t I have the financial capacity and the demand for some articles? I do but I
didn’t dare to have a look. I asked a few colleagues and friends if they have done so but
I didn’t find one who said ‘yes’. Then, in the subconscious, I might have simply
commented to myself, “Oh, birds of the same feather…” and forgot about it. I said this
because I remember now that the building was then an object of fascination for Addis
Ababans. Many young men and women must have flocked to this mall only to look
around and appreciate the interiors.
But then I didn’t stop asking myself “What does deter me from entering the building
and see what it has?” I sometimes almost decided to do the first visit but postpone it on
pretexts. Still then, that question was on my mind for sometime. However, the question
“What deters me…” was transformed to “What deters many people from using it as a
market?” This question started to come more pointedly when I was contemplating on a
topic for “Philosophy of Engineering Science and Design.” Then, one day, even though
by then I have already visited the shopping center several times, I almost grumbled to
myself: “Oh, these are black boxes!” (It is important to note here that by the time I was
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thinking of the topic in question, a handful of other buildings have been erected and
already started work as malls.)
This then triggered an idea on which I am working now. And I began asking
colleagues in the university and a few friends and relatives about what they feel about
going to such shopping centers. Quite a good number of my colleagues were frank in
their answers. “You know,” one of them begun wondering, “I never thought of it
before…. Yes, of course, I know that something do deter me from going to these shops.
But I really do not know what it is.”
Later on, when I confided to him what I am planning to do and shared my ideas with
him, he told me honestly that he has had that unknown “dread” in him. I replicated this
query with other people, university students, friends, and relatives and I was able to
gather from most that each has something he or she shares with me. Though the reason
differs from one person to the other (some do not go there because they assume that
they wouldn’t find things for fair price, others think that “the mall is not the kind of
place I go to”, etc) almost all have something that withhold them. Then my questions
started to take shape more in line with theories in philosophy of engineering design.
Here are a couple of them: Why do people consider them as opaque and unapproachable
during their first few encounters? How do these new architectural designs affect values
and behaviors of people?
But before answering these questions, which I will do in the next two sections, let me
say a little further on the nuisance “Why black boxes?” The prevailing mode of
economy in Ethiopia is to this date principally peasant subsistence economy. As a
result, periodic rural markets and open-air markets in urban areas are the rule than the
exception. Hence one can imagine the jump from this gamut of open air markets and
small retail shops to these newly emerging multi-storied shopping buildings whose
façades give them rather majestic looks built for non-market purposes.
As could be the case in many other open air market cultural constituencies, markets
in Ethiopia are literally open. You can see everything that traders supply on their stands
while you pass by. By contrast, individual residential houses are rather metaphorically
closed, which means houses are culturally conceived as entities of privacy. Especially,
in urban areas people like to build big fences around their homesteads. Government
offices and public buildings are rather fortified. They are repellently closed in many
ways. When it comes to palaces and central government offices, they do not even allow
people to approach their hugely fortified fences, way above and beyond cultural reasons
of course.
In this regard, people are encountering new markets whose façades and overall
structures look like as closed as palaces or government offices. Besides, these buildings
are not functionally and spatially integrated to the communities and lifestyles
surrounding them. As we shall see soon, yes these shopping centers and supermarkets
are of course enforcing new values. After all markets, whatever their nature, are places
for transacting not only goods and services but also cultural values.
But the fact that there is some kind of obstructions in their very designs – something
very obvious given the cultural contexts in which they function – people who own these
shopping centers do very well realize that this is the case. And consequently they use
different means to find a way out to boost the number of their customers. Television and
radio adverts are usually utilized for this purpose and they somehow improve things.
But I have observed that the effects of a few of the ads could do the opposite of their
intention, i.e. ward off potential customers instead of attracting them. One typical
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example is an ad that brags about the cleanliness and tidiness of the shopping center.
The ad even tries to allude to the untidiness and filthy nature of Markato (open market
in Addis Ababa) saying “You will never be soiled by mud and dirt if you come to us”
while showing a couple preparing to go to the shopping centre dressed up as if they
would go to a wedding party. “What is then unhelpful about this?” one may ask at this
point. In the first place, “true” markets are not supposed to be clean. Their untidiness is
perceived to be part and parcel of their nature. But more importantly markets are
supposed to be where you should move freely without being dressed formally and
without giving any due attention to whether the mud on the bottom of your shoes
splotches the floor of any of the shops. (Note that many side-roads in Addis Ababa are
not asphalted – or those which are asphalted, they are paved very poorly – and could
therefore be very muddy in rainy days.)
However, it is important to note at this point that these newly emerging malls are in
fact engendering a good deal of influence and bringing in new values despite their
apparent anomalous nature. G. Richards wrote with reference to architectural designs of
malls:
…it must be kept in mind that architects do not design malls for architects; they
design them for developers and retailers that are interested in creating malls and
other shopping centers to attract consumers and keep them coming back. (quoted
in Goss 1993: 21)
I would add the malls are also there in order to create new tastes and shape new values.
The next section will elaborate on this issue.
3.2 Opening up the boxes and finding the scripts
I have two reasons for utilizing the expression “opening up the boxes.” First, I would
like to continue using the metaphor I already employed in the foregoing discussion.
Secondly, which is something that logically follows from the first one, I would like to
represent the idea that a closer examination of these malls discloses their meanings as
malls. Following what Akrich and Latour say of scripts, I use the expression “finding
the scripts” and relate that the shopping malls are partly scripts or designs of architects
primarily intended to be malls. In fact, as we shall see under section 3.3 (deliberately
titled as “Beyond scripts”) these shopping centers also mediate or actively shape
cultural patterns way beyond and above what the designers put into them. But what
matters at this stage is that we open these black boxes, and read their scripts. We might
as well switch to a typical Ethiopian metaphor here: Opening up the kitab and reading
the magical scroll in it.
In order to unpack what possible scripts architects of these shopping centers
engraved into their designs, we have to know what people (such as vendors, shoppers,
shop-owners, architects, etc.) feel about these shopping centers or how they describe
them. One way of doing this was to take up field observations, which was conducted in
August 2006 in two malls3. Consulting a few newsmagazines’ accounts served also as
an additional input for the study. I will therefore look into these accounts but very
briefly.
During an interview I conducted with a shop owner in Adam’s Pavillion, a shopping
centre located in Southeast Addis Ababa (close by the headquarter of African Union),
3

After formulating the questions, data was collected on the basis of interviews. This was done by
Ekram, Hareg, Leibir (students from the Philosophy Department, Addis Ababa University) and
myself. I would like to take this opportunity to thank them
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the first thing he said when I asked him how he feels to be there was something that
seems to reflect what architects and builders of such buildings probably feel. He said:
I used to work in Markato, in the open air. I was assisting my father. Then our
business grew and we changed to the centre of the town and used to sell clothes in
a big shop. That was in Piazza. Now, what we have is entirely different from what
had been before. I feel that I have finally joined the new world.
The designs of the new shopping centers seem to reflect their sensitivity towards
things contemporary. In a way the architects are inscribing new shopping styles and
commercial transactions. As Richards stated, the architects are after all designing the
malls for business men and woman who would like to bring the experience of other
countries, introduce department stores instead of small isolated retail shops, etc. and sail
this uncharted sea of profits. Though at first these new shopping styles might simply
win the favor of a few people4, they are also there in order to create new customers. And
these markets have already started to attract new shoppers because of the new elements
they have introduced, something that has not been in the open air markets.
Substantiating this, one young woman in her early twenties related:
Yes, I come here sometimes. We can find here quality and a variety of goods
unlike open markets. Besides, we can find everything under one roof. You can
find everything you need…. Plus, the atmosphere is good. There are no pick
pockets. The place is not crowded. Thus, it is good to shop here. You can find
everything.
During the past fifteen years, the construction industry in Addis Ababa has grown. Due
to increasing efforts to liberalize the economy, many real state developers have come
into being. Investors have started to build private hospitals, schools, colleges, etc. A
new class of wealthy people is appearing as the poor get poorer. If you look around the
night life of Bole area, a place where many of the residents are well off, you would
clearly see new, “modern” lifestyles in the making. Thus, malls, very stylish cafes, bars
and restaurants are only parts of these changing lifestyles. These are varieties of scripts
that shape the lifestyles and behaviors of people in various ways.
3.3 Beyond Scripts: Morality of Shopping Center Designs
As discussed so far, the designs of the shopping centers do affect the way people
behave. But then, these designs or buildings do go beyond scripts and mediate other
unintended values. In other words, the behavior of the people using (shopping or
whatever) these buildings is not limited by the scripts of the architects.
But there is one limitation that Verbeek points out: namely, the manner in which the
concept script is used by Akrich and Latour seems to encode or preprogram the way
these new market structures relate to or affect people’s behavior. As we have already
seen above, Verbeek (2006a) argues that although designers do shape the mediating
roles of technological artifacts, the mediating roles of these artifacts go beyond and
above what they were designed for. The mediating roles of technologies are not simply
the results of the scripts that designers encode into them. These mediating roles of
technologies do also depend on the use contexts of the technologies and, equally
4

These may refer to wealthy people, fashionable city boys and girls, Ethiopians who come from abroad
for vacation, the diplomatic contingency, or the foreign dignitaries who work in different international
organizations, aid agencies, etc.). The shop owner I mentioned above told me, very proudly at that,
that a great majority of his customers are diplomats.
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importantly, “the technologies themselves, which can evoke ‘emergent’ forms of
mediation.” (Verbeek 2006: 372).
In this regard, the mediating capacity of the shopping centers we have been
discussing so far really goes beyond what has been intended by their designers and
owners. And this is clearly seen in the malls in question. As would be the case around
the world, these malls are not only shopping centers as such but also civic centers.
People meet and transact values. The restaurants within the malls are meeting places for
people who think that they are of similar social standing. There are also clear
indications that these shopping centers are actively contributing in forging social
classes. People enjoy the physical distance that they have in these shops in comparison
to the cramming tendencies of the open air markets. This physical distance is also
symbolic of the social distance that such people might want to create. Put it concisely,
these new architectural designs are materializing a set of moral and cultural values.
4. Concluding Remarks
This paper has attempted to reflect on issues of philosophy of engineering design.
Drawing on two approaches, namely philosophy of script and the perspective that
conceptualizes technological artifacts as endowed with moral agency, I have tried to
describe and analyze the designs of newly emerging malls in Addis Ababa. The cultural
context on which I do the analysis is the prevailing open market tradition in Ethiopia,
still the predominant form of commercial transaction.
On the basis of the conceptual consideration that buildings are technological
artifacts, I have come up with the conclusion that the malls under discussion here do
actively forge values more than what they were engraved with either by their designers
or by the people who invest in them.
What I would like to say finally is that these shopping center designs are just
surfacing. They are new phenomena to Ethiopia. They are, in other words, cultural
patterns just in the making. And their growth is clearly imminent. More and more of
them are coming from time to time. In this regard, new lifestyles are forthcoming. But
what these would-be lifestyles look like and what these newly growing markets have in
store for us, we really do not know now.
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The Geography of the Ancient Walled City of Harar: Urban
Structure, Cultural Heritage, and Population Diversity
Roberto Bianchini, Kadigia Ali Mohamud, and Francesco Maimone1
From 1997 to 2003, a wide data set about the old Ethiopian city of Harar, the most
important historical and cultural centre of the Islamic world in the Horn of Africa, was
collected and analysed using the latest geographic information technology. Precise geotopographical description of the urban elements, significant artistic and historical features,
prevailing environmental conditions, and demographic and health particulars of the entire
resident population were linked closely together to draw a comprehensive portrait of the
ancient walled city.

The study site
Modern Harar is the capital of the Harari People National Regional State, which covers
a small area of about 350 sq. kilometres in the eastern part of Ethiopia, inside the
Oromiya region. The city lies just off the southern edge of the south-eastern plateau
dividing the Great Rift Valley from the plains of the Ogaden region.
The elevation above sea level of the city varies from 1,600 to 1,900 metres and its
urban morphology presents two main parts, the ancient city and the recent one that has
developed from the late 19th century. The ancient walled city (named Jugal) has a high
population density in an area of 62 hectares with internal differences of level ranging
from 0 to 60 metres.
Methods
Mapping
The first draft of a digitized map of the walled city of Harar was derived from retrieval
of stereoscopic aerial photographs, taken in 1994 and available at the archives of the
Harari People National Regional State. The photographs were assembled to form an
orthorectified photo-mosaic at 1:2000 scale. Orthorectification was performed by using
Global Positioning System (GPS) ground control points and contour lines obtained from
the National Urban Planning Institute of Addis Ababa.
The survey of buildings and utility services was carried out by a field staff organized
into two units. A single unit consisted of a supervisor and two teams, each formed by an
architect (or a civil engineer), a surveyor, and a local member of the kebele (urban
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administrative division) committee. The supervisors were a geographer and a mapping
expert.
Data was collected according to criteria defined in a surveyor's instructions manual
adapted to the specific characteristics of old Harar and for input to GIS layers.
Permanent buildings and structures of each compound, roads, alley-ways, lanes and
other categories of detail at different levels of information were represented on the
original plans at a scale of 1:500.
The old city was divided into 7 kebeles and each kebele into 1 to 9 areas. Each area
contained from 1 to 150 compounds. This subdivision in administrative and census
sections was used to give a single identification number of 7 to 9 digits to each
compound, public (civil and religious) building, private building, dwelling unit, and
household. On the basis of the physical measurements taken by surveying-instruments,
including GPS, the first photo-retrieved digital map was completed and topographically
corrected.
All the maps were created with ESRI ArcMap, a core building block of ArcGis, and
exported from ArcMap as Adobe Illustrator files.
Demographic survey
One hundred and twenty-one students (generic midwife, generic clinical nurse,
upgrading health assistant) at the National Nursing School of Harar were taught
elements in medical demography for three weeks and trained as interviewers for four
additional weeks. The training course was also attended by eleven nursing school
teachers selected as supervisors. They had special training in how to supervise.
The entire group was organized into eleven units. A single unit consisted of a
supervisor, five or six teams of two interviewers each, and a kebele assistant. Two
demographers, two physicians and a director coordinated all the fieldwork.
The survey questionnaire with its coding book was produced in English and
Amharic. The questionnaire was extensively pretested and piloted to define its final
version. An instruction manual was written to provide a set text (containing general and
specific explanations) for the training course as well as a guide dealing with interview
techniques and how to complete the questionnaire. The questionnaires were
systematically corrected and checked in the field. Double data entry was performed by
using two computers.
The software packages used throughout the work were ESRI ArcInfo and ArcGis,
Microsoft Access, PCI Geomatics and SPSS.
All original, geographic, structural, architectural, environmental, housing and
population data were collected in 1998. Updating surveys were carried out in 2000 and
2003.
Results
Urban structure and cultural heritage
In addition to roads, alley-ways, paths, other open public spaces, and the sewerage
system, the collected data depicted and located the following objects and details:
– Islamic monuments, buildings and sites of religious importance to the city: mosques,

holy graves, Koranic schools, and other worship places.
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– Historical buildings and ruins; civil buildings and sites such as municipal buildings,

health facilities, hotels, restaurants, bars, shops, museums, schools, market sites, and
tourist places (Fig. 1). An architectural and historical profile was drawn up for each
urban element of cultural value.
– All compounds (2,567) including: type of visible boundary and entrances; dwelling
units (6,797), with number of storeys, wall material and floor material (Fig. 2);
kitchens, with wall material, floor material and type (e.g. modern or traditional);
latrines, with wall material, floor material and type (e.g. pit or flush); animal sheds,
storehouses, servant rooms/guard shelters, and shower rooms, with their wall
material. For the traditional Harari houses (1,809 typical dwelling-houses of
particular cultural and artistic value), a brief profile reported the state of repair and
whether any parts of the original structure had been modified or not.
– Water sources for drinking and other purposes, related supply systems, their use by
the household, and costs.
– Drainage, collection sites, and disposal practices for human excreta, waste water, and
solid refuse (Fig. 3).
Population
The total population of old Harar was 20,904. Of these persons, 20,704 lived in 4,674
private households, an average of 4.4 persons per household, and 200 lived in collective
households (Fig. 4). Males were 47.3% of the population and females 52.7%. Adults
(15 years and over) were 71.1% of the population.
The distribution by religion showed that 73.0% of inhabitants were Muslim, 25.5%
were Orthodox, and 1.0% were Protestant. The five major ethnic groups were Harari
(38.1% of the population), Oromo (29.1%), Amhara (20.5%), Guragie (6.4%), and
Somali (3.2%).
Twenty percent of persons over 5 years of age were illiterate. Infant (< 1 year) and
child (1-4 years) morbidity and mortality, adult mortality, fertility indicators, and
leading causes of death for infants and children were also determined.
Hygienic behaviours and domestic habits for use of latrines and kitchens were
characterized in their single components and steps and analytically integrated into the
GIS (Fig. 5). Other data such as type of lighting and type of fuel used by the household
and the presence of television and telephone were included as well.
Conclusions
Since its very beginning Harar has always been a peculiar town where trade and culture
met to create a prosperous and learned society. Up until the 19th century, the routes of
trade between the interior of Abyssinia and the sea passed through Harar. The city
played a key role in the trading activities which linked the port of Zayla‘ with Christian
Ethiopia.
The vast fame Harar acquired as an Islamic cultural centre attracted groups of
students who were looking for spiritual and theological guidance. Teachers who were
eager to spread their knowledge, to improve their preparation and to debate with their
colleagues also moved to Harar from the entire Horn of Africa and even from the
Arabian Peninsula.
Thanks to its high position in trade and culture, Harar came to be considered as a sort
of capital city of Islamic North-East Africa. No other town could compete with Harar in
the land which stretches from the Somali coast to the Blue Nile.
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This prominent economic and cultural status of the city is still reflected in its
architectural structure. The "jugal", the external wall which surrounds the old city
separating it from the modern one, is perhaps the most impressing sign of the ancient
splendours.
Eighty-two mosques of different dimensions and beauty, more than one hundred holy
graves and worship places, and nearly two thousand traditional Harari houses and
historical buildings scattered all over the old city are the evidence of its great past.
The whole structure of the ancient city with its precious heritage of religious and
civil buildings is nowadays dramatically menaced by carelessness and time. Within a
few years a large part of the Harari architectural patrimony could definitively be lost.
The results of our study, based on a multi-purpose GIS application, show in
dramatic fashion both the precious cultural heritage of the city and the serious problems
concerning preservation and conservation of its patrimony. Density of population and
quality of environmental conditions are two of the main challenges to face.
Preservation of the cultural Harari achievements is an urgent task of the Ethiopian
and international community.
Note on data presentation
Numerical values concerning population data have been divided into classes and the
classes have been used to shade areas on the map. The legends on the left side of each
map list the range of data values that each color represents. Class breaks, i.e., where to
end one data range and where to begin the next, have been defined using characteristics
of the data values shown on the map and knowledge about the map theme. All data sets
(percent and density) have been rounded to one decimal.
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Early Marriage and the Campaign against It in Ethiopia
Berihun M. Mekonnen and Harald Aspen1
Ethiopian regional authorities started a campaign against early marriage in 2003. Marriage
before the age of 18 years is criminalized by the Family Code of the Amhara National
Regional State when it was adopted in June 2003. The present paper explores how the
meeting between the forces of modernization and tradition, and state and peasantry,
unfolded in the Region and how it was perceived and experienced by state officials on the
one hand and local peasants on the other.

Early marriage is a widespread problem in developing countries. In developed
countries, most “teen pregnancies” are unintended and unwanted and tend to end in
abortion.2 In Ethiopia concepts and intentions are different from those of the developed
countries. In the practice of early marriage, the concern of this paper, children and teens
get married with the consent of their parents, families and/or guardians. The extent of
the practice is not well known. “Early marriage” in the Ethiopian context may include a
number of arrangements, not all of which include sexual unions. The National
Committee on Traditional Practices in Ethiopia (NCTPE) has published a leaflet with a
very useful list of definitions.3 The following definitions are given:
Promissory marriage: is an oral agreement between two families to give their
children in marriage to one another before or right after the birth of the children
Child marriage: is usually arranged for girls under 10 years of age and the bride
is usually placed under the custody of in-laws
Early Adolescent Marriage: it is contracted between the ages of 10 and 14. It is
the most common marriage for the majority of rural girls. The bridegroom is
usually within the late adolescent age bracket.
Adolescent Marriage: generally takes place when the bride is around the age of
15 years.
Late Adolescent: indicates marriage for girls after the age of 15 years. Late
marriage for boys is considered to be after the age of 20.
(NCPTE 2001)
Although it is not always clear what our sources in the present paper include and
exclude in the concept of “early marriage”, the group most relevant for our topic is the
group of girls around 15 years (“early adolescent to adolescent”). This is also the most
common age group which now is confronted with threats of penalties in the face of the
new family code. In the Ethiopian case the minimum age for marriage (18 years)
corresponds with provisions in the Revised Penal Code, Article 627, “that penalise the
1
2
3
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harmful traditional practices in Ethiopia.
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sexual abuse of children (…) with imprisonment from 13 to 25 years for a man guilty of
sexual activity with a child below the age of thirteen, and 15 years imprisonment where
the child is between the age of thirteen and eighteen”.4 The issue here is how
widespread the practice of early marriage is in Ethiopia, and how the rural population
responds to the new law and the campaign
A survey conducted by the Ethiopian Committee against Harmful Traditional
Practices, shows that the number of girls who get married early is very high, though the
figure varies from region to region. The average age of marriage is 14.2 years for 82%
of the girls in the Amhara region, 79% in Tigray, and 64% in Benishangul-Gumuz
(WAO 1992:9). The figure for the Amhara region is the highest with an average age of
marriage of 14.5 years. The practice of early marriage in Amhara is reported to be
widespread in many of the administrative zones and wärädas. The same survey covered
four wärädas in West Gojam, South Wälo and South Gondär. According to the survey,
22% of the girls in South Wälo and 30% of the girls in West Gojam are married while
they are between 10 to 14 years old. The average age of girls at marriage were reported
to be 11.9 for east Gojam, 14.6 for West Gojam, 12.7 for South Gondar and 13.2 for
North Gondar (WAO 1992:9). These figures indicate the extent of the practice of early
marriage in Ethiopia and in Amhara region in particular.
Among the selected wärädas in Amhara,5 the age cohort 10 – 14 is the most
preferred age of marriage for both sexes (98 for boys and 135 for girls) followed by 15
– 19 for boys (61) and 5 – 9 for girls (84). Mäqét (the wäräda where we focused our
qualitative research) also reflects similar trends; the age range of 15 – 19 is the highest
figure registered for both married boys (16) and girls (29) in Mäqét followed by the age
cohort of 10 – 14 with 5 married boys and 19 girls (WAO 1992:52).
The survey also presented data on average age of marriage and preferred age for
marriage in the future (see table 1).
Table 1: Average First marriage age and future preferred age of marriage
Wäräda
Average Age of Marriage

Future Preferred Age

M

F

M

F

Oromia

21.8

15.5

20.81

15.09

Awabäl

15.2

12.0

17.19

13.03

Ankäsha

17.0

12.0

22.81

14.32

Aefrata/Gidim

21.8

14.8

18.05

16.42

Mäk’et

20.4

12.0

20.82

14.92

Dämbia

18.4

12.0

16.72

12.56

Region Average

18.6

12.8

19.40

14.39

Source: WAO (1992:53)

The figures in the table complement the qualitative data we gathered from Mäqét. In
Mäqét, all our informants, with the exception of individuals in charge of the wäräda
administration, disagreed with the new law that promulgates the age of marriage to 18
for both sexes. We shall come back to this point shortly. Presently we shall note that the
4
5

Quoted in The African Child Policy Forum (2007:71).
The wärädas were Ankäsha, Awabäl, Aefrata, Dawachäfa, Mäqét and Dämbia.
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extent of the practice and the actual preference of the people in terms of girls’ marriages
are at odds with the recently approved family law that criminalizes early marriage.
Taken at face value, the law may attract the attention and support of any reasonable
person. What could be wrong with a law that helps alleviate the problem of girls?6 In
fact, it seems obvious that one has to encourage the government with its effort in this
direction. That is what the NGOs (local and international) were doing during our
fieldwork. But why then are parents strongly against it? Are they not expected to be in
the forefront for the wellbeing of their children? What is missing here? The question
will direct us to look into the relationship between government and rural population in
Ethiopia. We will try to see the relations in the process of our discussion.
The issue of early marriage is complex and multifaceted. Different scholars have
linked early marriage with economic and political factors, cultural values,
underdevelopment etc. It is inevitable to see the share of these factors in the context of
marriage, be it the “early type” or otherwise. Alemante, in his MA dissertation on early
marriage in Gojam (Alemante 2004), points to the fact that historically, Ethiopian
royalty married for political reasons. Alliances were made by marrying daughters or
sisters of provincial rulers, both Christian and Muslims. Women of noble families could
be married as early eight or nine years old (Pankhurst 1990:26 cited in Alemante
2004:25). Alemante (2004:25) continues: “Yashi (1995:24) historically traced the royal
marriage arrangements of Ethiopia and stated that marriage was established to maintain
political power, which was a serious problem during the 19th century in Ethiopia. For
instance, she described that Zewditu, the daughter of Emperor Menelik, at the age of six
was married to Emperor Yohannes' son, aged eleven”. A number of other royal alliances
are mentioned by Alemante (2004:25-26); among them Ras Hailu’s daughter, Seble
Wongeal, who was married with ruling prince, Menelik's grandson Lij Iyasu, at the age
of fourteen. Aleme Eshete (1984:1-3) pointed out that “political marriage was the
salient characteristic of the 19th century Ethiopian history from the Zämäne Mäsafint
through the reigns of Tewodros, Tekle-Giorgis, Emperor Yohannes and Menelik”
(Alemante 2004:26).
This shows that the ruling elite were active practitioners of early marriage. One may
also note that the current political establishment is against early marriage, but marriage
bonds between families of political elites at higher echelons are also today themes of
political gossips in the private news media.
To illustrate how culture influences marriage arrangements, one can find cases from
different socio-cultural groups where early marriages are consummated even against the
will of the parents. In such contexts marriages can be related to socio-cultural dynamics
such as conflict and reconciliation. For instance in one of the forms of Gumuz exchange
marriages elopement and kidnapping, known in Gumuz as mətəsəhua, are consummated
by the choice of the couples without the consent of the bride’s parents and without
arranging immediate reciprocation or exchange. Such practices are usually causes for
intra-ethnic conflicts and dealing with the issue of obtaining a female relative for the
exchange becomes a matter of urgency for the family and that of the lineage of the
groom. In such contexts avoiding the pending conflict will be the focus of the family
and the brides who are exchanged to settle the mətəsəhua are new to the arrangement
and may not have much option to choose their partners. Sometimes the girl exchanged
to settle mətəsəhua could be too young to get married and may not understand the deal
6

This was apparently the basic premise for a documentary which was produced and shown by
Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation in 2006 (NRK 2006).
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(Berihun 2004:94 – 102). Such instances are related to the cultural practices instituted in
the society, more than economic and political factors.
Thus the issue of early marriage involves diverse factors and as a result the solution
will call for the careful consideration of these factors. The qualitative data that we
gathered from the field reveals the societal perspective on the issue of early marriage.
We will mainly narrate the views of two key informants who reflect divergent views on
the subject.
W/ro Täjitu Alämu Täsäma in Tiweha qäbälé (Mäqét wäräda) was an elderly
woman who herself had experienced marriage at a very early age. She narrated her story
as follows:
I married my first husband when I was 10 years old. My husband was about
twenty years old. I lived for a year with my first husband and got divorced. Then I
married Ato Chane after a month. I gave birth for my first child at the age of
eighteen.
Now the law (through what they call conference – konkuränce) is prohibiting
girls' marriage before the age of 18. When they are 18, they come home with
diqala [children out of marriage].
This year we were planning to marry our 22 years old son (Dästaw Chane) with
a girl in our neighbourhood. He has passed the wäräda age assessment but his
bride's age is estimated to be only fifteen and as a result they did not allow us to
proceed with the marriage.
What we call a good bride is thirteen years old and she can marry a 20 year old
boy. If the bride is too young, we believe the husband will split [yifäräkəsata] the
bride. His parents will warn him of the danger of splitting her and tell them to
sleep separately.
Girls of thirteen and fourteen years old will not face such danger of being split
during sexual relations. The danger of split occurs because people give children of
seven years old for marriage.
The law prohibits the marriage on the ground that girls will rather attend school
than marrying at early age. When both become 18 and above, they have to decide
by themselves whom to marry by their own choice.
When the girls are asked at the wäräda whether they wanted to marry or not,
they become at odds with parents.
Here our neighbour Kassahun Gwangul had planned a wedding for his son,
Getnät Kassahun. The boy is old enough to marry even by the legal age
assessment but he was fined 200 birr for not consulting the qäbälé committee.
I know a case in our village where a woman was married while she was very
young. She was split and was hurt. But her mother-in-law killed a goat and
nourished and treated her well and she recovered. She gave birth to six children
afterwards and lives well with her husband.
These days children get mature quickly and children of nine and ten years old
know a lot of stuff.
For boys the age of marriage should be 18 if the parents feel "we have to wed
our son before we die" (salmot lijen lidar lalä).
Even after the age of the prospective bride and groom is known, the wäräda is
ordering us to go to either to Wäldiya or Näfasmäwuč'a for medical check ups and
causing us additional expenses. This much expenses at a time we plan a wedding
celebration cannot be affordable in Mäqét.
Our worry is that the girls may get pregnant before the age of eighteen. As a
result the family may express discontent and beat them and this may lead the girls
to go to town to abort and disposes the fetus in the bushes.
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When men were gathered at the conference, they advice us to reduce our
expenses for the wedding ceremony, and people who fire their guns will be
punished.
The people do not accept the government decision of the age of girls' marriage
at eighteen. It is because of the fines that people have refrained. Even when the
parents lied the age of their children, the wäräda refused to approve `by assessing
the age of the girls.
When the girl is 18 she may not be virgin the boy (the prospective husband)
may not be interested any more. Since we do not have other choices, we are going
to look for a girl of eighteen years old for our son.
W/ro Täjitu’s story raises a number of important points. She based her argument on her
own personal experience and argued against the new law. The new law does not
consider the wellbeing of the girls because it does not address the issue of sexuality that
may cause the girls to take individual actions and perhaps harm themselves and the fetus
as a result of premarital relations. If we for a moment compare with developed
countries, the problem of teenage pregnancy and childbearing will not go away easily
with simple legal statements. Changing the legal age of marriage without addressing the
issue of sexuality is shifting the problem from having socio-culturally accepted teen
pregnancy and birth to socially ostracize teen mothers and children with its own
complicated social, cultural, psychological and economic problems, both for the mother
and the child.7
Let us consider another view from an informant, qés Abäbaw Mälkamu (age 46),
who held a post of social court judge at the Tiweha qäbälé administration. Qés Abäbaw
said that at the time of our field visit (January 2006) that there were no active cases
related to early marriages. In 1996 EC ten individuals were charged and six of them
were fined 200 birr each. Four of them had not paid since they were not in the area
during that time. According to qés Abäbaw, the size of the fine was decided by the
public at the annual conference. Any propositions initiated by the region will be
discussed with the public, he explained. Then the proposition will be reviewed based on
the discussion. The public’s opinions and supplemented comments will be considered
and become bylaws for the wäräda. In 1997 EC two girls filed applications to
consummate their marriage. One had passed the wäräda age assessment and had
married while the wäräda decided to refuse the request for the second one as she was
assessed to be under the age limit for marriage.
Why do people want to wed their young children? Qés Abäbaw explained that when
people earn money (wealth), they want to celebrate the wedding of their children.
Accordingly qés Abäbaw listed the last few production years and the marriage
permission requests for each year. As can be seen from the table
A similar point was reflected by wäräda officials at Däbrä Tabor, South Gondär.
Wäräda officials said that in wealthy wärädas the number of weddings is high. They
also saw a connection between low school enrolment and high incidence of early
marriage.

7

This issue of teenage pregnancy is beyond the immediate focus of this paper. However, the issue of
sexuality brings the two contexts (the problem of early marriage in Ethiopia and teenage pregnancy in
the developed countries) closer. In fact it does not require a scientific analysis to assume that teenage
girls can have sexual encounters that may result in unwanted pregnancy which eventually complicates
the lives of young girls.
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Table 2: Production and Marriage Requests in Tiweha qäbälé
Year- EC
Production
No Marriage Requests
1998
Better
24 (waiting for decision)
1997
drought
2
1996
Better
11
Source: Fieldwork in Tiweha 21 January 2006

Qés Abäbaw in Tiweha also said: “we (the rural people) have no good knowledge of
life, we have a problem to live according to plan.” (This should perhaps not be taken
literally – it was rather a shrewd way of saying that sexual behaviour cannot be
regulated by law). He further said that girls are not allowed to marry under the age of
fifteen (note the age) since the time of Adam and Eve. He also noted several negative
factors that worked against marriages at young age in the current context. These are,
according to qés Abäbaw:
– girls lack adequate food and nutrition
– early marriage causes both physical and mental damages
– children are born smaller than expected and are not born with “full blood”
Qés Abäbaw’s statements were in direct contradiction with W/ro Täjitu’s perception
of girls’ early maturity. In her view: “These days children mature early and children of
nine and ten year olds know a lot of stuff” - while Qés Abäbaw believed children lack
adequate nutrition and as a result are less mature than in earlier times. Qés Abäbaw’s
statement represents the official view which the government disseminates among the
public to address the problem. Qés Abäbaw seemed, however, to agree with the general
view of the rural public that fifteen years is the preferred age for girls’ marriage. In fact
he went back to Adam and Eve to make his point. Many informants seemed to favour
this age as an ideal age for marriage. The new family law also has left an opening to
reduce the age limit by two years, a right left in the hands of the courts. There are no
convincing reasons why this is not left for the family instead of the courts. If the courts
can decide marriages at earlier ages, it implies that the biological and physical
immaturity argument looses its ground. This is one of the discrepancies and patronizing
elements of the new family law. The family code of Amhara Region states in article
18.1 that "neither a man nor a woman has not attained the full age of eighteen years
shall conclude marriage".8 Article 18.2 grants special rights to courts and states that
"Justice Bureau of the Region may, on the application of the future spouses, or the
parents or guardian of one of them, for serious cause, grant dispensation of not more
than two years". What constitutes “serious cause” and how the Justice Bureau is to
determine the seriousness of the cause is left open and vague. In many of the arguments
about early marriage the parents are considered as accomplices to the (illegal)
arrangements and one function of the new law is that authorities interfere with the
decisions of the parents and guardians. But seriousness of causes is determined upon the
application of the parents or guardians, which in essence is a contradiction in terms.
There is no explanation how the biological gap that is used as a justification for the new
law is bridged. Rather it further strengthens the point that the government has taken the
liberty to makes decisions on behalf of the rural population.

8

Council of the Amhara National State (2003).
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In fact this making of decisions on behalf of the rural people appears to be a general
trend. A consensus seems to exist in Ethiopian politics to assume that the rural
population is less aware of what is good and important for itself, hence the decisions
from the top. While we were discussing about individuals who paid fines for not
complying with the age assessment with the Tiweha qäbälé administrator, he noted that
one of those who paid the fines, Kasahun Gwangul, was charged and fined not because
the age of the groom was under 18 but because he had not followed the orders of the
authorities. He further said that one intended aim of the age assessment procedures is
also to test the bride and the groom for HIV/AIDS. The authorities decide what is good
for the peasant. Instead of educating and helping the rural population to make an
informed decision, they choose to decide on their behalf. This is one source of mistrust
between government institutions in general and the rural population at large. At face
value both ideas, i.e. dealing with early marriage and HIV/AIDS, are nothing to
complain against. But in reality there are indications that these causes have been used as
tools to control the rural population rather than serving them. The following Amharic
placard posted on the side of the road from Bahir Dar to Sali (a small town in Gaint
wäräda) tells a lot about the campaign the government has been doing before the issue
of early marriage got priority over all other issues (see the photograph below).

“A small rugged hut decorated with twelve tops”
“When the land refrains from giving good produce the bed becomes reproductive”
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“It is not proper to prepare a marriage ceremony while living on aid”

These statements explain the local government’s position and partly its action
concerning marriage ceremonies – a tricky position where wedding celebrations signal
affluence in areas that more or less continuously have received food aid for the last
twenty years.9 The rural people have been struggling to find ways to evade such
impositions. The issue of early marriage became a noble idea to incorporate all these
previous efforts with a much stronger support from both NGOs and the international
community.
One should not miss the point though. Early marriage is a real problem and the
people know this very well. W/ro Täjitu’s expression of “The danger of split occurs
because people give children of seven year olds for marriage” explicitly shows that the
problem exists. The society has been struggling in its own way as in the case mentioned
in W/ro Täjitu’s story. The data we gathered on fistula cases at Bahir Dar Hamlin
Fistula Centre during our fieldwork also confirms the magnitude of the problem.
Since its establishment in February 2005, the Bahir Dar Hamlin Fistula Centre (a
branch of Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital) has seen 464 patients in one year of which 400
were fistula cases.10 According to Sister Wudé Fantahun and Sister Abaynesh Guade at
the centre 48% of the women who seek medical assistance in Amhara Region have
fistula related problems. Some of the records of the Centre show that the patients are
between seven and more than fifty years old. Table 3 below shows the age categories
and number of patients in each cohort.

9
10

Cf. Aspen (2005a, 2005b).
See http://www.fistulafoundation.org/index.html.
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Table 7: Fistula patient cohorts, Bahir Dar Hamlin Fistula Centre
No. of Patients
Age Category
27
7 – 17
200
18 – 28
44
29 – 39
26
>50
Source: Sister Wudé Fantahun, Bahir Dar Hamlin Fistula Centre

The patients above 50 years had more than thirty years of suffering behind them,
Sister Wudé told us. Among the patients listed, five had been raped and two had
damages caused by genital mutilation.
According to our informants the fistula centre does not report the cases to the police.
(The main reason for not reporting is patient-doctor confidentiality and concern that
patients shy away from seeking treatments for fear of incriminating their family
members.). Instead they are engaged in interventions that will help to tackle the
problems with different mechanisms; preventive, by teaching patients at the main
hospital at Bahir Dar, and curative, by offering free treatment for patients, pay
transportation and some money for allowances, and accompany the patients to their
places.
The major reasons for fistula, according to the centre’s staff, are difficult births with
prolonged labour, lack of money or poor economic conditions, cultural domination, and
lack of appropriate knowledge about the sickness and the treatment. The development
of fistula centres is positive and helps girls who are in need of the service and at the
same time contributes to educate the public.11 Rhetorically the government also claims
its effort in awareness creation. But in practical terms it turned schools and other offices
as information gathering centres on the rural population to take measures to enforce its
laws. According to our informants, the government has established several committees
to tackle the problem of early marriage.
One such committee is the Girl students’ club, which works to teach the community
about early marriage and other harmful traditional practices (HTP); through literary
stories, dramas and lecture. Here the idea of girls teaching the community is not without
problems – young girls cannot just become experts over night, reversing the established
roles, so that the children become more knowledgeable than the parents. This puts a
question mark on the effectiveness of the efforts to create awareness. It may also create
much social tension that the club members gather information secretly (about early
marriage) and passes it to government officials.
Teacher Wäynishet Mamo at Adisgé Elementary School (Mäqét wäräda) believed
that people do not know that the school gathers the lists of prospective brides’ parents
and pass it to government offices. If they knew this would have negative effects for the
teachers and students, she said.
There had been a case in Adisgé of early marriage arrangements (for an eight year
old girl) in October 1998 EC. At the wedding day the parents were arrested by the
police. The age of the prospective husband was more than 18 years. The school had
attempted to intervene before the wedding. The Girls’ student club had sent some of its
members to discuss the issue with the parents, but were chased away by dogs
deliberately released to scare them off the area. As a result the parents were reported to
the wäräda office. The case was still pending at the wäräda at the time of our fieldwork
11

Recently two regional fistula centres have been established, i.e. Bahir Dar Feb 6, 2005; Mekele Feb 7,
2006 and plans existed for expansion to Harar and Yirgalem.
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in January 2006. The parents had returned to their village and there was a rumour that
the marriage arrangement had been resumed behind the scene. In the new family law
people who arrange marriage for children below the age of 13 will be punished up to
seven years of imprisonment while for those who wed children aged between 13 and 18
will be punished with up to three years of imprisonment.
The school was commended for taking this action by the wäräda education office,
who also notified other schools to follow the model with an official letter which was
shown to us.
This shows the extent to which schools and other institutions have played a role of a
police rather than learning and teaching arenas. These add to the factors that are
commonly mentioned by the informants as reasons for not supporting the government
campaign. The reasons are mainly related to mistrust to government institutions and
officials, experiences of parents, presence of cultural norms and rules and parents’
supervision of the young couple, regarding economic and sexual matters.
The strategies and steps taken by the government may be one of the causes for
people not supporting the new law. First and foremost, the campaign against early
marriage lacks clarity and other unexplained objectives are subsumed in it. It appears to
lack a proper planning and execution strategy. One can even assume once the
government included the issue of early marriage in the family law as a result of
pressures from various political and civic groups, it took the early marriage in the
forefront to fulfil other agenda that have on the table already, i.e. banning marriage
celebrations (mainly thought of as a food security measure). Second, institutions
established for other purposes are used to spy on the public, which is contrary to
democratic values that many politicians rhetorically claim support among the public.
Third, it is patronising and denies the right of the rural population to decide for itself.
Fourth, it is an additional economic burden on the poor farmer to periodically expend a
substantial amount of the income on transportation and accommodation for the age
assessment. This is even against its own effort to reduce the expenses on marriage
celebrations. By forcing the peasants to be part of this process, it incurs more expenses
on the overall wedding celebration costs. Fifth, it individualizes the problem of
sexuality and teenage sexual behaviour by denying the participation of parents in the
affairs of their youths. In the traditional system marriage accounts for a significant
number of teenage sexual encounters and teenage pregnancy and the children are well
integrated to the socio-cultural system. Whereas in the new law what comes following
the individual actions of teenagers will be the responsibility of the youngster and the
social context will eventually remain unwelcoming, if not hostile.
Finally, and despite the negative effects the campaign has had for many individuals
in the Amhara region since it started in 2003, it has undoubtedly raised an awareness
and debate in the peasant population about childhood, sexuality, individual rights and
marital life. We may see this as a modernization process, although forced and top-down.
The sacrifices of the present youngsters and their parents may have effects for young
girls and boys in the future.
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My shop is my school: Children’s perspectives on work and
school in a multi-ethnic town in southern Ethiopia
Alebachew Adem Nurye1
In Ethiopia, children constitute the majority of the population and are at the centre of
societal interactions and economic functioning. As this study of children’s perspectives on
work and school in Dilla town in the Southern Regional State demonstrates, children and
childhood in the Ethiopian context constitute work, education, and play. Necessary life
skills, knowledge and attitudes are imparted to the young generation not only through
formal schooling but more importantly through participation in economic and social life
and through the examples of seniors.

Introduction
In dominant Western views, childhood has been categorized as a special and precarious
phase of life when one needs protection and care if complete and responsible adulthood
is to be achieved (for those who fall under the age of 18). This view lays great
importance to formal education and institutional care and conceptualized child work as
detrimental to children’s education and unhealthy fore their physical, cognitive and
emotional development (Ennew, Myers & Plateau, 2005; Cunningham, 2003; Boyden,
1999). No significance for the creative development of human life is attributed to child
work. This notion is widespread in the world today, and is also the unspoken basis of
many declarations and the policy of international organizations (Liebel, 2004). It has,
however, by no means universal validity. In many non-Western societies quite different
notions and forms of life in childhood remain widespread. In these societies
participation in economic and social life is an important part of child development and
socialization.
Since the 1980s a small but growing body of social research in diverse geographical
and socio-cultural contexts has began to increasingly challenge the notion that work and
the condition of being a child are mutually exclusive, or can only be combined to the
detriment of children (Boyden, 1999; Bourdiloun, 2000; Myers, 1989). In the process
children have become visible as strategic actors (as workers, carers, consumers and
clients of a whole variety of services) in different social contexts taking responsibility
for their own well-being and that of others (Kjorholt, 2004).
In Ethiopia, child work is an age-old way of life. Ethiopian culture, similar to its
African neighbors, dictates strong work ethics from an early age. Despite all the
difficulties they face, children and young people make valuable contributions to social
and economic (re)production. However, although the importance of the work of
children is widely recognized, most reports documented children’s work too exclusively
from a narrow ‘child labor’ orientation thus eliminating some forms of work and
1
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completely missing many of the most important child growth and development
questions.
In this article it is my interest to question normative statements about child
development processes and supposed certainties and judgments about schooling and
child work. This concern is not an effort to overlook the various forms of exploitation
and abuse of children that are still widespread in many parts of rural and urban Ethiopia,
but is primarily an effort to show the variety of forms and meanings that work has and
can have for children. This aspect has been neglected hitherto, despite the frequent
invocation of children’s rights.
The fieldwork for the study included interviews, observation and narrative stories
collected during the second semester (February -May) of 2004 and May- July of 2006.
After a brief review of the literature, the article shortly presents major findings of the
study and a concluding remark.
Schooling childhood
Since the 18th century, childhood in Western societies have been progressively
structured as an extended period of dependency, protected innocence and preparation
for adult life regulated by natural and universal processes and enhanced through
compulsory schooling (Woodhead, 1999; Cunningham, 2003; Boyden, 1997). Because
children are portrayed as dependent “becomings”(Qvortrup, 1994), incapable of
assuming responsibility and properly confined to the protection of home and school
(Connolly & Ennew, 1996), children who work and fail to conform to such life
circumstances are categorically condemned as deviants and are believed to be
unsuccessful in adulthood (Boyden, 1997). Also parents and communities who do not
follow such normative child-rearing practices are immediately seen as irresponsible and
“backward” (Liebel, 2004; Boyden, 1997). The major problem in such dominant views
is that schooling is conflated with education.
Whilst education might be thought of in terms of participation in more formal school
situations, the historical and socio-cultural contexts to childhood inform us that
education goes way beyond a modern Western conception of schooling. Quite simply,
children from developing countries are likely to accumulate knowledge, acquire skills
and form attitudes outside of formal institutions (Illich, 1971; Boyden & Deborah,
2000; Boyden, 1999; Liebel, 2004). In the majority of these societies’ generational
skills and knowledge are imparted to the young generation outside formal institutions
through observing, experimenting, and supplemental instruction from seniors.
School and work: Compatibility and tensions
Although the literature is replete with discussions on how work inhibits school
attendance and academic performance, working and schooling may not necessarily be
mutually exclusive. What ever promotes schooling may not necessarily inhibit children
from working and the mere fact of being in school per se may not guarantee freedom
from the exploitation of work. Moreover, some work activities could be more
compatible with school attendance than others (Assefa, 2000). Combining work with
school attendance also might be expected if the school system operates in shifts.
Empirical evidence from other countries also indicates that many children combine
school attendance with work (Jafarey & Lahiri, 2000; Myers, 1989; Woodhead, 1999).
Yet strenuous and long hours of work could definitely be incompatible with schooling.
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The national survey report on ‘child labor’ and education shows that 34% of working
children both in rural and urban areas of Ethiopia were able to integrate their education
with work. On the other hand, another 34% were not attending school, (CSA, 2002,
quoted in Alebachew, 2007). On the other hand, Abiy’s (2002) analysis of the
educational attainment of child domestics in Addis Ababa, who are assumed to be the
most vulnerable and out of school children among working children, shows that 65 % of
were attending school during the study time. A recent study in Dilla found that the
overwhelming majority (92%) of the working children interviewed were combining
their work with school attendance without major difficulty and 40% of the children
were migrants who moved seasonally to secure the necessary resource to pursue their
education (Alebachew, 2007). Thus, as Kielland & Tovo have correctly argued
It is an oversimplification to assume that school children don’t work and that
working children don’t go to school. Most African children both work and go to
school. Conversely, quite a few African children neither go to school nor work,
not because they are spoiled or lazy, but because neither work nor school is
realistically accessible for them.(Kielland & Tovo, 2006:15).
The suggestions and policy implications which derive out of the literature on the subject
ranges from viewing compulsory primary education as a panacea for the ‘child labor’
problem to assertions that with the introduction of such compulsory education and
‘child labor’ laws children will no longer be seen in the workplace (Weiner, 1991;
Burra, 1995). Opponents of this view warn that stigmatizing work and working children
and excluding children from the production of value may reinforce their vulnerability to
exploitation (Nieuwenhuys, 1996; Jafarey & Lahiri, 2002). In this view, what is needed
is flexible school programmes, improved working conditions and rewarding curriculum
(see, for instance, Boyden, 1997; Myers, 1989; Bourdillon, 2000).
The findings
Narrating the children’s stories
Below I present the stories of four working children. Although limited in scope, the
narratives provide some glimpses into the lives and lived experiences of individual
working children who often are subsumed as aggregated data under the umbrella of
child laborers or under the guises of the household concept.
1. Feleku: The child bride who fled home
Sixteen- year-old Feleku’s small fist grips the metal pestle tight, bringing it down with a
firm thud. Inside the mortar are the coffee beans that her fostering relative has just
finished roasting. Feleku pounds the beans into a smooth powder, which she then
scoops into a clay coffee pot and places over the charcoal fire. Feleku's relative has
guests, and she is helping to serve them. While her relative prepares kollo (roasted
grain) for the guests, Feleku brings the coffee to a boil. She takes the pot off the fire and
sets it onto a holder made of woven grass. After waiting for the grounds to settle, she
pours the coffee into small cups placed in neat rows on the tray before her. Feleku
responds with discipline and concentration to all that her relative asks, performing each
task accordingly. When the third pot of coffee has been drunk and the cups collected,
washed and put away, Feleku’s relative told her that she is free to go to school. She
rushed to the back of the hut to change into her uniform, grabbed her small bundle of

1015

Alebachew Adem Nurye

exercise books and headed out to school. "I want to become a nurse," she says, and to
this end she attends class at Kale Hiwot primary school.2
Feleku was born in a small remote village in east Gondar zone in northwestern
Ethiopia. She is the last born in a family of five children. The husband of her distant
relative brought her to Dilla. While in her home village, Feleku did not have the
opportunity to attend school. She rather labored hard at home and in the field fetching
water, firewood and fodder for livestock. When Feleku saw some village girls who
stayed in big towns for some time and returned to the village “well-fed,“ ”dressed”, and
“educated” and she heard those returnees (“shinning girls”) talking good things about
town life, she began to dream about education and urban way of life. When her relative
visited the village and paid a visit to her parents with some gifts she though that the time
had come for her to realize her dreams. She secretly paid a visit to the mother of her
relative whom she knew well and asked if she could go with the relative. She was
promised but when her parents knew this, Feleku was beaten and warned not to think
about such things in the future.
In the meantime, the frustrated parents decided to do something to force Feleku stay
in the village. Thus marriage was arranged without her consent. When Feleku
discovered that she was going to marry someone whom she did not know, some bad
experiences of other girls in her village came to her mind. Although she begged her
parents and other kin to cancel the marriage arrangement nobody listened. So Feleku
decided to escape and move to the town where she thought she could attend school and
life would be better. Fortunately, she heard that the husband of her relative has come to
attend a funeral ceremony in the village. She met the man, told him everything and her
decision. The man hesitated but Feleku firmly expressed to him that she will escape
herself if not allowed to go with him.
Four years have passed since Feleku fled from home. She attends evening class at
Kale Hiwot primary school and has reached 3rd grade. Although Feleku realized that she
was not working as hard as she should at school, she said she was not worried because
she was a bright pupil and knew she would pass. She wanted to become a doctor and
said this was possible because she was good in mathematics. She said she wanted this
so that she could serve her villagers and also make enough money to help her family.
According to Feleku, her work is more than a survival strategy. She is pleased for the
job as it provided the opportunity to escape from the experience of being beaten,
oppressed, and harassed by unwanted and violent rural husbands. She also welcomed
her chance of attending school which she could not have imagined at home. Her
employers povide her stationery materials and cosmetics freely. The relative saves 50
Birr each month as her salary and buy her clothes. In consultation with her, a portion is
sent back home for holidays and purchase of livestock. She felt proud when telling me
that she bought a horse for her father and further bought two sheep to be raised in her
name. She admitted, however, that she encountered some problems at work. Chief
among them was the health-related risks she faced. Because she sometimes cooked and
washed whole day, she often had back and leg pains.

2

I, together with another friend, was the guest who participated in Feleku’s coffee service. Feleku’s
relative who invited us for the coffee ceremony was a nurse at Wonago health station (a town 12 km
away from Dilla). She works with my wife and the two were close friends. It was through this
relationship that I happen to observe Feleku serving the coffee and later on approached her for my
interview.
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2. Migration for education: Iyasu’s journey to Dilla
The story of Iyasu hints on how those children who lacked the resources to cover their
educational expenses attempts to sponsor their own education by venturing far and
working hard during their school recess times in the summer.
Iyasu, 16, was hawking lottery tickets when I first met him. He shared rooms with
three friends in a small service quarter which they rented 30 Birr. Iyasu has changed
jobs and tried to combine different jobs so that he can earn and save more for his school
expenses. He is the fourth-born in a family of seven children in a remote village in
Wolayita, the high-density district of the Southern Regional State. From there, he has
been coming to Dilla on a temporary basis since 2003. He described how he thought of
coming to Dilla: “When I was promoted to grade 5 my parents find it hard to send me to
the nearest school to attend school. I realized that if I am to continue my education
beyond grade 5 I must help myself…. Fortunately,” he continued, “I met Dessalegn
who used to go and work in Dilla for a similar reason who told me everything about
Dilla.”
Iyasu has tried different jobs. He first worked as a street vendor. Low income and
unreliable market forced him to opt for hawking lottery tickets which he found easy to
combine with other activities (driving a horse-cart). Asked about his working strategies
Iyasu said “Every morning I wake up early, take my breakfast and start driving my
horse cart until midday. During lunch time I target lunch-hour clients… for my lottery
tickets…On better days, I earn up to 25 Birr a day. During weekdays I earn up to 15
Birr…”.To minimize his expenses in Dilla Iyasu “… help out in restaurants and
butchery houses cleaning compounds and running errands. In exchange they provide
me left over food which I like most as it contains meat and a lot of stuffs. We don’t have
such food at home”. In this way, Iyasu saves between 8 and 15 Birr a day (depending on
the day’s income) and 10 Birr a week (in a saving association). Back home, he uses
most of his income for his school expenses including stationeries, rent, food, and for
buying articles. Iyasu also contributed to his sister’s educational expenses. His dream is
to join Dilla University and train as a university teacher.
3. The Story of Jacob the barber
Barbershops in Dilla are both sites of business as well places of social interactions.
While anyone with scissors and a stool can make a rickshaw and establish themselves as
a barber in the town’s market or its outskirts (and not a few attempt to do so),
maintaining a relatively successful barbershop requires some sources of investment, as
well as competence in the popular forms of barbering. Rents must be paid,
infrastructural maintenance is required to assure an adequate supply of electricity,
proper electric razors, and aprons for clients, hair care products and sounds and scenes
that make a barbershop attractive (newspapers, special magazines, games, radio and
cassettes, even satellite TV that clients can partake of) must be provided.
Jacob was an outspoken 17-year-old boy from Wolayita who works in his own
barbershop. He came to Dilla at the age of 13 to join his older brother who had migrated
to Dilla earlier. Jacob himself narrates his own experience;
I worked as an assistant in three minibuses for about 2 years. My two employers
were ‘bad’…. They demanded me to work day and night butt were unwilling to
pay me more than 10 Birr a day. While working under such conditions, a friend of
mine (himself a minibus assistant) found me another minibus to work with. This
time the driver whom I worked with was a kind young man who paid me tips
everyday I worked hard, in addition to my daily salary of 15 Birr. He provided me
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shelter and paid extra for bed and food every time we passed the night outside
Dilla.
After Jacob worked for a year the kind driver (who was also the owner of the car) left
the driving job and the owner employed another “bad” driver. Increasingly, Jacob was
unable to agree with his new boss: “Everyday business is not ok; he used to shout at me.
He became aggressive and we used to fight a lot. He cuts my salary for every reason.”
This encouraged him and his older brother to think about and look for another job.
One day Jacob’s brother came with an idea. The idea was for Jacob to gain training
in hair cutting styles and to open their own barbershop. ”It took me only a weeks time to
learn every hair cut style that most young people in Dilla would like to have”, he
assured me proudly. He got on-job training with someone whom they knew and they
bought the necessary materials from second hand shops. They brought their sister from
Wolayita to help them in cleaning and other necessary support at home and in the
barbershop.
I visited the barber shop repeatedly and even used the room to spend time chatting
with him, visitors and customers and for interviewing other children. As he told me,
Jacob earns between 20 and well over 50 Birr a day. Especially during holidays, he
works tirelessly and he is planning to add more seats and hire other family members.
As regards education, Jacob has attended up to grade 3. He was unable to attend
school when he was a minibus assistant, as he could not get time. But during the time of
data collection he was reluctantly attending night school at the nearest Dawit primary
school but has planned to quit this. Rather he plans to expand his business. His is
optimistic about his future. According to him education is not a priority if one could
earn a living the same way other big merchants did through trading and with little
formal schooling.
I asked Jacob why he planned to drop out of school and his response was not a
surprise to me:
I know some basic mathematics and few English words. Now my job is teaching
me a lot. I am gaining knowledge and developing my skills. Everyday I meet so
many people who share me their work and life experiences and about good and
bad things including business. I have customers of all sorts-students, teachers,
business people, farmers and all these share their experience in my shop... I
consider this small shop as my school…
Many of the barbers whom I met and talked to indicated that they regard their work not
merely as a source of their livelihoods but also as a place or learning and developing a
set of ‘professional’ skills which can be further utilized to get ahead and fulfill their
own aspiration of a better life for themselves and their dependents. Moreover, these
skills ad the work of barbering were embraced as signs of competence, and mastery
over the forms and demands of urban living. In fact, it was very easy for me to
crosscheck what Jacob has told to me. I personally witnessed many of Jacob’s
customers’ and visitors’ profile and their lively discussions and debates on a wide range
of issues from local business to issues of globalization, agriculture to quarrying, from
religion, music, urbanization, global media to politics. The displays, openneness and
accessibility or permeability of the barbershops allows clients of varying personal
profiles and interests to meet and share experiences and opinions. It is commonplace to
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see clients getting haircuts and shaves joking with the barber, idle barbers chatting
among themselves, with customers, with neighboring shoppers or any passersby.3
As such, it is clear that the barbershop as a site is more than a place of work and of
societal interaction. Comparatively speaking, it is a place, which affords a degree of
opportunity, and a sense of entitlement and relative freedom, and a place where one can
be independent from exploitative employees or rough “bosses”. All these are
comparative advantages and attractive features of the workplace when compared with
the school setting where most students feel more restricted by the curriculum and the
school regulations, as well as more controlled and vulnerable at the mercy of more
powerful staffs.
4. The story of Muna
Muna is a 14-year-old kollo (roasted grains) hawking girl from a family of three
children. She is a thin but long and good-looking girl. I first saw her when she was
awarded a certificate for her ‘excellent’ academic achievement (she stood second in her
class of 79 students in grade 6). Although Muna began to work due to economic
compulsion, an improvement in the living condition of her family could not stop her
from working. As she proudly narrates;
When we first arrived in Dilla from Arbaminch we relied on the income of my
father which was too low to cover living expenses for the family (of 6 members).
When I was in grade 4, I met Zeritu (kollo hawker). Zeritu became my close
friend and she used to tell me everything about her work. With her advice and the
encouragement of my mother I started to work… After sometime, when my
mother got a job as a cooker at Dilla University, she told me to stop working and
rather work hard in school. But I resisted the pressure from her. As long as I am
able to work hard in school, why I stop working? I know how my work has given
me the chance to know many things in life. I met a lot of people…gain some
knowledge…supports my grand parents….
In this way Muna perceived herself as ‘mature’ and responsible daughter. She works for
about 4 hours after school from Monday to Saturday as Sundays are reserved for church
services and family interactions. Her work schedule (usually between 3 pm and 7 pm)
allowed her to concentrate on her study and as she claims she never missed school and
actively participated in sports with encouragement from her parents. Muna’s homeroom
teacher praised her not only for her academic achievement, but also for her exemplary
behavior. In addition to hawking kollo, Muna occasionally (during religious and
national holidays) work as a manicurist looking for the nails of customers. Muna said
she enjoyed working because of being together with her sister (who occasionally
accompany her) and her friends and the opportunity her work provided to meet and play
with them, some of whom are very intimate and close allies to her, and also the fact that
she did not have to work hard at home since her siblings have to take the chores.
Muna complained about some less-than well-behaved customers who tried to touch
her when she served them. She said this was particularly the case when she served kollo
at some local drinking houses to a group of males, some of whom might, in touching

3

In this case it is also important to consider other work places such as shoe shine stands, vending streets
and markets all provide not only a service but also a venue of conversation, a place to wait, to watch,
to talk, to debate, study and do some other ‘businesses.’
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her, joking say, you are beautiful, or you will be my wife. But, as she reported, this
happens to her even if she is not at work.
As to her future plan, Muna said “I want to prove that girls are as good and
responsible as boys are. I want to be a doctor when I grow up.” To realize her dream
she has her mother on her side. When I asked Muna’s mother about what she wished for
Muna, the mother stated that she would go any length to help her Muna her dream come
true.
Discussions on findings from the children’s stories
1. The motives and decisions for working
The extracts show that the reasons for working ranged from material deprivations within
households to individual initiatives by children to meet a multiplicity of needs. Children
worked not only because they were told to do so by parents or siblings, but also on their
own because they felt responsible to meet their own ends. The children were well aware
of their own circumstances and of their family conditions. Thus they felt not only
increasing individual responsibility, but also an increasing sense of responsibility for
other household members.
The children are serious in their work and knew some business strategies. The way
they advertise their merchandises or services, negotiate with suppliers and woo buyers
demonstrate some of the great traits that most child workers share-competitiveness,
flexibility and enthusiasm. Although I cannot say that the children were fully competent
in every respect, I would argue that they exercised agency and some degree of
responsibility. The retreat from village life in order to escape unwanted and premature
marriage or the restrictions of traditional family norms and expectations is a good
indicator of the competency of the girl child in assessing her present circumstances and
future life. This way, the children acted in what seemed a logical and justifiable manner.
2. Work and school
All of the four children were attending school while working. Two of them were among
the best students in their respective classes, as their school certificates and homeroom
teachers testified. Others were average students. Three of them (except Jacob)
highlighted the importance of schooling for their future (adult) life and valued both
work and schooling. Although work appeared to dominate the lives of the children, it
did not do so to the extent of making school attendance a great problem. The shift
system in the schools provided them the opportunity to work while attending school in
either of the school timetables (morning or afternoon). Like Feleku, some children
attend night schools. Given the complex realities of child work as demonstrated by the
stories of the children, it is not clear as to why some analysts have advocated
compulsory education as a replacement activity (see, for example Weiner, 1991).
3. Challenges and dreams in life
Studies indicate that when parents or relatives apportion and oversee work given to the
child with affection and sensitivity to their children’s needs, it can build a sense of
efficacy and self-esteem (Bequele & Myers, 1995; Boyden & Deborah, 2000).
Challenging and varying practical skills and experiences might enhance cognitive
development (especially problem-solving skills and creativity), giving children a sense
of pride and satisfaction. On the other hand, there are aspects of child work that appear
detrimental to the children’s development, such as strenuous and long hours of work.
With time an activity may become routinely repetitive and lacking stimulation and
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creativity. This is true of domestic work where the child is at risk from fatigue and from
domestic accidents such as burns, strained muscles or abuses.
All the children have plans for improving their life but their plans and ambitions
varied. For instance, while Feleku aspired to obtain university education, Jacob intends
to continue working and hope to benefit from expansion of personal businesses.
Outcomes of the interviews on school experience
Children are at the centre of the school system, so it is surprising how rarely they are
asked about their experience and understanding of school life. In my effort to gain a
comprehension of the children’s insights on the school system, their teachers and the
subjects they were thought, I have made conversations and interviewed some of the
working children whom I met in the schools and classes I visited. From my
impressionistic observation and the conversations and interviews I made I was able to
understand how the children felt vulnerable in school. They all were aware of the power
of teachers, of the personal assessment to which they were subject, of the control which
is exercised over them and of the curriculum in terms of which they were expected to
progress.
With few exceptions, most classrooms are generally muddy, dilapidated, crowded
and children were sitting in old fashioned and broken chairs, but with extreme
seriousness and concentration. In one class of seventy-six eleven to fourteen years olds,
there were fruit vendors, kollo (roasted grain) and lottery hawkers, petty (gulit) traders,
manicurist girls and shoe shine and “taxi” boys. Some of these children told me about
their expectations and expressed frustrations in relation to teacher’s behaviors and ways
of class management and disciplining. Teachers are also criticized for failures to
conform to local standards of morality. For instance, a 14 old manicurist girl said
School is nice because you can study hard and get jobs….But they (teachers)
scold you and some are not serious. You see them chewing chat and over drunk”.
A 10 year “taxi” boy added “Mr….and Ms…are good. They teach us English and
drawing. But I don’t like Mr.…He tells you ‘Fold your arms’ and when you are
folding your arms, he gives you a slap or kicks you with a big stick”. According to
Kanishe (16, shoe shine boy) “When you put up your hands to ask something-if
you get stuck on something-he scolds you and ends up blowing you up and say
‘You are stupid. You don’t listen”. And for Tirsit (15, petty trader) “Mr…is good.
He is very helpful. But Mr…. is not good. If a student is making a mistake, then
he starts blaming all of us. Sometimes he threw chalks or a duster
Apart from teachers’ motivations, there is the issue of quality and relevance of curricula
materials to the lives of the poor. For instance, there is the important factor of school
perception by children and adults that the education given is such that it will not win
them employment at the end. This perception seems true when one sees that much
formal education derives from European middle class values and is often ill adapted to
the local environment. Consequently, it focuses on obtaining certificates rather than on
understanding the environment in which children live. That is why we find Iyasu
working in his own barbershop and claiming that, unlike school, his work is teaching
him to make an adequate living.
The cases presented above provide evidence that school is not the only place where
serious learning happens and sometimes it is not the best or the most effective place.
More broadly, vendors and small-scale service providers are not merely earning
incomes, they are also learning all the social and economic skills involved in
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successfully plying their trade or service. What can be said about those work activities
which provide opportunities for creativity or allow the chance to acquire some specific
skills in accounting, administrative practices or specific techniques in agriculture,
hunting or fishing? The work places (the streets, shops, and fields), not schools, seem
the most likely place to learn them.
On the other hand, a child’s own assessment of education as a means of securing his
or her future wellbeing might encourage him/her to drop out or, alternatively, to go to
extraordinary lengths to pursue education (Camacho, 1999; Alebachew, 2001, 2002).
My field diaries and interview notes are full of references to young people drifting to
Dilla because they had dropped out of school as there are no schools or been unable to
acquire the resource to continue schooling. However, my field diaries and interview
notes are also littered with examples of young people who, rather than dropping out, had
migrated to acquire the funds to continue their studies or further their education. Not
few young people migrate seeking apprenticeship opportunities in Dilla. I argue that the
advantages of work discussed above are genuine and important, but I cannot claim for
generality. It is clear that not all work is of the kind that gives obvious dignity or
purpose to life, or makes it easy for the workers to exercise freedom, skills, and
responsibility. Some work is tedious and exhausting, socially degrading, harmful or
exploitative. But those reservations can apply to adults and children alike.
Concluding remark
Children are as much part of the economy as adults as they are affected by economic
and social change, and indeed contribute to it as they struggle to make lives for
themselves and their dependents. And in Ethiopia where economic and cultural realities
make work discipline invaluable for everyday survival, work constitutes an integral part
of growing up and that for many young people there is no sharp transition from child
worker to employed adult, rather a continuity of experience.
In this article I presented some evidence to suggest that work has to be analyzed and
understood in terms of local particularities which relate to child rearing and
socialization practices, in terms of economic needs, and particularly in the context of
problems at school (de-contextualized learning) and with access to professional
occupations. When work presents essential advantages over schooling, it is difficult to
define the relationship between work and education in terms of Western
conceptualizations and to shift attention towards limiting children’s options and
participation through labour legislations.
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Church as a refuge for marginalized children in urban Ethiopia
Girmachew Adugna1
The trend towards greater urbanization has profound social consequences for all segments
of society, particularly for children who migrate to cities in order to improve their
livelihood. This paper highlights the causes, processes and patterns of children’s migration
to the city and analyses how they survive and use the public space in the urban
environment. More specifically, it explores the meaning and role of churches for children
who make a living on street based activities in Addis Ababa.

Introduction
Most indicators confirm that children in developing countries are among the most
vulnerable group who have been disadvantaged in the realm of economic and social
development (UNICEF, 2000). The factors that explain the causes of orphanhood,
streetism and childhood marginalization in Ethiopia are as complex as the socioeconomic, political and cultural situations that underpin the life of the entire society
(Tatek 2002). The trend towards greater urbanization has profound social consequences
for all segments of society, particularly for children who migrate to cities in order to
improve their livelihood. Ethiopia is one of the least developed countries of the world,
with more than half of its population living below poverty line. Poverty is not only
pervasive but also age and gender biased. Children face complex and interwoven socioeconomic problems and remain the most vulnerable groups of the population.
Children of the rural community migrate to Addis Ababa either alone or together
with their families. Consequently, in both cases, exposure of children to the problem of
streetism is very high. Any one who walks on the streets of Addis Ababa does not fail to
observe street children who live and work on the street of the city. According to
MOLSA (2002), about 150,000 children live on the streets in Ethiopia, about 60,000 of
them in Addis Ababa. However, UNICEF (2000) estimates that the problem may be far
more serious, with nearly 600,000 street children countrywide and over 100,000 in
Addis Ababa. However, it is assumed that the number could be even higher than these
estimates given the influx of migrants and displaced people into the main urban centers
of the country after the change of government and the recurring drought (FSCE 2003).
Similarly, Child Hope, an NGO working with street children, claimed that about
500,000 rural children are not given the opportunity to go to school since they are living
in extreme poverty. This creates the potential for thousands more children to head to the
cities and onto the street (ibid).
Street children are marginalized and feel excluded in the society where they are a
part. Marginalized children in alien environment are without adequate resource, and the
majorities are forced to enter some sort of self-employment, such as shoe shining and
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petty trading. Marginal groups of people, particularly children, confronted with a
shortage of food, clothing, and shelter while living on the street.
These children lack the access to basic necessities from family, society, as well as
governmental and non –governmental organizations. They do not often have education
and basic skills necessary to deal with the risk factors and cope with adversity. For
many children, the perceptions that larger towns offer greater economic opportunities
make the streets more attractive alternative than a poverty-stricken rural household
(Kopaka, 2001). In spite of this, the life they are going to face in the city is often
difficult. They must beg or drift on the streets in order to earn a living.
The intention of this paper is to assess the causes, processes and patterns of
children’s migration to the city and to show how they survive and use the public space
in the urban environment. More specifically, the paper attempts to see what roles
churches could play in the livelihood strategies of marginalized children. The paper
focuses on street children with rural origin, under the age of eighteen, who earn a living
through street based activities in Addis Ababa.
Rural children: from villages to city streets
This section helps to highlight the patterns and processes of child migration from the
countryside to Addis Ababa so as to reveal how migration exacerbates the problem of
streetism. Member of some cultural groups migrate more than others (Lewis in Ilbery
1998). For example, Serbs in Yugoslavia and Kikuyu in Kenya contribute with large
number of migrants to urban centers (Oberi 1986 in Doti 2005). Children from one
ethnic group or geographic origin do not dominate the streets of Addis Ababa. The
migrating children often are from various ethnic and geographical regions, mainly from
the north and southern part of the country. However, Gurage’s migration to urban areas
is an age-old tradition. It can be regarded as a norm or tradition as well as coping
mechanism. Nowadays, it seems that the Gojjamie children challenge the dominant
position of the Gurage’s when it comes to the number of children migrating. Children
usually mostly come from very distance places.
The migration literature has dwelt on both ‘pull’ and ‘push’ factors for migration to
occur. However, the pull – push factors vary from context to context. For example
Brigsen (1996 in Ellis 2000) finds that the pull of higher wages is more important than
the push of land scarcity in explaining migration decisions in Kenya; while Adams
(1993 in Ellis 2000) finds the reverse in the study of the factors explaining international
migration from rural Egypt. In practice, it is not easy to purely identify whether the
reasons to move to the city are either aligned to ‘pull’ or ‘push’ factors. Hence, I would
say that it is a continuum – in between push- pull factors.
Although the problem of street children is understood as an urban phenomenon, the
factors exacerbating the problem originate, by and large, in the rural villages.
Determinants of rural children’s migration to Addis Ababa are not dominated by a
single factor but caused by a combination of multiple and interrelated factors. It is
usually in response to the deterioration of the living conditions in rural villages. The
prime motive generating children’s migration to the city, however, is to contribute for
the improvement of their families’ livelihood which is constrained by scarcity of land,
low and disappointing agricultural productivity, high population pressure, erosion of
assets, inability to afford the costs of agricultural inputs, drought and environmental
degradation.
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It is important to note that the farmland especially in the northern parts of the country
cannot produce anything without fertilizers and yet farmers have limited capacity to
afford to buy them. Poor parents are often forced to depend upon their children’s
incomes, besides their own effort, to maintain their household subsistence. Besides; the
youth have no access to land so they have to look for other means of survival.
Melaku, 15, has seven brothers and sisters. He came from Merawi, Gojjam two
years ago. He says: ‘When I see returnees of my age mates changing their cloths,
buy sheep’s and fertilizers for their parents I decide to come to Addis Ababa. My
parents do not have enough land and do not afford to buy fertilizers. The land is
not even sufficient to built tents for three people in the house let alone seven
people. Moreover, my parents are getting old and need our help. I want to change
my families’ condition and myself. I also want to get blessing from my old
parents. My parents didn’t want to send me to the town. My mother was crying
while I left the village. My parents say ‘we better die together here in our home
than you dye in other people’s place’. I told them that you live in poverty and I
don’t want to be like you. I better go somewhere and try my best instead of dying
by hunger there. I promised myself to help my mother. She carried me for nine
months and fed me her burst for three years. I always regret that they didn’t send
me to school. My mother puts lots of efforts to nurture us. I saw poverty in my
mothers face and promised to give her cloths once in a year and buy fertilizers.
This commitment shows that children, like Melku, can make autonomous decisions
hoping to change the prevailing condition to the better. Although, in most occasions, I
would say that, the onus of initiating migration decision lies in the individual children,
consensus comes from the family. Rural children from different parts of the country
have learned to treat migration as an alternative to stay in the villages.
Chronic livelihood poverty in rural areas of the country, which traditionally relied
upon subsistence farming, in general, leads children to move to cities to find economic
niches in the low paid informal sectors of urban areas. Reasons for migration differ
from child to child. The survey revealed that 70 % of the respondents left their villages
to seek wage employment to help their families, while 30 % of the respondents migrated
for other reasons like peer influence, domestic violence, death of parents, escaping early
marriage, lack of education and health facilities. Some children wish to escape a rural
life for urban.
In sum, children's migration is a response to social, economic, demographic changes
in society, which usually are visible at the household level. More specifically, their
migration, often, is economically- motivated, looking for a better life for themselves and
their families
Street children and the public space
The actual and perceived economic opportunities available in urban areas attract rural
children to the city. Once in the city, they have to struggle to survive, develop and
integrate into the urban environment. The challenge for street children with rural origin
is double in a sense that the context in which they live is distinct from their original
places. As individual case studies implied, children who live on the street do not form a
homogenous category. Nor do they earn their living similarly. Street children survive
through undertaking a wide variety of activities, which mainly take place in the informal
sector. They usually do not have a fixed career. In other words, they jump over
opportunities based on the nature of the reward or the benefit they draw or do it in
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combination. Street children’s choices and of outcomes of career are profoundly
influenced by age, gender, ethnicity, place of origin and informal networks.
The notion of place can be understood in terms of location (a specific point on the
earth’s surface), a sense of place (the subjective feelings people have about places,
including the role of place in their individual and group identity) and as locale (a setting
and scale for people’s daily actions and interactions (Castree in Holloway & Valentine
2003). Urban space is a key element of physical capital in livelihood strategies for the
urban poor (Nooraddin 1998 in Rakodi 2002). In all sort of activities, street children
use the public space and the social environment for economic reasons. Street children
have detail knowledge of the public space and are usually derive benefits out of it. A
certain groups of children define their living and working place and use all opportunities
that the place offers or entails to them. Street children in Addis as in other cities like
Caracas (Marquez 1999), Northeast Brazil (Hetch 1998), Cali (Apteker 1998),
Katmandu (Larsen 2003) move around the city in order to make a living. They have
often-cognitive maps, which they follow in their day-to-day life. The maps have both
temporal and spatial legends.
Accessing a given territory means accessing better livelihood opportunities. Street
children choose a place to spend the night based on its social, security and economic
advantages. They, for instance, prefer to occupy a ‘suitable’ workspace or a place that
enables them to access food, shade, toilet, employment or if it enhances other livelihood
prospects and spatial clustering in which economic opportunities can flourish. The
specific street corner, by default, belongs to those children who usually work there. In
addition, children’s territoriality is better explained in terms of the series of chains and
networks that has been established for being in a defined place for long. Changing
living or working place within a city, therefore, means the loss of social capital that may
have been in the making for years. Although street children move across the city on
daily basis, they mostly occupy a certain place (territory) to make a living. Knowing the
area, the people and its activities is part of the children’s survival strategies.
They continuously interact with many social actors in order to ensure security at
local level. The choices of territories are not only based on the opportunities the place or
territory offers but also the risks associated to the place that they live or work in. It is
argued elsewhere that risk assessment and decision-making are increasingly important
features of daily life (Giddens 1984; 1992; Beck 1992 in Valentine 1997; Fraser 1997).
Risks and opportunities have an impact on children’s mobility and use of the public
space. Most informants claim they are free in their actions compared to ‘home’ children
who have strict spatio-temporal rules and boundaries that are squeezing them out of
public space (see also Valentine 1997).
Church as a public space
In order to be beneficial from the public space and access livelihood opportunities,
marginalized children compete to occupy proximate locations. Within a city center
pedestrian roads, taxi and bus terminals, churches, market and shopping places, cinema
and theater halls, etc are crucial places that have considerable potential to generate
income. Gaining livelihood opportunities in urban areas means being well located in
terms of physical proximity to access opportunities, for example, appropriate ‘work’
space. Melaku,15, is a handicapped boy who begs around St. Mary’s church in Arat
Kilo says:
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I beg people for alms so that I can buy bread, tea, and sometimes to rent a shelter.
In fact, instead of begging, I prefer to work. But the problem is I have no money
to start any business. There are works one can start with some money such as shoe
shining. Early in the morning and late in the afternoon, I hang around here
(church) to earn some money from begging. At the end of the day, I can get
considerable amount of money.
Various services given by churches attract congregations of different groups of people.
Most followers of the Orthodox Church (the dominant church in the county) go to
church almost every morning and evening to confess, pray and hear a gospel. Although
street children do not get direct help from churches, the church with their constant
throngs of people, offers opportunities for children to beg for alms or food. Begging is a
principal means of income for many children. Street children like Melaku adopt
different skills, abilities or special talents to draw the attention of sympathizers. They
beg pedestrians by stretching their arms with phrases like dabo gizalign (buy me bread),
santiem sitegn (give me alms), and yemaderia (give me for a shelter), etc. Sympathizers
usually respond by either saying yelegnim (I have nothing) or egziabher yistilign (let
God help you). However, in most cases, children get alms from sympathizers around
churches.
Although children often experience aggressive and unkind responses from the
passersby, they will not be discouraged from doing their ‘work’. In addition to begging,
street venders, mainly children, crowd around church doors in the hope of selling small
items which are important for or during worships (such as candles, spiritual song
cassettes, books, pictures, grasses) and other items like home made foods, candy, etc. In
addition, children offer services ranging from shoe shining to car watching and car
washing. Marginalized children can obtain food, shelter and work opportunities while
they hang around churches. From these perspectives, church is used as a public space,
which is vital for the survival of marginalized children in the urban setting.

Pic 1. Marginalized children sleeping in churchyards, Bole Medhanialem
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However, marginalized children’s problem should not only be considered as material
or economic, but exclusion and/or holding marginal position is painful to bear. To be
respected is a basic human right. Different stereotypes pertaining to behavior and habits
designate most children not only to unworthy of charity but also love and respect. In
order to get recognition from as a full-fledged member of the society, marginalized
children go to church since they believe that church and biblical community consider
them as part of their group or co-religionist. Moreover, religious people believe that
marginalized people have grace in the kingdom of God. Apart from this, marginalized
children hang around churches to pray and to find peace. In other words, church is a
place of peace and solitary reflection to meet God.
He said to them, ‘let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the
kingdom of God belongs to such as these’. Contrary to this, I observed that gatekeepers
are chasing them away from churchyards.
Understanding and respecting marginal children’s religious beliefs and observances
by the biblical community is an important step in the process of cohesion, and can help
to relieve much anxiety and contribute to develop a sense of identity and spirituality. In
this case, church help these children to fulfill their spiritual needs which includes giving
meaning to life, being aware of the mysteries of life and developing one’s own beliefs
and get acceptance for them (Bradford 1995 cited in Crompton 1998).
The quest for meaning and value by which we live is the basic aim of spirituality.
The spiritual area is concerned with the awareness that a person has those elements in
existence and experience which may be defined in terms of inner feelings and beliefs;
they affect the way people see themselves and throw light on the purpose and meaning
of life itself (DES 1977 in Crompton 1998). Street children usually value life at home
than on the street. Therefore, they consider churches as home where they can get peace.
This is because church accepts them as a full-fledged member in Gods kingdom despite
their marginal position in the society in which they are a part. In addition, sharing
worship with co-religionists offers them a sense of belongingness, cohesion and
emotional nourishment, which could promote their self-esteem. Therefore, this helps
them to refresh their life grow away from the sense of guilt, distress, shame, and identity
confusion.
Spirituality is the awareness of feelings and beliefs which in turn stimulate selfawareness and answers the ‘whys’ of life (Crompton 1998). Abeba, a street girl, who
survives by begging, says I live together with 6 friends in a rented house around the bus
station. I used to beg in Raguel church. But nowadays I quit begging and start selling
small items around Piazza. She said living on the street is horrible but with God I can
manage. Had it not been for His help, I couldn’t survive. Similarly, Wami, a Muslim
shoeshine Gurage boy, goes to the mosque close to his work place about five times a
day for worship. He stays there for about 20 minutes and comes back to his work. Many
of them I interviewed have established a close bond with centers of worship in their
respective religion. Although religious beliefs and practices may not seem important to
marginalized children, it is an integral part of their survival. It is important to note that
church is a refuge from worldly and spiritual point of view.
Early intervention
Inline with the universal notion that children need support, church is an important place
for marginalized groups in general and children in particular. Consequently, churches
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need to target marginalized children and youth and embodied them for spiritual teaching
which enable them experience Godly and virtuous living style, which is characterized
by responsibility for oneself and others. One important arena that church needs to
address is the problem of getting children off the street and preventing delinquency.
These children survive at the margin as a result of lack of resources and basic skills.
Church can establish a day centre where street children can receive food, education, life
long skills. The school would have vocational training classes for older children, plus
spiritual lessons and counseling for all children. Such skills are mostly achieved through
practical education like carpentry, home economics, and so forth.
Another aspect, given its resource constraint, is helping children discover Jesus
through their life on the streets, become disciples even if their circumstances don’t
change. For street children, their living situation is seen as ‘legitimate community’.
Although it may seem strange to reach these children in unusual setting, it will help
them to relieve from their ‘usual’ lived experience. Teaching marginal children is vital
to value and practice spiritual and healthy lifestyle to change their negative sense of self
and worthlessness and enriching their daily life. They can be taught to eke out from
harmful surviving practices or not to enter into delinquency or unhealthy way of living.
Church can give honor by accepting the Son of Man who had no place to lay his head at
the end of the day. This could move marginalized children to faithfulness and healthy
spirituality in the midst of their misery reality and help children to manage their life
properly.
In addition, there is a need to intervene in to a more holistic perspective on the child
and family. Children who come out to the streets are not only due to economic
difficulties but also inappropriate treatment by their parents. In order to alleviate the
problem, churches need to re-establish relationships with families, and commence a
community education program. In this regard, the program should focus on empowering
children, families and breaking the cycle of poverty. Parents and the community should
be offered parenting classes and have opportunities to establish healthy parent-child
relationship. Preaching or teaching parents and other community members have the
potential of transferring the level of responsibility to make a difference on the lives of
marginalized children.
However, churches in countries like Ethiopia are limited by resources and, hence,
can’t give substantial spiritual and material support for marginalized children. Given the
scarcity of resources and large number of needy children, churches may not be the only
and the last solution in resolving their problem especially their material problem. As a
result, church can work in collaboration with other stakeholders such as governmental,
non-governmental and international organizations.
Churches, however, have immense potential in building children’s spiritual life
through spiritual teaching. The teaching should be based on these groups’s particular
context or ‘subculture’. According to this study, most street children with rural origin
are ‘cultured’ and not yet involved in risky practices and negative often dangerous
coping mechanisms. Church need to intervene early before they adopt delinquency
behavior, which, most often, is characterized by substance abuse, petty crime,
alcoholism, smoking, drugs, chewing chat and the like (see Peters & Mcmahon1996).
For those who are already involved in harmful activities, the objective needs to be
helping them withdraw from such harmful way of life. In this case, church can help
marginal children to pick certain positive values so as to restore the psychosocial and
cultural standing as the hallmark of cross. One of the ways to significantly reduce
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homelessness, addiction, and street crime in the future is by helping today’s
marginalized children grow up to become positive contributors to the community.
Unless appropriate interventions taken, church will continue playing her part in
reproducing poverty.
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Šik’älla: the Survival Strategies of Ethiopian Child Beggars
Tatek Abebe1
This paper explores Ethiopian children’s perspectives on begging as a way of life in Addis
Ababa. Based on seven months of ethnographic fieldwork, the author discusses the social
and economic significance of begging to otherwise impoverished children, and explores
what they beg for, as well as how and why. It is argued that begging as an activity is rather
complex and fluid, based largely on the shifting nature of the children’s livelihoods,
economic capacity, and relations with the public and their families, as well as their age,
gender and social maturity.

Introduction
In recent years there has been a growing interest in researching the living conditions of
working and street children in diverse cultures and socio-economic contexts (e.g. Hecht
2000; Ennew 2002; 2003; Young 2003; van Blerk 2005). Such studies have contributed
greatly towards improvements in the social well-being of the children, and not least to
broadening contemporary understanding of global childhoods. Research focussing on
street children’s daily experiences has emphasized their spatial mobility and everyday
geographies, but has produced only a limited knowledge of the complex ways in which
they use street environments. Among the criteria employed to categorize different types
of street children, as well as to distinguish them from non-street children, have been the
amount of time spent on the streets, the children’s relationship to a mother figure, their
behavioural characteristics, and degree of poverty (Hecht 2000; Aptekar & Henioen
2003).
Conolley and Ennew (1996) have called for a shift in the emphasis of research on
street children away from attempts to define them and instead towards analysis of their
relations with streets (and other public spaces) as well as exploring the structural factors
that are the root causes of the ‘street child phenomenon’ (see also Dallape 1996;
Beazeley 2003; Evans 2006; van Blerk 2005). From cross-cultural research points of
view, working and street childhoods contradict what it means to be a child in the
modern era. ‘Domesticity’ ‘dependency’ and ‘protection’ constitute the core ideology of
both ‘modern childhoods’ and what Boyden (1998: 191) regards as the ‘global model’
that is idealized and selectively exported to the Third World through research, popular
media and the works of charitable organizations. By being present in public spaces,
children working on streets contradict normative views that childhood should be a
work-free and a care-receiving phase of the life course (Ennew 2002; Ansell 2005).
Similarly, by living outside home, street children are believed to be ‘out of place’ and
breaking fundamental norms deemed ‘natural’ for child development, namely nuclear
families and households (Ennew 2002).
1
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In Ethiopia, the literature on children and young people in general is limited but
growing (e.g. Poluha 2004; Tatek 2008a; Tassew et al. 2008; van Blerk 2007; 2008).
Within the context of vulnerable children, few studies have explored how boys and girls
pursue unconventional life paths, including commercial sex work (Bethlehem 2005;
Hoot et al. 2007; van Blerk 2007; 2008) and begging (Tatek 2008b), despite such
unconventional forms of employment being very important in terms of generating
incomes. These studies suggest that, despite the health risks and also abuse and
harassment from the public, engagement in informal livelihoods enables many children
to obtain life sustaining necessities for themselves and for their households, and through
such work they also increase their level of social and economic independence (van
Blerk 2008).
The present paper aims to contribute knowledge about the daily lives of poor
children in Addis Ababa, and documents the ways in which begging forms the
livelihoods of some of the boys and girls in the city. More specifically, it discusses a)
children’s perceptions of begging as a way of life; b) what, why and how they beg, and
c) the variability of their competence and experiences based on age, gender and social
maturity. Each of these aspects is discussed following the section on begging and
religion in Ethiopia below. In doing so, the paper highlights the social and economic
significance of begging for deprived children and brings to the forefront their own
perspectives of their involvement in the activity. The empirical material upon which I
draw on is a larger study that explores how children negotiate their socio-spatial lives
through the various livelihood strategies they are involved in, both in their own right as
well as being an integral part of the family collective (Tatek 2008a). Seven months of
ethnographic fieldwork were carried out in the periods January–May 2005 and January–
April 2006, with subsequent short visits in October 2007. I used a wide range of
methods to facilitate children’s involvement in the research process and to enhance my
social relations with them. For reasons of space, I will not go into details regarding the
methodology, nor the ethical importance of listening to children’s accounts, but a
thorough discussion of these issues is documented elsewhere (Tatek 2008a).
Begging and religion in Ethiopia
In Ethiopia, begging has historically been considered a tragic, yet temporary aberration,
the impact of which can be relieved by rehabilitation of those who are victimized.
However, the continued practice of begging to date suggests that it has a social,
economic and cultural significance. In many parts of Ethiopia, begging related to the
practice of alms giving, supported by the religious teachings of Orthodox Christianity,
is very common. This situation differs fundamentally from the one that prevails in the
West, where Protestantism considers begging as something that is morally unacceptable.
In Addis Ababa, begging is a common practice near churches and hotels, and also in bus
stations, market places and at traffic lights. Furthermore, giving alms to the poor is a
fundamental pillar of Islam, as described in the principle of Zakat. Hence, many
children revealed that their families begged in mosques on Fridays even if they were not
followers of Muslim, and they wore hijab (a Muslim garment) so that they would be
readily distinguishable. This is striking especially because the religious background of
the children was largely uniform, with all but three of them being Orthodox Christians.
Perhaps an important factor in begging and its success is the disability status of the
actor, whether it is visual, mental or physical impairment. This is because giving alms to
disabled people, rather than to able-bodied individuals, is considered to be more
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appropriate and should be given priority. However, only three of the children were
found to have a visible physical disability, a considerable proportion of them said they
had been born to parents with visible disability problems, including deformity,
blindness and being mentally retarded. As a consequence, during their early childhood,
the children had accompanied their parents, and this suggests that there is an
intergenerational transmission of means of livelihood and the values of begging.
As way of earning an income, begging is becoming a very common practice among
many poor people in Addis Ababa, although its cultural importance is being largely
ignored. As Nieuwenhuys (2001) notes, begging involves mutual interdependence,
interaction and exchange of resources between givers and recipients, as well as between
the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ in Addis Ababa. Despite its socio-religious role,
however, the practice has increasingly been viewed as a ‘distress industry’ in social
policy. Existing research also treats begging as an activity that constitutes ‘social ills’
and ‘problems of society’ (MOLSA2 1994), or focuses on why and how adults perform
it (Wubishet 2003), with particular focus on disabled individuals. However, able-bodied
children and young people are engaged in begging, either full-time or part-time, as a
way of livelihood, or supplementing their income from begging with that from other
activities. The information presented in the following section draws on semi-structured
interviews, observations and story writing to explore the ways in which boys and girls
go about their daily lives on the streets, with specific emphasis on their perspectives on
what, how and why they beg.
Children’s perspectives on begging
Rationales for begging
The empirical materials indicate that poverty is a major trigger for children to be
tempted to work on the streets. Family disintegration, abuse and neglect by parents, and
the lack of social services are also noted as main factors for children being forced into
begging (Veale 1993). Other disruptive reasons include the failure of rural livelihoods,
including displacement due to drought, famine and war; harmful traditional practices
(e.g. early marriage), hostile step-parents, peer pressure, a lack of opportunities for
social mobility, and uncaring environments at home. The background questionnaire
survey revealed that almost half (46%) of the children sampled were living with stepparents because their biological parents had died, divorced or separated. The divorce
rate among these children’s parents appears to be high (34%). Most children reported
that their step-parents, especially their step-fathers, were abusive, as the following quote
from Elias (boy, 12 years) exemplifies:
My father used to drink all the time, and when he comes home he beats us. My
mum and he quarrel a lot. He burnt much of the stuffs she sells. They were being
mediated by elderly people in the neighbourhood, but now he has left us and is
living with a lady who has a small inn, who is selling arek’e [local whisky].
Elias and his four siblings lived with their mother who, at the time of the study, was
working as a housemaid, baking injera (pancakes, which form a staple part of local
diets) and washing clothes for people in different households. Although Elias was the
eldest in the family and sold items, all of his siblings begged on the streets:
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We beg for money, sometimes we sell lottery in Merkato and Arat Kilo [Meyazia
27 Square]. We beg because we are poor, otherwise we are all healthy. When my
mum asks us to bring some money, those of us who are strong enough will work,
if not we simply beg.
Unfulfilled expectations following migration due to rural poverty are one of the features
that characterize some of the children’s living conditions. In a story that she composed
about herself, Genet (girl, 13 years) explained:
I was born in Azezo, a locality in Gondar, northern Ethiopia, but I grew up in the
Shiromeda [Addis Ababa]. I sell lottery tickets on the streets. However, I am also
a student. I sometimes find it difficult to work on the street, and to do school
work. We don’t have a house of our own; we live in rented shack paying 95 birr
[10 USD] per month. My mother [who is blind] begs, and along with this sells
tissues, with help from my younger brother. I have a big interest in my education,
but the money we earn is so meagre that life is precarious. If we don’t pay house
rent on time our landlords throw our clothes and everything out and expel us, and
insult us. So every month, when I think of the house rent, I become highly
nervous. It worries me so much that I even think about it in class while I’m in
school. We also eat based on what we get from begging or the profit we make
from selling. Sometimes I come here without eating lunch, but finding money for
rent is always a problem.
Like Genet, housing is one of the central problems of many of the children I conducted
research with. More than three-quarters of all the children and their families live in one
of the most disadvantaged slums, with extremely poor housing and sanitary conditions.
Almost all of the children (90%) live in one-room accommodation rented from private
owners, with some rooms being shared between two families. The inability to pay for
their accommodation is one of their main challenges. Closer examination of the data
indicates that half of the child beggars come from relatively large families, ranging from
four to six members per household. This situation, when coupled with the lack of a
steady income, leads to children perform whatever kind of work they can find in the
city. In addition, a considerable number of the children who were approached in this
study were either first- or second-generation migrants. Out of a total of 60 children
sampled randomly, 31 (53%) had been born outside Addis Ababa, a third of whom were
girls. It is significant that, despite the popular belief that most children who beg on the
streets in urban areas are unaccompanied or are orphans due to HIV/AIDS, the large
majority of the children (80%) live with one parent and 67% live with both parents.
The significance of what children perform to secure family livelihoods implies
intergenerational interdependence. Begging is a solution for children who are
responsible for their own welfare and that of others within their households. Also,
because some parents cannot meet school expenses, their children beg during school
holidays:
I don’t have money to buy uniforms and items of stationary. I wear a uniform I
bought while I was in grade one [five years ago]. It is now very short for me – it is
on my knees – like a miniskirt … even then I wear it with trousers as underwear. I
don’t want to interrupt going to school. At home, we don’t have enough money to
cover all our expenses. So I buy my exercise book and pens, even if it is at the
expense of not having enough food. (Tizita, girl, 14 years)
Like Tizita, the main justification for many boys and girls to be involved in begging is
dire household poverty. In such contexts, begging ensures their basic needs are met and
that it also enhances their capacity to be significant contributors in terms of family
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income. Thus, by begging and supporting their households, child beggars fulfil a
socially meaningful and valuable role in everyday life. Moreover, some children in the
study alluded to the moral imperative of being dependent on their parents, and about the
importance of sharing their financial resources from begging with their family upon
returning home:
We do not like going back home without having some money to provide; it is a
shame. For us, to simply sit and wait for [our] weak parent to feed us is [morally]
unacceptable. Moreover, to ask our mother to give us coins in the morning to
travel downtown by bus makes us feel uncomfortable. So we go out and find
some work and earn money, including begging. (Demissie and Tebeje (the
speaker during the interview), boys, 13 years)
The above examples show how children’s participation in generating income plays a
pivotal role in sustaining their households’ livelihoods. Although Tebeje and his twin
brother begged on the streets intermittently, they did so in order to contribute to the
household income needed to sustain the family. Their mother’s relationship with them
was one of praise and appreciation for their contribution, which in turn generated a
sense of belongingness and solidarity at home. Unlike full-time street children who
seemed to be detached from their families or had quite a relaxed use of their time and
resources (see Hecht, 2000), many children in this study had come to the city for the
purpose of taking advantage of its income-generating possibilities and to help support
their families. As a consequence, rather than spending their earnings, such children
returned home and contributed them towards the upkeep of their families.
Children mostly beg for money, but they may be given help in kind, including
clothing and items of stationary. People also give the children equipment like shoeshining box to work with in order to encourage them take up a small-scale job rather
than beg. In difficult circumstances and when they are hungry the children may rely on
leftovers of food which they collect from hotels, restaurants and cafeterias:
We receive food from a wedding ceremony and/or täskar3. If we are hungry we
also go to restaurants to ask for bule [leftover food]. Some restaurants give us
food for free, but others ask for cash payments, particularly when they have nice
bule. If we don’t have money we empty the waste products of the restaurants in
order to find the food. (Tedla, boy, 14 years)
Not all children beg full-time on streets, thus reflecting the fluidity of the activity:
My brother and I, we don’t beg every day. Our father is a metalworker. He gets a
good sum of money, but he spends it out with his friends. He comes home drunk,
and sometimes he never comes at all. He does not give my mother money, even to
pay the house rent. Our mother has some casual work. She bakes injera for other
people during feasts, weddings and holidays. When we see my mum is stressed
we go out and do some business [i.e. beg]. She blesses us because we’re doing
this to help her and ourselves. (Wondessen, boy, 11 years)
Similarly, Tesfa (boy, 12 years) explained how his ‘episodic experience’ in streetbegging had begun four years previously:
I first came to this place with my friend and met many of the children from my
neighbourhood. I have no problems at home. After school, I tell my mother that I
am playing football, but I hang out with my friends to make business here. I like
3
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to play with them; it’s a lot more fun than home. When my sister told [my mother]
that I am doing this [begging] she beat me a lot. Two days afterwards, she
reported my misbehaviour to my teacher, who forged an excuse to make me clean
the school toilet.
The above quotes clearly reveal that children’s involvement in begging and their sociospatial mobility are explained by both the need to maintain daily and generational
reproduction, and to assert their autonomy, freedom and agency by ‘hanging out
together to socialize and having fun’, as Tesfa described. By being in the city, many
boys and girls seem to enjoy each other’s company and ‘have fun’. In a similar vein,
some children (like Tesfa) are simply drawn to begging because they are bored at home
and because of the influence of their friends, who bring new experiences and stories
from the city.
Children also benefit a great deal from the different services available in the city.
During fieldwork I observed that they were able to access different NGOs, according to
their own needs. In situations when they have little food, for example, they join street
drop-in centres as well as churches in order to receive free meals. If they have sufficient
income, however, they tend to spend their time by going to an NGO that has
playgrounds and equipment for playing with rather than to those that deliver food. This
enables them to avoid spending some of their time receiving obligatory moral or
behavioural education as a precondition for receiving food or clothing.
Combining begging with informal work is the main source of livelihood for many of the
children and their families. However, in recent years, the potential and amount of
income poor families receive from such work has come under pressure, as demonstrated
by the following extract from in-depth interviews held with two boys:
Before, I sometimes worked in shoe polishing. I was giving my mum three or four
birr per day. One day the policeman broke my box, and took the shoe cream and
brushes. He forbids me to do this job on the streets. (Sitota, boy, 13 years)
The policemen take things from those who peddle and confiscate them … They
took a lot of goods from my mum. She used to sell cloth and watches, but one day
police caught her and took everything she had, and then they fined her. She could
not do the job again because she does not have the money to restart her business.
(Abiti, boy, 12 years)
The quotes from Sitota and Abiti indicate that apparently there is competition between
those who own shops and pay taxes to the government and those who sell items
informally without paying taxes. As a result, the former demand that the police remove
the latter on the premise that they would endanger the profitability of their own
business. I will return to the implications of this for sustaining the practice of begging
later in this article.
Approaches to begging
One of the primary approaches in begging, according to the children, is to be brave and
persistent. Being persistent is not only the key to success but is also an indication that
the children do not take ‘No’ for an answer:
If people do not give me coin, I ask them politely over and over again. If they still
do not respond, I tell them why I beg, and about my poverty: ‘Brother, please buy
me bread?’; ‘Dear sister, give me some coins?’ ‘My mother, give me one birr so
that I can have enough money to buy lunch’ and the like … That way, I persuade
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people to give [money to] me, but if I find nothing, I may change my site of
begging, and perhaps go to the other side of the city. (Biruk, boy, 11 years)
In Addis Ababa, street children engage in different ‘strands’ of begging. These include
‘lone begging’ in which they may earn and use resources alone rather than with their
friends. Others, however, perform ‘group begging’. Some children also prefer ‘oral
begging’, while others practice ‘singing-’ or ‘written begging’. In all of these contexts,
‘mobile begging’, in which they frequently change their sites of begging to move to
places where there are potential alms givers, is important. Mobility is also a central
issue due to the fact that the potential for begging varies considerably according to a
range of complex push-pull factors that tend to keep the children ‘on the move’, Zinash
(girl, 12 years) explained:
Supermarket owners do not want us around, they think we are shoplifters or are
bothering their customers, we only ask for coins which people may have when
leaving shops.
Similarly, Fekadu (boy, 12 years) expressed his resentment as follows:
People who live in those apartments tell their guards to chase us away. Perhaps
they do not want their children to see us, or we make a lot of noise when we play,
but this place has many people and you can really get good coins here.
The children who participated in the focus group discussions stated that not all children
have a similar approach to and equal agency when begging. Some have the talent to ask
people for help, hence new beggars want to associate them in order to learn. They also
mentioned that group begging is not only a collective effort requiring the agency of the
individual member, but also an activity in which it is difficult to become accepted by
other members of the group. New beggars are expected to patiently serve the established
ones, who are often older, in order to learn the styles and routines of the activity.
Younger children often beg with their parents, unlike adolescents who beg
independently:
I begged with my blind mother for many years. I took her to churches and the city
but when I grew old, I started to do it on my own. Now she works with my
younger sister. I abandoned working with her because, like my friends, I want to
earn money on my own. (Fikre, boy, 14 years)
A rather more popular approach which seems to attract attention is to attract pity and
entertain passers-by by singing ‘begging songs’. Children may sit at street corners or go
to taxi terminals where they present their plight and vulnerability through wellrehearsed songs. The following is an excerpt from the lyrics of one of the songs, which
Zeki and Mamush (boys, 13 years) wrote to convey their stories of ‘being vulnerable in
the streets’:4
The street has become my home
The wind and cold my relatives
The rain is my dearest neighbour
No blanket, no plastic, no bed sheets
A paper is my mattress
Please people, look around you – and see
4
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Give us what you have – the amount does not matter
If my life wasn’t unfortunate,
I wouldn’t have come forward to beg
I wish you a long and healthy life
I know that my destiny will be bright
Wearing dirty clothes, eating whatever [we] find
Being happy amongst ourselves,
This is how we fare our lives
Those boys and girls who live in villas
Come over here to see our plastic shelters.

The above excerpt draws on a range of issues that highlight the living conditions of the
children who live in with bad housing conditions, without household furniture and
lacking the basic necessities in life. It also shows how children solicit the pity of
potential alms givers and thereby encourage generosity. In the first section, the song
describes how the street is a place in which children ‘play out’ their childhood, with all
its constraints: the cold, the rain and the lack of clothing that they have to put up with
when sleeping. Child beggars compare ‘home’ and ‘ideal childhood’ with respect to
what the street does not provide, but as their song suggests, the street also provide them
with spaces of livelihoods which the home environment lacks. Moreover, the song
contains moral imperatives and invites comparison of their lives with the lives of, for
example, other children who live in well-established homes and families. Unlike their
songs however, neither Zeki nor Mamush considered themselves as having been
abandoned by their families. This was because despite their pessimism about their
situation, they were optimistic about what tomorrow would bring and hence they hoped
their ‘destination will be bright’. The song further highlights that, although the
children’s involvement in street life is difficult for them, they have not succumbed to its
challenges, nor do they show the anger or desperation that is often suggested in
journalistic accounts and aid organizations’ documentation of children’s lives under
such circumstances.
Another approach commonly used by children is to present stories that are dramatic,
and that in some cases might not represent the current situations. These include
exaggerated stories of neglect and abuse, and the absence of anyone to turn to at home,
and are soulfully narrated as an integral part of the children’s everyday survival
strategies. By using the ‘victim approach’ and presenting stories which highlight their
vulnerabilities, child beggars elicit the empathy of the public. In contrast, some children
beg directly for money to buy cigarettes, in the hope that the ‘honesty approach’ will
win them more sympathy. One boy (16 years) mentioned how he and his friends begged
when they did not have enough resources for their Khat5 ceremony:
When the time for duua6 is due in the afternoon we approach young people whom
we think understand our problems. We tell them that we need some cigarettes and
the leaf to chew. Some people will give us money, but others simply ignore us.
5
6

Catha edulis, the leaves of which are used as a mild stimulant
Duua, meaning ‘prayer’, is of Arabic origin. However the context in which the children use it is such
that it means a secular aspect of prayer along with chewing Khat.
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What the foregoing discussion highlights is that children use multiple approaches
depending on different contexts. These range from those in which they honestly recount
their problems to those involving representing themselves as victims of circumstances
in order to gain sympathy, which often is accompanied by group begging as well as
begging songs.
The complexity and fluidity of begging
Begging is complex with respect to the ways in which children perceive and associate
themselves with the activity. Child beggars employ a range of strategies to negotiate and
resist their marginal position as beggars. For example, I observed that some children
frequently isolated themselves in response to perceived and real hostility by avoiding
any direct face-to-face confrontation with people while begging. Instead, they simply
sat, individually or in groups, on street corners and displayed notes about their plight
and the kind of support they were seeking from the public. Such a defensive practice
may be accompanied by the use of slang. This is because reacting to what is considered
‘normal’ by the public can be an adaptation to the stigmatizing effects of begging.
Through their body language, action and speech, child beggars adopt defiant stances,
and these are essential components in the process of spatial and social withdrawal. In
this way, they also develop resistance to their social and spatial exclusion and
counteract the negative perception of the state and the dominant culture, which view
them as social pariahs infesting public spaces (Beazley 2003).
In other instances, I found that children may completely deny their status as beggars and
simply think of the activity they are doing as something to pass time. For these children,
membership of a child beggar category is not permanent, but is limited to a certain
period of time, including when, for example, there is no enough money or food at home
and/or when there are not enough income generating activities. Under such
circumstances, children beg in order to earn an income and initiate business, or to
augment the economic capacity of their small-scale street vending activities, particularly
when faced with the risk of bankruptcy. In contrast, others see the activity as a
temporary phase from which they will eventually ‘move out’, based on a number of
personal or familial and social and economic trajectories:
When I grow older, I feel that I’d better stay at home and do the housework. My
father has asthma, and my mother can’t see. I cook what they bring. In the
morning, I go to the daily market to buy things to cook, wash dishes and fetch
water. When I get back from school in the afternoon, I carry these things and go
downtown to sell them. (Shitaye, girl, 16 years)
In addition, children do not want to be associated with begging, especially among their
school friends, in order to avoid the stigmatizing label of borko.7 Tsegaye (boy, 13
years) told me how he did not want other children know that he begged because
otherwise he would feel inferior at school and that he also feared that he might be
punished:
Those children in school who do not come here to do šik’älla [make money] do
not know that I am a street child; I do not want them to see me, either. If they see
me, they will insult me, call me borko … It can be humiliating. If the teacher
7

A slang word and derogatory term used among street children, meaning filthy, unclean, and destitute.
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knows that I am doing this, he might expel me from school. He may hate me or
will not have a good attitude towards me.
The temporality of begging partly relates to the perception of the public towards child
beggars. The public’s view of child beggars changes from one in which the latter are
seen as ‘innocents’ or ‘victims’ when they are young, to that of ‘dangerous’ and ‘risks
to society’ when they come of age (Ennew 2003). Girls in particular find that public
tolerance of their street presence is reduced, and life on the street may become
increasingly dangerous for them:
Some people get very angry when I beg from them. When I beg on mini-bus taxis,
many people disgracefully tell me to go away, and get a job instead of
disrespecting [my] family. But where can I get a job? … However, I have also met
many people who have a sympathetic understanding and give what they have, or
politely say ‘No’. (Melat, girl, 12 years)
Presumably, the public dislikes child beggars because begging compromises the
positive social image of the country:
On one occasion, I was begging from farukas8 [white foreigners] who came to
visit the museum. One guy followed me, stopped and beat me. He said because I
am yälämaň ləj [a child of beggar who is outcast and destitute] I dishonour my
country. (Melat, girl, 12 years)
Children’s involvement in begging is also marked by large degree of transience. This is
mainly because although children may go to the streets to beg, they do so in
combination with school and other activities, such as working as messengers or as
porters, or selling chewing gum, tissue papers, lottery tickets, etc. For analytical
purposes, however, I will distinguish between two groups of child beggars: full-time
and part-time beggars. This division is based on their degree of participation, i.e. the
amount of time they spend on streets while begging and the amount of income they
derive from their activities relative to other economic activities. Full-time beggars are
those who spend most of their time and energy begging for either food or cash, and
derive much of their income in this way. Part-time beggars, on the other hand, are those
who either combine begging with other income generating activities, such as selling
items on streets, or resort to begging only when their income generating potential from
other activities is limited. Nevertheless, it should be noted that this classification is only
hypothetical, and none of the children neatly fit into the categories because begging is
not a permanent predicament and they beg intermittently for a number of reasons. Most
children are usually involved in alternative livelihood strategies, and as they grow older
they find that, in one child’s words, ‘standing in front of people to beg very
embarrassing.’ Age and social maturity are fundamental in shaping children’s
participation in begging, or their gradual withdrawal from it. Many older boys and girls
in the focus group discussions suggested that they wanted to be involved in certain
kinds of productive economic activities rather than begging, and some of them were
actually succeeding in this respect. They had been dissatisfied with their position as
beggars and, as they had reached adolescence, they have taken the initiatives to alter
their situation in the direction of upward social mobility:

8

Farukka is a slang word used by street children to refer to white foreigners.
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I begged for many years. Then, one day my customer gave me 100 birr, which I
used to buy this equipment for shining shoes. I also have materials which I am
selling on the side. My sister and two of my brothers beg around the Stadium area.
I keep an eye on my youngest sister, who sells tissue to people around here.
(Shegaw, boy, 16 years)
Shegaw’s experience reveals that with respect to street begging the roles of children are
gradually changing. During the fieldwork I noted that it was easier for small children to
earn a living by begging or performing activities such as washing vehicles’ windshields.
This is because they were able to win much more sympathy compared to older children,
who seem to create panic and disappointment on part of the public. Street youths find
that their potential for generating income from begging is limited by their advancing age
and size. Hence, their role tends to be reduced to one of supervising and protecting
younger and ‘cuter’ children in a street group while simultaneously performing other
activities. The temporality of begging among children is suggestive of their gradual
transformation into socially mature individuals who are concerned with their emerging
identity of ‘the self’ (Evans 2006), which in turn is shaped by the presence of
‘significant others’, such as boyfriends or girlfriends. It also demonstrates that children
may be engaged in begging due to compelling situations in isolated circumstances and
that the activity is transient in their complex life paths on the streets.
However, the great majority of the research participants considered begging
primarily as work. During focus group discussions, many children argued in defence of
their engagements in begging, such as ‘As long as we don’t take people’s property, what
wrong have we done?’, ‘It is better to beg rather than steal’, and ‘Thou who beg shall be
given’ (the latter having a religious connotation). According to this perspective, children
perceive begging as work in its own right, an activity which needs skill and the ability
to do business. In their everyday language, they do not use the term ‘begging’ to
describe the activity they are engaged in, but instead refer to it as šik’älla or simply as
business.9 The linguistic root of šik’älla can be traced to the Arabic šighul, which
literally means ‘work’. In Amharic, šik’älla refers to any kind of economic activity that
children (or adults) perform in the informal sector in order to generate an income,
including peddling, shoe shining, daily labour, portering, and wäyalla (calling out
destinations for taxis). It connotes a great deal of personal agency and entrepreneurial
skills. The euphemism used by child beggars when considering their activity as work in
its own right reveals how they seek to develop a sense of normality and comfort in what
they do, as well as try to reconstruct a positive self-identity that is free of stigma. In
believing this, they are defending their activity as legitimate and as one which generates
money based on effort. As pointed out already, during focus group discussions children
mentioned that they were not ashamed of begging; but instead, they were ashamed of
being accused of theft.
To beg in public spaces in Addis Ababa seems to have a gender dimension. Unlike
boys, girls seem to find it more shameful and hence they feel inhibited about begging,
particularly on the main streets, except in the evening. During the day, most girls
combine begging with other activities, such as selling items of food, chewing gum,
lottery papers, and cigarettes. They do this in order to reduce the social stigma of their
presence in ‘wrong places’ and engagement in ‘wrong careers’, as the domestic sphere
9

Depending on the context, the word ‘business’ may be used differently by boys and girls. For boys,
business mainly means begging or, more widely, any other kind of informal work, while girls tend to
use it to refer to prostitution.
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(home) is the ‘right place’ that society expects them to occupy (Evans 2006). In
addition, some girls might perform what Wubishet (2003) calls ‘passive begging’ by
simply sitting on street corners, as well as ‘advocacy begging’ in which they take their
younger and ‘dependent’ siblings with them, thus suggesting that they are not the main
beggars. Others practice begging on feeder roads instead of on main avenues and at
transport terminals. For some girls, begging during the evening is an elusive way of
combining the activity with transactional sex. On one occasion I encountered two girls
approaching a car at a traffic light intersection. When a police officer saw them and
began to chase them, the girls started to run away, but one of them screamed from a
distance: ‘We are simply begging; we are not doing business’ (i.e. prostitution). A
recent study of prostitution in Ethiopia confirms that teenage girls are involved in
commercial sex work in bars and on the streets (Bethlehem 2005; van Blerk 2007).
These girls, who seem to reject the prevalent gender and generational hierarchies,
negotiate their multiple yet seemingly conflicting identities of being adolescent in their
private lives and prostitutes in their working lives by changing their sites of work
frequently and having conspicuous appearances and names (van Blerk 2008).
Discussion and policy implications
The descriptive narratives of the children in the study area provide insights into an
overlooked dimension of street children’s everyday livelihoods in Addis Ababa. They
demonstrate how, for some children, begging is a way of life that they have followed
since early childhood, while for others it is conceived merely as a temporary survival
strategy. They also reveal how some children view begging as a shameful activity that
they would prefer to avoid if they had alternatives, while others view it as a central part
of their lives, an activity upon which they depend to fulfil the expectations of their
parents and share responsibilities as members of the household.
The existence of children who beg on the streets always raises complex issues in
society. It suggests an apparent decline in the ‘moral economy’, a failure of social
values, and an erosion of cohesiveness and solidarity. In Addis Ababa, in particular, the
child-free street ideology subtly links with discourses on ‘development’, ‘proper
childhood’ and ‘national image’. As the quote from Melat shows, the public consider
begging as tarnishing the image of Ethiopian society. It is commonplace discourse that
such children reinforce an image of Ethiopia as a country of famine, desperation and
helplessness. These discourses also relate to emerging middle- and upper class families
whose ideal image of childhood resonates with Western construction of children inside
family, school and home. Furthermore, the practice of begging contradicts the state’s
ideology and social organization, considering the children’s presence on the streets is
seen as a manifestation of ‘failed development’. As noted already, children – beggars as
well as non-beggars, including those who sell items on street – are seen as having
‘illegal activities’ that discourage ‘healthy investment’ and the activities of those wellestablished formal businesses that pay taxes to the state. Recently, there have been
attempts to formalize many informal street vendors through job-creation schemes.
However, children and young people have never been targets of such schemes, the
schemes themselves have been used as an excuse to remove all street vendors from
selling items on streets informally.
Street children and homeless people are often targets of the police, whose security
agendas include fighting ‘dangerous vagabondism’ and cleansing the ‘social ills’ of the
city, which is the political capital for many international organizations, including the
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headquarters of the African Union (AU). Since child beggars employ the city spaces
which the mainstream society uses for different purposes from theirs, their presence
makes begging a constantly visible phenomenon, although for most children the activity
is not permanent. Moreover, child beggars perform a multitude of positive roles in
different social contexts, including among their families and peers, and through
interactions at school, in church, at home, and on the streets. As opposed to
conventional views that the children are socially alienated subjects whose relationship
with society is adversarial, they have not lost the usual reference of social life and their
individual identity.
The seemingly chaotic and ‘outcast’ world of child beggars and their involvement in
street life tends to have its own networks, groups and hierarchies. During my successive
periods of fieldwork, the children demonstrated, defined and redefined, in various ways,
how those of them who ‘befriended’ me for the first time were the ‘legitimate group’
working with me. As a result, this group remained very much intact while it was in
contact with me, and other children who joined the study later on were either prevented
from participating freely in some of the activities or had to obtain specific permission to
do so. In such contexts the children might seem to be involved in conflicts over scarce
resources, in this instance over my attention as their common friend. However, they
were also observed as frequently giving each other information about potential
livelihood possibilities in as much as they competed to secure the best out of them. They
cooperated and helped each other in various ways, saving and sharing material and
emotional resources, exchanging skills, supporting each other, and defending their own
group, all of which activities were based on friendship, personal proximity and group
affinity. This finding contradicts Aptekar and Heinoen’s (2003) study of street children
in Addis Ababa that their livelihoods are characterized by conflict and fights rather than
interdependence. In my study, the complex lives of the children demonstrated that they
had a considerable amount of interdependent group-based agency through which they
converted their impoverishment into viable livelihood strategies. In this
interdependence, the mutual support, help, and care for members of a particular group
are vital. In fact, the seemingly vulnerable nature of children’s livelihoods goes hand in
hand with their relative capacity to adapt to adverse living conditions, apparently
because of their group strategies which highlight the extraordinary resilience shown in
how they go about their everyday lives.
Begging as a way of life changes through time as individual children experience
changes in their social environments along with their physical and mental maturity. It is
thus imperative to acknowledge both those who see begging as a temporary phase in
their lives and those who perceive it as a way of life eventually moving towards a
similar shift in their livelihood trajectories. The paper has shown that begging is not a
permanent predicament in the children’s lives but has a fluidity that is based on the
economic capacities of the children themselves and their families, as well as on the
availability (i.e. lack of) income, age, social maturity, gender, and changing sociospatial experiences on streets.
The practice of begging is likely to persist in the future, but it will eventually involve
the recruitment of new and younger beggars while releasing older and more capable
ones into other forms of economic activity. Although the reasons why begging persists
among disadvantaged children in Addis Ababa are largely structural, public moral
discourses tend to blame such children as individuals. As a result, interventions to
address their problems are based on panic assumptions that they are becoming
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dissatisfied and dangerous as they come of age. Such a perspective is unhelpful, both in
analytical terms and from the point of view of policy. A crucial aspect to consider when
planning interventions is the duration of children’s involvement in the activity. For
those with many years of experience, begging can be a livelihood path with which they
are so familiar with that they might find it difficult to revert back easily to home or
institutional life. Moreover, begging implies multiple social deprivations, not simply
one of lacking sufficient food to eat or a roof to sleep under. When I questioned the
children about such issues, they pointed out a number of clear priorities in trying to
overcome the problems they faced on a daily basis, including: ‘My main problem is
food’, ‘If we had house, our problem would be solved, and I can study hard’, and ‘I
want people not to insult me’. It is essential to understand the specific context within
which children’s own experiences of begging is embedded. Preventive and
rehabilitation programmes need to define children’s focus by responding to their
shifting needs and social experiences. A reliable livelihood strategy, in which such
children are helped to build their lives in a self-reliant manner and are provided with
opportunities for upward social mobility should incorporate their felt needs, social skills
and potential.
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Wayyuu – Women’s Respect and Rights among the Arsi-Oromo
Marit Tolo Østebø1
An ethnographic account of wayyuu and its implications for women’s rights among the
Arsi-Oromo constitute the central part of this paper. The paper demonstrates the importance
of integrating anthropological research as an important part of the development of human
rights. Efforts to strengthen human rights should be done with great cultural sensitivity and
with an aim to both reveal and incorporate “traditional” notions of human rights into the
discourse.

During the last decades several scholars have challenged what has been labelled “the
patriarchal pastoralist” and have argued for a rethinking of the role of women in
pastoralist societies (Hodgson 2000). This paper draws on these writings, as it describes
some of the features of the roles and rights of women among the Arsi-Oromo of Bale,
particularly with focus on women’s protective sexual rights.
The findings in the paper are based on research conducted in Bale during 200520062. An ethnographic account of wayyuu, a moral concept of respect and sacredness,
constitutes the centre of the paper. Wayyuu is one of the major constructs in a
“traditional” Oromo worldview and is a concept with clear religious connotations. It is
reflected in various cultural practices and has among others implications for regulation
of sexual accepted behaviour. Wayyuu also plays a decisive role in defining the position
and the rights of women in a “traditional” Oromo society; among others wayyuu seems
to have played a preventive role when it comes to sexual abuse and sexual harassment.
Even though the main objective of this paper is to provide an ethnographic account
of wayyuu and its implications for women’s rights among the Arsi Oromo, it is difficult
to neglect the challenges and questions that this representation raises to the human
rights discourse. The paper is therefore also a contribution in a line of scholarship that
argues for the need to incorporate a variety of cultural values and institutions in the
development of human rights.
Wayyuu – an introduction
Wayyuu, woyyu or saffuu3 has been described by several scholars of Oromo studies.
The term wayyuu is applied by scholars such as Dahl and Mamo (Dahl 1996: ; Mamo
1
2

3

Assistant professor at the Betanien deaconal university college Bergen, Norway. Contact information:
maostebo@broadpark.no
The research was conducted in Kokosa and Raytu districts of Bale zone as of the administrative
structures of 2005; an administrative division of the zone excluded Kokosa district from Bale zone in
2006. Both districts are situated on the outskirts of the Bale zone (as of 2005); Kokosa in the West and
Raytu in the Eastern-lowlands. The impact of modernization and education in the two districts are
therefore limited, compared to the more central areas of Bale. Some of the institutions described in this
paper are thus not to be taken as existing among the Arsi-Oromo of Bale in general. With no doubt
what is described in this paper is increasingly being challenged and weakened due to various factors,
such as religious change, education and modernization.
In the literature the spelling of the term varies. In the direct quotations I have applied the spelling
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Hebo 2006), and is also defined and illustrated in detail in the newly published
dictionary of Borana culture (Leus & Salvadori 2006). Hinnant, who studied the gadaa
4
system among the Gujji Oromo is using a term which is slightly different; woyyu
(Hinnant 1977). Finally, quite late during my fieldwork I was made aware of the term
saffuu which seems to be the equivalent term applied by other Oromo groups. The term
saffuu has been discussed by several scholars of Oromo studies (Bartels 1983: ;
Gemetchu Megersa 1998: ; Kuwee Kumsa 1997: ; Negaso Gidada 1984: ; Workineh
Kelbessa 2005). In the following I will use the term wayyuu when referring to my own
empirical material. Where other scholars are referred to I will use the terms according to
their respective use.5
What is wayyuu?
Not easily translated into English, the following are some representations given by my
informants in order to give meaning to the word wayyuu:
– Something which is sacred
– Something that should not be touched
– Something or someone to fear
– Persons who have respect (wayyicha )
– Persons who should be respected
Corresponding with Bartels’ observations of the term saffuu (Bartels 1976: 3), the
presentations above illustrate that wayyuu is used both as an adjective and as a
substantive. The above mentioned dictionary of Borana culture, gives a 6-page long
explanation of wayyuu, including a long description of the term as part of the gadaa
system. The definitions given in this dictionary are very much in accordance with how I
have come to understand the term during my own fieldwork:
wayyuu-ni (m) (1): something/someone revered, blessed. This can refer to an
object, or a person, category of persons, a place or an animal, also several specific
positions (….) to call something or someone wayyuu implies an element of
respectful sanctity (…..) a person who is related to you, is for you wayyuu, (….)
people of blessing, peace and respect (….) various people are called wayyuu,
because of their position, stemming from fear because of their position (….) the
term is used for people with whom there is a relationship of respect and fear,
notably in-laws. For a man, his mother-in-law is definitely wayyuu, the relative
for whom he has the greatest respect and reason for fear, and this attitude extends
even to sister, aunts, in-laws. With such people one behaves with respect, never
speaks crudely or of shameful things.
wayyuu-ni (m) (2): specific person of special sanctity, there are more than a
dozen such ‘official’ wayyuu. These wayyuu are highly respected, the epitome of
all that is considered positive. But they are also feared. (Leus & Salvadori 2006:
653 f ).
When it comes to saffuu, Bartels presents different contexts in which the term is used
and concludes that it is used in widely diverging situations (Bartels 1976: 3). On one
hand, some of the features of saffuu which he describes seem to be very close to
4
5

according to the author’s use; otherwise I spell the word saffuu.
The gadaa system is the Oromo generational class system.
Actually I have been confused when it comes to the correct spelling and pronunciation of the term
wayyuu. In the lowlands of East Bale the first syllable is pronounced with a more clear a-sound
(Oromo pronunciation) whilst the pronunciation in the West seems to have a more clear o-sound.
Since Mamo, who did his research in Kokosa district uses the term wayyuu, I have chosen to use the
same term when presenting my empirical material.

1050

Wayyuu – Women’s Respect and Rights among the Arsi-Oromo

wayyuu, while on the other hand, the use of saffuu is illustrated in a number of ways
which I never heard of among the Arsi and which is not included in the dictionary of
Borana culture. However, in general, many of the descriptions of the term saffuu seem
to be very much equivalent to wayyuu:
The Oromo believe that saffuu involves avoiding embarrassment, bad
conversations, lying, stealing (….) Saffuu is respecting one another (…)
According to the Oromo, saffuu is ulfina (respect) (Workineh Kelbessa 2005: 9).
Saffu is a moral category, based on Oromo notions of distance and respect for all
things. The concept of saffu is not merely an abstract category: it constitutes the
ethical basis upon which all human action should be founded; it is that which
directs one on the right path; it shows the way in which life can be best lived.
(Gemetchu Megersa 1998: 42).
Even if the above definitions of saffuu seem to make sense and to apply to wayyuu as
well, none of my informants were able to give such a philosophical description of the
term as presented by Gemetchu. Common for many of my informants was to recite a
long list of persons and items which are considered to be wayyuu. In order to illustrate
the most common articulations as well as the complexity of the concept, I have, together
with short explanations, listed some of what is said to be wayyuu among the Arsi
Oromo:
Waqnii wayyuu - God is wayyuu.
Laftii wayyuu - The earth/land is wayyuu.
Abban wayyuu - The father is wayyuu. This also includes classified fathers.
Soddaan wayyuu - A male in-law is wayyuu.
Soddaatii wayyuu - A female in-law is wayyuu.
Haatii deete wayyuu - The woman, who gave birth to you, is wayyuu for you. This
also includes the masaanu – the co-wives of your mother.
Hadha mana wayyuu - The married woman is wayyuu.
Durbi wayyuu - The unmarried girl (the virgin) is wayyuu.
Dubartii ulfaa wayyuu- A pregnant woman is wayyuu.
Qanaffa wayyuu - The Qanaffa is a sign that a woman will wear on her forehead
during the 4-5 first month after she has delivered. This implies that a woman who
wears the qanaffa is wayyuu.
Hanfala wayyuu – Hanfala, a belt made of leather from cattle which the married
woman will wear around her waist is wayyuu.
Sinqee wayyuu – Sinqee, a stick (ulee) a woman will receive on her wedding day is
wayyuu. It is used during religious ceremonies (ateete), as well as during collective
female-only marches mobilized when a woman’s wayyuu or her rights have been
violated.
Gaadii wayyuu - A piece of leather that the women will use to tie the back legs of
the cow when she is milking.
Gooltii wayyuu - The “bedroom”/ the bed of husband and wife is wayyuu and a
protection area for a woman. If a woman enters her gola nobody can touch her.
The list could have been extended even further; as one of my informants actually said
that “everything has its wayyuu”:
The respect which is reflected in wayyuu is not ordinary respect. It is a special
respect that comes from God. It is a mutual respect. God has given respect to all things.
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Everything has its wayyuu. God is also wayyuu (Waqnii wayyuu). Heaven is also
wayyuu (Samii wayyuu). This means that we do not dare to speak bad things about
heaven; this is because heaven is the home of God. This is the holiest place since it is
the place of God and it is wayyuu. God is the greatest wayyuu. He is the one who
created everything. He gives life. He is the one who feeds us. He can kill. He is the one
who gives and takes. He is above all authority and he is the first wayyuu.
The religious dimension of wayyuu is here clearly discernable, in turn corresponding
with descriptions of the term saffuu often defined as one of the important elements in
the Oromo world view, along with concepts such as Ayyaana (spirit), Uuma
(creation/creator) and Waqaa (God) (Bartels 1983: ; Bartels 1976: ; Gemetchu Megersa
1998: ; Negaso Gidada 1984). The religious connotation of wayyuu remains important,
not the least in order to grasp the religious role, the respect and the rights of women in a
“traditional” Arsi Oromo society.
Respect for women among the Arsi Oromo
Even if several scholars have dealt with wayyuu or saffuu in their works, wayyuu has
been relatively little discussed in relation to women. Except for a study on the siiqee (or
siinqee) institution of Oromo women that relates saffuu to women’s rights (Kuwee
Kumsa 1997), little attention has been paid to wayyuu and its implication for women’s
respect, their rights and their position in the society. In the following I will discuss
wayyuu particularly in relation to women and sexuality.
At an early stage of my fieldwork I was struck by the tendency of wayyuu to a
greater extent being associated with the female sphere than with the male. The above
list (page 3) is quite illustrative as the majority of the numbers (5 – 14) are related to
women or to material objects and locations which belongs to the female sphere. Since it
is beyond the scope of this paper to embark on a detailed discussion on the various
implications of the different persons and objects that are said to be wayyuu, I will rather
focus on the following:
Wayyuu - symbolized by the sinqee stick.
Wayyuu – implications for women’s religious and political roles
Wayyuu – expressed in the value of virginity
Sinqee – a symbol of Oromo women’s rights and respect
The ulee6 sinqee is a special stick which a woman who gets legally married will receive
on her wedding day. The shape of the sinqee stick varies from place to place; in the
eastern lowlands of Bale it is a straight stick, in the western part the upper part is formed
like a fork. My informants label the sinqee “a woman’s weapon”, symbolizing the
respect and the power that a married woman has:
The sinqee stick is given to a woman in order to protect her rights. If a woman has a
sinqee she has to be respected. Nobody should fight with her. The sinqee stick is
important and related to the rules and regulation of marriage. There are forms of
marriages which are based on sinqee, and there are marriages that are not based on
sinqee. In the kadhacha7 form of marriage, sinqee is important. If there is marriage by
force (butta) this is not by sinqee. People will say “Sinqeen gurguraan” (She is married
by sinqee). If a woman is married based on sinqee, she has full rights. She is formally
married. If she is married without sinqee she has no power in her husband’s family.
6
7

Ulee - stick
Marriage based on agreement between two families.
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They will not respect her. She will have no freedom. She will be considered a
gursumetti.8
The sinqee has traditionally been used on a number of different occasions:
During religious ceremonies, in particular when women go for Ateete9 – a religious
women-only ceremony. Women will march to a nearby riverbank where they will
pray to God. This is in particular done when the community faces problems, such as
lack of rain, infertility, disease among human and livestock and in times of political
instability and war.
If a woman is insulted, intimidated or sexually abused.
If a husband beats his wife or insults her during her pregnancy or during the qanaffa
time.
When there are conflicts between clans (gosa).
During marriage ceremonies.
Important to note is that sinqee not merely is a term for a material symbol, it also
refers to an institution, to a women’s organization totally excluding men, which has
both religious and political functions. The word sinqee is thus often used to describe
various mobilizations conducted by women, yet the term ateete is also applied. Ateete
or sinqee seems interchangeably to refer both to religious marches as well as to political
mobilizations conducted when women’s rights or perhaps more correct to say, women’s
wayyuu has been violated.
Similar women’s rituals and institutions have been documented by researchers of
other East-African pastoral cultures. The yakka institution of the Sidama in Ethiopia,
seems to be almost identical with the ateete institution (Dilu Shaleka 2001), and these
institutions have many parallels with the practices of the Barabaig and the Iraqw of
Tanzania. Blystad describes the Barabaig women’s influence in relation to men as
follows:
Also they have the customary right to carry out legal actions against men who
have violated their rights, and women’s ritual contributions, particularly through
the fertility ritual called ghadweta, are recognized as indispensable to Barabaig
welfare. All these factors enhance a Barabaig woman’s position in society and her
bargaining power in relations with men. The above should not be taken to mean,
however, that women and men are necessarily equal in matters of sexuality…But,
as noted, Barbaig women exercise considerable influence in their relationships
with men, and in connection with the most intimate aspect of their union. (Blystad
1995: 95).
Blystad argues that women’s reaction to unacceptable male behaviour in the form of
collective mobilizations is related to the procreative role of a woman (Blystad 2000).
The following illustration of how ateete is applied, together with what led to this
particular ateete mobilization indicates a similar notion among the Arsi Oromo:
Two years ago one of my male neighbours, insulted me sexually saying; “All women
are like old empty milk containers (koonka)10, but above all you are the worst”. I found
this insult to be so serious that I brought it up before our women elders. They discussed
8

A gursumetti is a woman who has run away from her husband and gone to live with another man.
Since divorce traditionally has been banned and close to non-existing among the Arsi Oromo such
behavior has been highly condemned.
9
Ateete is the term used in the western parts of Bale where the institution still exists. In the eastern
lowlands of Bale, a similar institution called daalalle has ceased to exist.
10
This is one of the most serious insults among the Arsi-Oromo. The milk container refers to a woman’s
sexual and reproductive organ.
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the case and concluded that it was necessary to call for ateete. All the women in my
neighbourhood went to the man’s house with our sticks (sinqee). We confronted him
with what he had done. The man refused to admit his offence and to settle the case. He
did not respect our ateete; arguing that he did not believe in this tradition anymore, now
that he had become a Muslim. All the women in our neighbourhood gathered outside his
house regularly for more than two months. Outside his house we were chanting “songs”
dominated by sexual insults; (among others saying that we hoped he would be infected
with HIV) in order for him to accept his wrongdoings. He refused this, and we ended up
cursing him. After a few weeks we saw him coming to the clinic with a serious skin
infection on his face. He also lost 5 of his cattle, they were hit by lightening. All this
happened in accordance with our curse.”
The story illustrates that disrespect for women, and in particular denial of women’s
requests when they have mobilized with their sinqee could have serious consequences in
form of curse. Male informants clearly expressed their fear for women in general and
during ateete mobilizations in particular, and with no doubt this is related to a strong
fear for the female curse. The respect and the fear for the married women, seems to
have given Arsi-Oromo women some degree of religious as well as political power. But
why do women have this sacred respect? This leads us to the next subject; the religious
role of the Arsi-Oromo women.
Wayyuu and the religious role of Arsi-Oromo women
My informants expressed great fear for the sinqee, which I came to understand was due
to perception of the sinqee having spiritual power. It was denied that the sinqee stick
contained bad spirits (jinii); however, “if women go out with their sinqee, bad spirits
will also come out (jinii hin bahaa).” As I started to realize that the religious fear and
the respect that my informants expressed for the sinqee also applied to women, I one
day happened to ask a question which I initially thought was absurd: “Are women
closer to God than men?” This was confirmed and the notion was continuously
supported by all the informants who were asked the same and similar questions, in turn
sustaining the idea that women among the Arsi Oromo have had and still have an
important religious role. All my informants, both men and women said women are
feared and respected because of their religious power. The religious superiority of
women compared to men where explained by their closeness to God.11 Women are
closer to God because she is more humble and weak; she is soft, she is innocent and she
will not fight. “Their spirits are with God” (Hafura waqaa wajjin qaban), it was
underscored. These are qualities which contribute to the fact that God will listen more to
women than to men and was among others articulated in the following belief: “What a
woman blesses will be blessed, what she curses will be cursed.”
Another interesting concept related to the spiritual and religious character of a
woman is what is called the ayyana hanfala laafa, literally translated as “the spirit of the
soft belt.” This is somewhat related to another symbolic item which is mentioned in the
above listing on what is wayyuu, namely the belt a woman will wear around her waist.
When I heard women pray during ceremonies of blessing, I recognized that they would
11

This is not to be seen as an absolute. It is important to take into account that there are differentiations.
There are men in the society who are wayyuu and who have special religions power, such as the qalluu
the daballe and gadaamojjii (see next page). They might have stronger religious power than women.
There is also a gradation of wayyuu among women. A woman’s respect will gradually increase at the
time of the birth of her first child, her grandchild etc. The degree of wayyuu might also be related to
other factors, such as clan affiliation, economic and social status within the society.
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direct their prayers to the ayyana hanfala laafa. Some of my informants said that the
religious leaders were telling the women not to direct their prayers to ayyana hanfala
laafa, as it was argued that the perception of the belt as an intercessor between God and
men would not be in accordance with Islam. The women I discussed with denied that
this is a spirit or a mediator, saying that the ayyana hanfala laafa rather expresses the
spirit of all women as a collective marker. To pray to God through the soft and humble
spirit of all women, seems to be a way to strengthen their prayers.
With the religious dimension of wayyuu in mind, this also explains the fact that
women are said to be wayyuu; that they are even more wayyuu than men. In most of the
literature dealing with wayyuu or saffuu, the religious power which is implied in
wayyuu is however only described in relation to men; in particular in relation to the
qalluu as the ritual officient in the gadaa system (Hinnant 1977: 57f ). That the sacred
respect implied in wayyuu is closely related to women’s religious position, her rights
and power in the society has received limited attention.
The special respect and sacredness which my informants attribute to women are also
similar to the features of two of the classes in the gadaa system, namely the daballe12
and the gadaamojjii 13(Asmarom Legesse 1973: 53f ; Dahl 1996: 173). The classes of
daballe and gadaamojjii hold special sacred respect14 and represent important religious
positions (Asmarom Legesse 1973), are close to “the divine sources of blessing and
fertility” and thus make up a sacred category able to pass on fertility and blessing (Dahl
1996: 173). Their feminine qualities have also been described (Popp 2005: 114f)
(Asmarom Legesse 1973: 53) and since the features and the religious role of the daballe
and gadaamojii are very similar to that of women and appear to be rather feminine, this
may indicate that the feminine seems to be a category which holds a special religious
position; the feminine is perceived to be closer to God than the masculine. A similar
notion is found in the work of Popp, who based on her research among the Arsi-Oromo
of Western Bale, concluded that ‘not being a man’ is considered to be a gender identity
that is more appropriate for the communication with God (Popp 2005: 119).
The daballe and the gadaamojjii classes in the gadaa system have been described as
being liminal; as classes which lack leadership and formal role differentiation. Despite
their lack of political power, they play a meaningful and important religious role as they
are seen as mediators between men and God (Asmarom Legesse 1973: 117f ). It has
been argued that this is one of the features of liminal groups; they play important roles
in the society based on their apartness from the same society (Hinnant 1977: 9). Similar
to the daballe and the gadaamojjii, women in Oromo society has been defined as a
liminal group who exercise special religious power and draw “an enormous moral and
ritual authority” (Kuwee Kumsa 1997: 127). This notion is supported by Kelly, an
anthropologist conducting research among the Orma in Kenya, who argued that
“women in general are symbolically and politically liminal and correspondingly enjoy
special sacred power as a class” (Kelly 1992: 182).

12

Boys born at the appropriate time in the gadaa system; ie, to parents who are in the raaba doorii grade;
they are 1-8 years old.
13
Senior elders with special ritual status, the gadamoji have retired from all political and economic
activities
14
Even if Asmarom Legesse do not use the word wayyuu in order to describe the daballe and gaddmojjii
(in general his use of Oromo terms is very limited), I suspect, based on the characteristics of these
groups that they might fall under the category of being wayyuu.
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Based on the collective character of the sinqee or ateete mobilizations, as well as the
belief in a collective spirit of all women it seems reasonable to conclude that women
form a strong spiritual and religious force among the Arsi-Oromo. The humble and
spiritual character of women also plays an important role in cases which involve sexual
abuse and rape or in relation to virginity and to incidents where a girl is deflowered
prior to marriage.
Virginity and respect among the Arsi-Oromo
As mentioned, the married woman enjoys a special and sacred respect and holds
religious power, something which seems to be strongly related to her marital status and
her possession of the sinqee stick. The young unmarried girl (the virgin) does not seem
to possess similar power as she does not have the power to curse. Still several of my
informants have stated that she is wayyuu. This seems to be mainly related to her
virginity. She is considered to be wayyuu in the sense that she should not be touched;
her virginity should be respected. “Her respect is her virginity” (Ulfina isii –
walabumma isii). This saying clearly expresses that respect for a married woman is
related to whether she is found to be a virgin on the wedding night or not. If it is
discovered that the bride is not a virgin on the wedding night, this might have serious
consequences, as the husband may send her back to her family. Even if this is not done,
a woman who is found not to be a virgin is said to loose her respect in the society in
general and among her in-laws in particular.
Regulation of unacceptable sexual behaviour according to customary law
The young virgin as well as any married woman seems to have been protected from
unacceptable sexual behaviour through the practice of customary law15. In order to
illustrate the rights of women and young girls in cases of rape, loss of virginity and
other unacceptable sexual behaviours, a short overview of some of the features of the
customary law as articulated in the Eastern-lowlands of Bale is required. According to
my informants there are four levels of crime:
Guma – manslaughter, to kill a person.
Gora - when there is visible injury or when the injury has psychological impact, the
latter related to shame. Often mentioned examples are a broken front tooth or a
broken leg. Gora is also applied to rape and loss of virginity; in fact the term gora in
daily speech in Raytu very often refers to rape or loss of virginity.
Qotaa –less serious injuries that are not visible, often illustrated with the damage of a
person’s back teeth.
Yakka – a minor issue, if you insult a person.
It seems that these terms are used both for the crime as well as for the corresponding
punishment. If a crime is classified as gora, the punishment will be gora, which in cases
of sexual crime is equal to 8 cattle. Since the level of crime which is relevant for this
paper is gora, I will limit the focus to this.
An idiom which expresses the central role of women in regulation of sexual
behaviour serves as a starting point. I first heard the idiom when I early in my fieldwork
was exploring the concept of wayyuu. At one point I asked the question: are there
clothes which are wayyuu? The informants confirmed this, and by referring to the qirii,
a large piece of cloth which a woman will tie around her neck leaving her shoulders
bare, said that it is prohibited for a man to touch or untie these clothes. This, along with
15

Not to deny the fact that there always will be a certain discrepancy between theory and practice.
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an illustration of the clear connection to customary law was further elaborated in the
following saying:
Qiriin16 obolessa kute
Yoo isiin toola gote, tola
Yoo isiin gora gote, gora.
The brother (man) untied the clothes
If she makes (says) that it is ok, it is ok
If she makes (says) that it is gora, it is gora.
The idiom was repeatedly mentioned by various informants of different ages throughout
my fieldwork, and the general knowledge of gora, both in terms of crime and
punishment seemed to be strong among all segments of the population in the lowlands
of East-Bale. This indicates that it is an expression of values that still are practiced and
alive. The idiom seems to emphasise the decisive role of the girl (woman); as she is said
to be the one who determines whether the sexual action is acceptable or not. First,
unless the girl reports an unacceptable sexual behaviour, such as rape or loss of
virginity, there will be no action, as obviously nobody will have knowledge about it.
Secondly, and maybe the most important implications articulated through this idiom is
the fact that if a girl or woman says it is gora (a crime), it will be gora. There seems to
be a strong favour of the girl’s word in such cases; it is believed that these cases are of
such a character that she will not lie. In general there seems to be a strong belief in a
woman’s word;
“She is reliable; people trust her and her word is respected.”
“A woman will not lie about these things. In our culture we say that a woman
does not lie (Dubartii hin soobdu).”
A similar notion is reported by Ibrahim in a study of the Borana:
“…if a girl or a woman accused a man of rape or any form of sexual harassment,
no witness is needed to convict the alleged person.(…) If a woman or a girl is
asked to tell the truth by a jury of elders, her words are accepted without further
evidence” (Ibrahim Amae Elemo 2005: 96).
There might be cases where the man will deny the accusations, but if a man has been
accused by a woman for rape or taking a girl’s virginity, the elders in his clan will do
everything possible to convince him to accept the accusation. What is to be avoided is
for the case to reach the level of oath giving (kakuu). If a case reaches such a level, this
might have serious consequences, in particular if the man does not speak the truth. It is
believed that if a man lies while under oath, not only he, but his whole clan (gosa) as
well as his descendants will be cursed. For a woman to be under oath, seems to be very
rare.
The strong belief in the words of a woman is by my informants explained by her
character as humble, as soft and as closer to God. Once again we see an illustration of
how woman’s religious position and character gives her protection from sexual
unacceptable behaviour.

16

Qiriin is the traditional clothes of a woman, a large piece of cloth which she would tie around her neck
leaving her shoulders bare. It is prohibited for a man to touch or untie these clothes, they are wayyuu.
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“Traditional” rights and the human rights movement
In contrast to the many presentations of the “oppressed African woman”, this paper
presents a picture of African women who are highly respected, have considerable power
in the society and who have rights which to some extent seem to have provided them
protection from sexual harassment and abuse. This is in particular illustrated through
wayyuu and the existence of institutions such as ateete as well as through the practice of
customary law.
These accounts challenges the human rights discourse in several ways. One of the
first questions that occur is whether such local cultural values and institutions are taken
into consideration in the development of human rights. There seems to be indications
that this is rather not the case. Several scholars have challenged the human rights
movement’s quite negative portrayal of culture and it has been argued that the issue of
culture within the human rights movement has a clear tendency to view culture as a
barrier to progress, rather than a resource (An-na'im & Deng 1990: ; Merry 2006). UNdocuments concerning women are in particular likely to describe culture as a hindrance
to the human rights of women (Merry 2003: 11). Scholars have argued for the
importance of cross-cultural dialogue (Hellum 1999: 25), and for integration of values
and norms from a variety of cultures in the human rights discourse. It has been
suggested that such an approach to cultural diversity would reinforce and strengthen the
international standards of human rights (An-na'im & Deng 1990: xii).
The empirical material above also challenges the debate on the origin and
universality of human rights. Within the human rights discourse these are highly
debated issues. Some scholars argue that the very notion of human rights as well as its
origins is founded solely on the philosophy of European enlightenment. Mutua disputes
that such arguments actually destroy any claim of universality because it positions the
very notion of human rights within a specific culture. “How are human rights to be
realized universally if cultural chauvinists insist that only their version is valid?” he
ironically asks (Mutua 2002: 79). He argues that rather than claming the exclusively
Western origin of human rights it would be far more fruitful to study other cultures in
order to develop an understanding of how they protect and also abuse human rights.
(Mutua 2002: 79). The ethnography presented in this paper is an example of the
existence of notions of human rights in the Oromo culture. It has been argued that such
representations rather are expressions of human dignity than of human rights and that
human dignity can be protected in society that is not based on rights (Howard 1992:
165).
Another important question is whether the introduction of international human rights
standards as such, actually will result in improvement of people’s daily lives. In this
particular case, the important question is to what extent the human rights movement will
be able to provide Arsi-Oromo women better protection against violence. Could it
actually be that they would be better protected through their own cultural values,
institutions and laws? There is obviously not a clear “yes” or “no” answer to this
question. However, the question emphasises the above mentioned need for crosscultural dialogue within the human rights discourse.
Closing remarks
An ethnographic account of wayyuu and its implications for women’s role and rights
among the Arsi-Oromo constitute the central part of this paper. The ethnography in
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itself is of value, as it provides an alternative human rights narrative, at a point in time
where both NGOs, national governments and various UN bodies put considerable effort
into issues of women’s rights and gender violence. If the role of NGOs and activists in
fighting for women’s rights is based on stereotype assumptions of the “oppressed
African woman” this may have significant negative consequences for women’s lives. To
uncritically apply western notions of human rights, without taking into account the local
context, might actually destroy mechanisms, values and institutions that traditionally
have given women respect and protected them from violence and abuse. One might risk
tearing down traditional values which are not merely theoretical “laws” but which are
embedded in cultural practice. Efforts to strengthen human rights should therefore be
done with great cultural sensitivity and with an aim to both reveal and incorporate
“traditional” notions of human rights into the discourse. This requires that
anthropological research is recognised as an important part of the development of
human rights. In case of the Arsi-Oromo, this study could hopefully serve as a startingpoint for a discussion on human rights and legal pluralities in a wider context.
Obviously the topic is so vast it requires further research.
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Critical Evaluation of Human Rights Strategies
A Case Study of CEDAW and Women’s NGOs in Ethiopia
Frances Olsen1

This case study of the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association shows how an NGO can
make positive use of human rights guarantees even when human rights are not enforced. It
also urges a more sophisticated and nuanced analysis of the limitations and the value of
human rights norms. Insofar as governments all rely on both moral suasion and force, there
will be a complex interplay between human rights and governmental legitimacy.

Those of us who do not find war to be an exciting, patriotic and noble endeavor, and
those of us who do not consider the growing economic inequality on this earth to be a
good way to motivate the poor to work harder and to reward the rich for their superior
abilities, their hard work or their cunning greed, feel dissatisfied with the status quo and
want to change the direction in which things are moving right now throughout much of
the world. We are struggling in many different ways, on many different levels, and in
many different parts of the world to attain a more fair global society.
One way that many lawyers and non-lawyers around the world believe they can best
promote progress toward a more fair global society and a better life for the peoples of
the earth is through establishing, extending and protecting human rights for all. The
notion of universal human rights and the popularity of the ideas that everyone in the
world should be able to enjoy freedom and that all are entitled to exercise fundamental
rights is one of the most stunning achievements of the past half century.
While this notion of achieving a just and fair society through the establishment and
protection of human rights has significant appeal, it seems equally clear that the
discourse of human rights can be used as well to retard progress and to support a
reactionary status quo. Recently, wars of aggression have even been “explained” as an
effort to promote human rights for the people living in the country attacked and
occupied. While such “justifications” for invading a country ring hollow, less obvious
misappropriation and abuses of the generally positive impulse to promote international
human rights are also common. Hypocrites, opportunists and government leaders can
and do exploit the notion of human rights for their own selfish purposes.
In addition, many governments make a show of “recognizing” and supporting the
human rights of their citizens at the same time that they in fact oppress much of the
population for the benefit of a small, privileged group. As a result of these practices, a
number of thoughtful skeptics question the value of human rights and argue that since
human rights are so often absent in public life and present only in constitutions and in
insincere endorsements of international treaties and conventions, ratified by unjust
1
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U.S.A.
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governments to gain legitimacy in the international arena with no true intention of
enforcing them in practice, human rights discourse does as much harm as good.
This paper enters into this debate to challenge the implied dichotomy between “good,
democratic” governments and “unjust, oppressive” governments and to urge a more
sophisticated analysis of the relationship between human rights and governmental
legitimacy.
All governments – democratic and non-democratic, benign and
imperialistic – control their populations through some mixture of force and persuasion.
Democratic governments use force as well as moral suasion; dictatorships can never
maintain themselves long by force alone: they always need to persuade most of the
population to go along with them. Of course, none of this means there is no difference
among governments or that it doesn’t matter whether one lives in a well-functioning
democracy or in a dictatorship. But it does mean that both democratic and authoritarian
governments may gain legitimacy through their formal support of human rights and that
individuals and groups who oppose some action of their government may gain
concessions from the government by engaging or threatening to engage in actions that
might undermine the government’s legitimacy–again regardless of the generally benign
or vicious qualities of the government overall.
Thus, it may not mean very much to say that a government protects human rights or
claims to protect human rights “only” to build its legitimacy. Nor would it be accurate
to say that human rights norms matter only where governments are “willing” to protect
and enforce human rights.
I would suggest therefore that the debate between human rights enthusiasts and
human rights skeptics cannot be resolved in the abstract, but only in concrete situations.
Moreover, the debate may look at things backwards. Instead of evaluating human rights
in terms of whether they are “recognized” or “enforced” in particular situations, it is
more useful to evaluate them in terms of the effect they have on people’s ongoing
struggles for justice.
This paper presents the formal legal status the Ethiopian Constitution grants to
human rights and examines some of the uses that the Ethiopian Women Lawyers
Association (“EWLA”) has made of human rights norms in its efforts to improve the
role and status of women. Does a reliance on human rights claims benefit or undermine
their efforts? By giving the Ethiopian government the opportunity to “prove” its respect
for human rights, does EWLA participate in granting undue legitimacy to government
officials and government practices, and thus ultimately impede progress toward a more
just society? It may well be that the particular practices adopted by activists struggling
for a better society turn out to be more important than whatever actual intentions
governments may in fact have in mind when they claim to endorse international human
rights.
Constitutional Protection for Human Rights
Human rights, including women’s rights, enjoy considerable formal protection in the
Ethiopian Constitution of 1995. Article 10, entitled “Human and Democratic Rights”
declares that “Human rights and freedoms, emanating from the nature of mankind, are
inviolable and inalienable,” and explicitly states that the “[h]uman and democratic rights
of citizens and peoples shall be respected.”2 The Constitution goes on to endorse the
2

Eth. Const art. X.
Human and Democratic Rights
1. Human rights and freedoms, emanating from the nature of mankind, are inviolable and inalienable.
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general notion of human rights as universal, inalienable and inviolable, and stipulates
that “[t]he fundamental rights and freedoms specified in this Chapter shall be interpreted
in a manner conforming to the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
International Covenants on Human Rights and International instruments adopted by
Ethiopia.”3 It then lists and guarantees a conventional collection of fundamental human
rights in Articles 15-27.4
The Constitution also specifically guarantees women’s rights both in general and
specifically with respect to marriage and traditional practices that oppress women.
Article 25 provides that the law shall guarantee equal and effective protection of the law
without discrimination on grounds of sex.5 Article 34 specifies that men and women
shall have equal rights entering into marriage, and at the time of divorce.6 Article 357 is
even more explicit. Subpart one provides that “[w]omen shall, [regarding] the rights
and protections [of the] Constitution have equal rights with men.” Subpart 2 specifies
that women have equal rights with men in marriage. Subpart 3 acknowledges an
historical legacy of inequality and discrimination against women and mandates
affirmative action to enable women “to compete and participate on the basis of equality
with men in political, social and economic life as well as in public and private
institutions.” Whether one considers marriage a public institution or a private
institution, women are to receive “special attention” to enable women to compete and
participate in the basis of equality with men in marriage. Subpart 4 provides: "The State
shall enforce the rights of women to eliminate the influences of harmful customs. Laws,

3

4
5

6

7

2. Human and democratic rights of citizens and peoples shall be respected.
The Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia is available in Amharic and
English versions at the Ethiopian Parliament website, http://www.ethiopar.net.
Eth. Const Chapter 3.
FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS AND FREEDOMS
Article 13
Scope of Application and Interpretation
All Federal and State legislative, executive and judicial organs at all levels shall have the
responsibility and duty to respect and enforce the provisions of this Chapter.
The fundamental rights and freedoms specified in this Chapter shall be interpreted in a manner
conforming to the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, International Covenants
on Human Rights and International instruments adopted by Ethiopia.
Id.
Eth. Const. art. XXV.
Right to Equality
All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to the equal protection
of the law. In this respect, the law shall guarantee to all persons equal and effective protection without
discrimination on grounds of race, nation, nationality, or other social origin, color, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, property, birth or other status.
Eth. Const. art. VVVIV, 1.
Marital, Personal and Family Rights
1. Men and women, without any distinction as to race, nation, nationality or religion, who have
attained marriageable age as defined by law, have the right to marry and found a family. They have
equal rights while entering into, during marriage and at the time of divorce. Laws shall be enacted to
ensure the protection of rights and interests of children at the time of divorce.
Eth. Const. art. XXXV
Rights of Women
1. Women shall, in the enjoyment of rights and protections provided for by this Constitution, have
equal rights with men.
2. Women have equal rights with men in marriage as prescribed by this Constitution.
3. The historical legacy of inequality and discrimination suffered by women in Ethiopia taken into
account, women, in order to remedy this legacy, are entitled to affirmative measures. The purpose of
such measures shall be to provide special attention to women so as to enable them to compete and
participate on the basis of equality with men in political, social and economic life as well as in public
and private institutions.
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customs and practices that oppress or cause bodily or mental harm to women are
prohibited."
In addition, Ethiopia has adopted the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (“CEDAW”). Thus, the fundamental rights and
freedoms that the Ethiopian Constitution grants to women must be interpreted “in a
manner conforming to the principles” of CEDAW as well as the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights and other International instruments, as specified in article 13 (2).8
The Ethiopian Constitution with its explicit and detailed protection of human rights
can be contrasted, for example, with the Constitution of the United States. The United
States Constitution, as originally adopted, granted only limited so-called negative rights
against various forms of oppression by the federal government, and these were mainly
tacked on in the form of the first ten amendments to the Constitution, known as the Bill
of Rights. These did not include positive rights or even negative rights against
oppression by state or local governments.
The amendments added to the Constitution at the end of the United States Civil War,
extended rights in two important regards. First, the 13th Amendment prohibited slavery
in positive terms: there shall be no further slavery, thus protecting against private
parties’ efforts to enslave others and not simply limiting government action. the state
protections not positive originallyh , grant certain negative The 14th Amendment
extended negative rights by requiring state governments to respect the equal rights of
their residents and to afford everyone due process of law. The Supreme Court has
interpreted this provision to extend most, though not all, of the Bill of Rights negative
freedoms to protect against abusive intrusion by the state and local governments.
Although the record of the United States in ratifying human rights treaties has been
spotty, in theory at least treaties become the supreme law of the land. Article VI
provides:
This Constitution, and the Laws of the United States which shall be made in
Pursuance thereof; and all Treaties made, or which shall be made, under the Authority
of the United States, shall be the supreme Law of the Land; and the Judges in every
State shall be bound thereby, any Thing in the Constitution or Laws of any State to the
Contrary notwithstanding.9
Nevertheless, courts have characterized most treaties as not being “self-executing”
and refused to treat them as the supreme law of the land.
The United States has not only refused to ratify CEDAW, but it also has refused to
enact the frequently proposed Equal Rights Amendment, which would provide at least
formal equality for women in the United States Constitution. As it stands now, the only
nation-wide provision American women can rely on is the general equal protection
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and courts have interpreted it as giving even less
protection against gender inequality than the already inadequate protection the
Fourteenth Amendment gives against racial inequality.
The Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association
The Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association was founded by a group of lawyers in
1995, immediately after the Constitution was ratified. It is a non-profit organization
managed by an electoral board and provides for full membership for women lawyers
and associate membership for non-legal women and men professionals who support the
8
9

See note 3 supra.
United States Constitution, Art. VI (emphasis added).
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concerns and objectives of the organization. The stated mission of EWLA is to
“promote the economic, political, social and legal rights of women” and to “assist them
to secure full protection of their rights under Constitution of the Federal Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia and other international human rights conventions.”10 The
association was registered as a civic association by the Ministry of Justice in June 1995
and began its work in 1996. By 2003 it had developed six regional branch offices
around the country besides the head office, located in Addis Ababa.
Funded largely by grants from the Scandinavian countries, EWLA carries out its
mission through its several programs. Perhaps the most impressive program is its legal
aid office, which provides free legal advice and counseling to women involved in civil
or criminal cases, and to women who are experiencing domestic violence or other
problems that might be amenable to legal intervention. The legal aid office states that it
encourages mediation and informal dispute resolution when this is possible. Legal aid
staff members also make telephone calls or write letters to government and other offices
on behalf of their clients, draft legal documents for their clients, and monitor the
progress of cases.
EWLA also commissions and publishes research on issues important to women and
uses the research to advocate for law reform. The research significantly advances
another major component of their program, which is public education. As the EWLA
webpage puts it, the research findings are used “to sensitize the community” on issues
affecting women. Public education focuses on “raising awareness among the public on
women’s rights and educating women on their rights and on how to assert their rights.”
The EWLA research papers and a wide variety of other materials are available in a
documentation center located at their head office in Addis Ababa. The research
department also facilitates policy debate on women’s issues and the impact of women’s
issues on poverty and development at the household, community and national levels. In
order to secure the legal, economic, social and political rights of women, the public
education department plans and carries out training and advocacy workshops, targeting
students as well as government and Civil Society Organization (CSO) employees.
EWLA reaches a larger audience as well through a regular radio broadcast once or twice
a week, through a commissioned full column in a local weekly Amharic newspaper,
through its own bi-monthly magazine Dimtsachen and finally through its annual journal
Berchi, which also publishes much of the research that EWLQ has commissioned.
Problems in the Status of Women in Ethiopia
In an interview at the end of 2003, Meaza Ashenafi, EWLA founder and at the time of
the interview executive director of EWLA, characterized Ethiopia as a difficult place to
live as a woman:
The position of women is very difficult - economically, politically and socially.
They have no voice, they have no economic power, they have no social power,
and they are not organised. They cannot put pressure on the government.11
10

See webpage http://www.etwla.org/about.html (visited April 22, 2007). The organization states its
goals as including eliminating “all forms of legally and traditionally sanctioned discriminations against
women,” ensuring equal treatment for women in “education, employment, access to public services
and benefits,” and advocating “remedial and affirmative measures” to redress the accumulated
consequences of years of discrimination.

11

See http://www.peacewomen.org/news/Ethiopia/Nov03/Meaza.html (last visited May 2007).
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While she was certainly aware of the benefits of Ethiopia’s ratification of CEDAW and
other human rights treaties and of the importance of the explicit protections promised
for women’s equality in the Constitution, Meaza Ashenafi was also realistic about the
gap between the protection on the law books and the reality in the day-to-day lives of
women in Ethiopia. Indeed, as a legal advisor to the Ethiopian Constitution
Commission, the body that the transitional government established to draft a new
constitution for Ethiopia after the overthrow of the Derg, Meaza Ashenafi prepared draft
articles and position papers, and she is generally considered to have played a major role
in ensuring that women’s rights receive the attention that they do in the Constitution.12
One way that she explains the gap between law and reality is Ethiopia’s lack of
infrastructure:
[W]e don't have the mechanisms, we don't have the factors to implement those
constitutional principles. We have good international standards, but we don't have
courts that are capable of interpreting and applying those laws. We don't have the
human rights commission in place, an ombudsman, or enforcement.13
Of course, this is not unique to Ethiopia. “[L]ike in many developing countries, there
are laws, there are policies, but implementation of those laws needs infrastructure, skill
and knowledge.”14
CEDAW’s report of January, 2004, includes a short, stark summary of some of the
problems facing the women of Ethiopia:
Ethiopia is one of the poorest countries in Africa and female genital mutilation,
marital rape, early marriages, and abduction are still commonly practised. The
[Ethiopian] state delegation [reporting to CEDAW] noted that the elimination of
discrimination against women will require a change in attitudes and practices of
both men and women.15
One could add to that list inadequate education, sexual harassment, violence, and lack of
access to resources. As Meaza Ashenafi put it in her 2003 interview:
In the constitution, women are guaranteed the right to land, but this is not
happening in practice. Almost in all regions, women do not have any access to
land whatsoever. They don't have the right to inherit, and the only option is to get
married and have a husband. But when the husband dies, they are also kicked off
their land.16
While these problems are familiar ones to societies referred to as “traditional,” it is of
course important that tradition not be understood to provide a justification for continued
inequality and oppression of women. Again, Meaza Ashenafi stated the situation well:
I think traditions are good, customs are good, and we have good customs, but we
don't need to live with the bad customs like female genital mutilation, domestic
violence and early marriage. It's against development and it[’]s against poverty
reduction. Why is it we must hang on to these customs?17

12
13
14
15
16
17

See http://www.tadias.com/v1n5/GRS_2_2003-1.html (last visited May 2007).
See supra note 10.
Id.
See http://www.wilpf.int.ch/publications/CEDAW_Report_Jan_2004.html (last visited May 2007).
See supra note 10.
Id.
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EWLA’s Use of “Rights” to Counteract “Bad” Customs – I: Revising the Family
Law Code
One of the earliest major victories EWLA could celebrate was the enactment of a new
family law code. The old Civil Code, which had for many years governed family law
matters, was quite discriminatory against women, putting the husband in control of
property and relegating women to a subservient position. Moreover, disputes regarding
family breakups and other domestic problems were not heard in the regular court system
but instead relegated to a system of “family arbitration” that was even more maledominated and biased in favor of the husbands than the court system was. EWLA
commissioned a research study that demonstrated the injustice of the family arbitration
practice18 and lent strong support for EWLA’s argument that the provisions of the Civil
Code violated the articles of the Constitution providing for women’s rights and equality
in marriage. Thus, they could argue not only that justice required changes in the law,
but also that the adoption of the Constitution required a revision of the family laws.19
EWLA worked with the government and as a pressure group advocating for the
Family Law Code. The Revised Family Code of 2000 replaces the biased family
arbitrators with access to a regular court in case of divorce. It also fixed 18 as the legal
age for marriage for males and females equally, makes it clear that both men and
women should be able to choose their spouse for themselves, and establishes the legal
equality of the spouses in marriage.
In practice, the new Family Code is often violated. Girls continue to be married off
at age 15, as was legal under the old Civil Code, or even as young as eight or 10, which
would not have been legal even before the Revised Family Code. Many observers
would say that change is slow, and some might disparage the ability of law to change
traditional societies. Under the former Civil Code, though, an unhappy 15-year-old
bride had fewer options for resisting than she now has under the Revised Family Code.
However difficult it remains for women to demand better treatment, it was harder when
they didn’t even have any legal right to equality and when the law would instead lend its
support to the men who tried to assert their domination over women. As Meaza
Ashenafi put it, “now we have the legal framework, so we can ask for accountability.”20
EWLA’s Use of “Rights” to Counteract “Bad” Customs – II: CEDAW and
Shadow Reports
The Convention Against All Forms of Discrimination Against Women specifies an
impressive list of human rights for women, but it is considered “soft” international law
instead of “hard” law. Although there is now an optional protocol that allows
individuals to bring their private actions directly to the international Committee
responsible for carrying out the Convention,21 mechanisms for enforcing CEDAW still
remain limited. Each country that has ratified CEDAW, however (which includes
Ethiopia, but excludes the USA), is to prepare and present a progress report every four
years. While this requirement to report does not provide as much pressure toward
18
19
20
21

See Original Wolde Giorgis, The Functions of Family Arbitrators Under the Ethiopian Code (May
1997), available at http://www.etwla.org/papers/FamilyArbitrators.pdf (last visited May 2007).
For a longer description of the family code and its adoption see Frances Olsen, Ethiopia’s Federal
Constitution and Traditional Role of Women: The Example of Family Law, Ethiopian Studies 2004.
See supra note 10.
Technically, “CEDAW” is the acronym for the Committee, but it is so popularly used also as
shorthand for the Convention that I have chosen to follow suit. When I refer to “CEDAW,” it should
be apparent from the context whether I intend to refer to the Committee or the Convention.
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compliance as one might wish, it certainly serves a “naming and shaming” function.
While many countries have been slow in submitting their reports, they do eventually
submit them, and in the reports governments try to make the best case they can that they
are either in compliance with the Convention or else that they are making good progress
toward compliance, given the difficult position from which they begin. In addition,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are entitled to present to CEDAW what are
referred to as “shadow reports.” These reports can amplify the “naming and shaming”
effects of the procedure.
In 2003 EWLA submitted such a shadow report, together with another NGO, the
Network of Ethiopian Women Association (NEWA). Fifty-two pages long, this shadow
report provided a more thorough picture of the situation of women in Ethiopia,
correcting omissions and misstatements in the official report.22
The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom posted on its web page a
report by Julika Erfurtf on the 2004 CEDAW session that discussed Ethiopia. The
report criticizes the official delegation from Ethiopia in the following terms:
The delegation talked a lot about “educating the women” and presented educational
campaigns, rather than political actions, as the remedy to many of the issues. It seemed
at several points that the female members of the delegation did not perceive themselves
as being part of “the women” of Ethiopia and portrayed the female part of the
population as “unenlightened” and “backward”. In the words of the Chairperson,
Ethiopia “has a long way to go” until gender equality is realised and women and men
enjoy the same rights, freedom and responsibility.23
EWLA’s Use of “Rights” to Counteract “Bad” Customs – III: Cause Célèbres
A number of the legal cases supported by EWLA attracted considerable attention and
have had an impact on public attitudes and on government policy. For example, in 1997
EWLA came to the defense of Aberash Bekele, apparently the first Ethiopian to kill a
man who had abducted and raped her with the intention of claiming her as his wife.
When the police arrested Aberash, she claimed self-defense: “The way I see it, all I did
was kill my enemy. I don't feel sorry for him as I would for anyone else. I could have
been killed myself."24 EWLA supported her claim, and the publicity around the case
drew international attention to the fact that such abductions and rapes were still
tolerated in parts of Ethiopia and brought considerable international criticism against the
tradition of “marriage by abduction.” The case also resulted in death threats against
Aberash that were serious enough for her to go into hiding. She was eventually
acquitted, the court accepting her claim of self-defense.
A case EWLA championed in 2001 again brought international attention and shed
light upon “traditional” practices harmful to women. Abadjema Woineshet Zebene
Negash, a 13 year old girl, was brutally abducted, held captive and raped for two days
by a man wishing to marry her. With her father’s support, she refused to marry him and
insisted that he and his accomplices be prosecuted. Instead, he was released on bail and
he again brutally abducted and raped her, holding her captive this time for at least 15
days before she could escape. His family then beat her and forced her to sign a
“marriage contract.” She was so terrorized that she insisted on the security of a prison
cell. Apparently because of the extreme brutality and injury he inflicted, the rapist was
22
23
24

Available from the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association.
See http://www.wilpf.int.ch/publications/CEDAW_Report_Jan_2004.html (last visited June 2007).
See http://www.tadias.com/v1n5/GRS_2_2003-1.html (last visited May 2007).
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convicted and sentenced to 10 years. His accomplices were given sentences of 8 years.
A short time later, however, a secret hearing was held and a judge released both the
primary perpetrator and his accomplices. The judge made the astounding assertion that
“Woineshet was most likely in love” with her abductor “and ready for marriage.”
Woineshet and her family had no notice or opportunity to be heard; the prosecutor was
present at the hearing but supported the judge’s ruling. In an interview, the judge
suggested that Woineshet’s family was “only out for revenge,” and hypothesized,
“[m]aybe they don't want her to marry him. So they accuse him of rape.”
Resisting threats and bribes, the father and daughter, with the support of EWLA,
appealed. In April 2007 EWLA reported:
The Cassation Bench of the Oromia Supreme Court in December 2005 refused to
hear Woineshet’s appeal on the basis it believed no error of law had been committed by
the lower courts. All domestic legal recourse is now closed to Woineshet. Anecdotal
information suggests abductions and rapes ceased when the outcome of Woineshet’s
case was uncertain, but resumed when it was clear the perpetrators would go
unpunished. Woineshet’s rapist and abductors are still at large and unconfirmed reports
suggest the rapist abducted another girl, aged 14, whom he married and now has a baby.
Equality Now, in conjunction with the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association
(EWLA), continues to explore other legal avenues, including at the regional level, to
obtain justice for Woineshet with the aim also of encouraging implementation of the
new Penal Code measures on rape.25
A third high profile case EWLA supported involved severe harassment of a woman
and her family by her supposed admirer over a period of 8 years. Negussie Lemeneh
claimed to be infatuated with Hermela Wossenyeleh and physically assaulted her,
including shooting her in the face. He also seriously injured two of Hermela’s sisters
with a machete26 and cracked open the skull of a younger sister with an axe.27 Although
Negussie was arrested several times, he was never sentenced to more than a few months
in jail and the harassment escalated. EWLA tried repeatedly to convince or induce law
enforcement officials to act more effectively. Eventually, EWLA urged Hermela to tell
her story on Ethiopian Television; and Meaza Ashenafi, executive director of EWLA,
raised Hermela’s case in an interview with a local newspaper. The publicity led to
widespread public outcry and criticism of the Ministry of Justice. The Ministry of
Justice responded to this public criticism by suspending EWLA from operating on the
basis that it had been "acting beyond its mandate and code of conduct". The suspension
did not silence or calm the criticism and eventually Negussie was sentenced to 18 years
in jail. He later died when he was shot attempting to escape from prison.
Government Retaliation? Role of “Human Rights” Network in Defending EWLA
The apparent effort of the Ministry of Justice to silence EWLA’s criticism backfired.
Instead of retreating in face of the suspension, EWLA rallied support from other local
and international NGOs, civic organizations, academics, and other members of society.
The Ministry of Justice had issued its suspension order against EWLA at the end of
August or early September 2001. By the middle of October news of the suspension had
25
26
27

See http://www.ethiopianreporter.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=62 (last visited
May 2007).
See http://www.hrw.org/press/2001/10/ethiopia-1017-ltr.htm (last visited May 2007).
See http://www.tadias.com/v1n5/GRS_2_2003-1.html (last visited May 2007).
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spread throughout the world and several international human rights organizations,
including Human Rights Watch and the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, wrote
scathing letters to the Prime Minister. On October 17, the government lifted the
suspension against EWLA, and the Minister of Justice was removed from his position.
Two years later, in November of 2003, Meaza Ashenafi, the executive director of
EWLA, was able to assert in an interview that EWLA’s relations with the Ethiopian
government were “very good - we don't have any specific problems, and in fact we
work very closely with the women's affairs office.” She added, “Of course, we always
want to keep our independence and keep our distance, because we want to continue our
advocacy work and act as a pressure group.”28
Conclusion
Using the rubric of human rights can be helpful and effective, especially in cases in
which the government’s legitimacy may be challenged. EWLA appears to have made
productive use of human rights arguments to further social change. The human rights
approach also facilitated the intervention of the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights
and Human Rights Watch, which in turn bolstered the effectiveness of the support
EWLA received from elements of Ethiopian civil society.

28

See supra note 10.
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Understanding Famine in Ethiopia:
Poverty, Politics and Human Rights
Alexander Attilio Vadala1
This paper mainly covers the period after 1993 and it explores the extent to which human
rights, democracy, and political contracts can be useful to provide the major explanations of
– and prevention approaches to – famine in Ethiopia. The main argument presented in this
paper is that despite enormous external challenges, countries even as poor as Ethiopia can
and should prevent famine. Famine cannot be explained exclusively in terms of resource
shortage; politics is no less important.

I. Introduction
In a world of plenty, how is it possible to explain the occurrence of famine?2 Famine
affects only certain countries while drought can affect any country. Drought in Australia
causes no famine at all while drought of the same intensity may result in famine in
many sub-Saharan countries, including Ethiopia. It has become clear in recent years that
nature’s forces and climatic conditions like drought cannot solely be responsible for
famine causation as was the dominant mode of thinking five decades ago. There is more
to famine than just drought or other adverse climatic conditions.
Famine implies poverty; it cannot be understood outside of the context of poverty
(Sen, 1981), and poverty is as much a political issue as it is an economic concern. This
paper addresses the major causes and explanations of famine in Ethiopia within such a
framework.
In recent years, famine has unfortunately become Ethipia’s trademark and even now,
despite changes in regimes, the threat of famine continues. In 1973, during the Imperial
regime, almost three million Ethiopians were affected by food shortages and total
excess mortality in the country hovered at around 250 000 (Kidane, 1989). A decade
later, during the ‘Marxist-Leninist’ Derg regime, approximately 7.8 million Ethiopians
were caught struggling for survival, out of which excess mortality was conservatively
estimated at 700,000 (Kidane, 1990). And in the year 2000, amidst the ‘free-market’
orientation of the EPRDF3 regime, 8 million people required food aid (MediaEthiopia,
2000), out of which excess mortality was estimated to be over 6000 in one district
alone4 (Howe and Devereux, 2007: 41). Three years later, the number of Ethiopians
1
2

3
4

University of Oslo
Famine is defined as ‘a community crisis resulting from a general state of mass starvation caused by a
decline in the food intake per capita over a prolonged period. The end result of a famine is excess
deaths caused, directly or indirectly, by the inability of vulnerable groups to acquire sufficient food to
sustain life’ (Banik, 2007:31).
EPRDF stands for Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front – the ruling party in Ethiopia
since 1991.
Crude Mortality Rate (CMR) is often used as an indicator of the number of excess death related to
famine. A CMR of more than 2/10,000/day usually is called a famine (Banik, 2007: 32). The district in
question is Gode where the average CMR was 3.2 over a period of 7 months (CDC, 2001); this can be
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requiring food aid rose to 14 million (BBC 2003). While there has been disagreement
over the number of deaths that took place during the last two events, it appears quite
clear that the number of people vulnerable to famine in the country has crossed 14
million in just three decades.
This paper looks at both internal and external factors and actors that explain
vulnerability to famine. It draws our attention to the fact that the country faces several
challenges in fighting against famine.
II. Internal factors
Internal factors focus on explanations of famine that are within the confines of the
Ethiopian state. This section will not only analyse explanations of famine from different
perspectives but it will also consider some famine prevention approaches, from food
availability decline to food entitlements, then to food rights, and finally ending with the
role of politics. These internal factors are important in understanding both the nature of
famine itself and of famine prevention policies.
2.1. Food availability decline
Traditionally, famine has been perceived as an act of God or nature. Leaving the first
possibility aside, the explanation that famine is nature’s fault merits some attention.
There are two variations of this approach, also known as the Food Availability Decline
(FAD) approach (Sen, 1981). The first, takes natural disasters like drought and flood as
the major determinants. Such natural disasters are said to reduce food production for a
particular period and in the case of Ethiopia, there is no doubt that droughts have
created severe food shortages. According to the World Bank (2006), the whole
Ethiopian economy is dependent on rainfall and data on rainfall variation and GDP
growth from 1982 to 2000 illustrate that there is a positive correlation between the two5.
Thus, drought has obvious negative impacts on food production and even on the
economic performance of the country.
The second version of the FAD approach focuses on population growth. Malthus
(1993) was one of the most influential proponents of this idea, which purports that there
is a limit to the carrying capacity of the earth at large. In his work, which dates back to
1798, Malthus entertained the notion that population growth has to balance with food
production; failure to do so would force nature to take measures into its own hands by
wiping off the ‘excess’. There have been several critics on his work; the fact that
nowadays the world is over-producing food at a time when there are almost seven times
more people than the 1 billion Malthusian ‘limit’ could be cited as an example.
Malthus’ analysis may have several inconsistencies, but the central theme is not so
erroneous, there is indeed a limit as to the carrying capacity of the earth, though no one
knows for sure how much is ‘full house’6. In the case of Ethiopia, what is more relevant
in this connection is the carrying capacity of land for agricultural purposes to a
population that grows at a yearly rate of 2.3 per cent. It will be imprudent to ignore the
problem of decreasing land-size holdings for agricultural purposes in the country not
least because around 85 per cent of the population is engaged in subsistence agriculture.
5
6

taken as a famine of low intensity.
For a more graphic explanation refer to Figure 3.2. of the World Bank’s Country Water Resources
Assistance Strategy (2006).
Recently, Malthus work is re-gaining importance in connection to global warming, which is
supposedly one of the consequences of high population numbers in the world according to the ‘Gaia
theory’ of Lovelock (2006).
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Until people shift from agriculture to other sectors of the economy for their livelihood,
then population pressure on agricultural land can be part of the explanation of famine in
Ethiopia. Two thirds of households farm on less than 0.5 hectare, a size which is known
to be insufficient to support a family, at the same time high population growth is
increasingly putting a pressure on land (Ziegler, 2005). Coupled with droughts and other
unfavourable weather conditions, increasing population pressure on land is a challenge
to famine prevention in Ethiopia. The FAD approach, though it is acknowledged to have
many inconsistencies, still provides a partial explanation of famine and starvation in
Ethiopia.
2.2. Food entitlements
In the last two or three decades, there has been a revolution in thinking about the
explanations of famines. The entitlement’s approach by Amartya Sen brought the issue
of food accessibility to the forefront of the academic debate on famine. Sen noted that,
often enough, there is enough food available in the country during famines but all
people do not have the means to access it. More specifically, famines are explained by
entitlement failures, which in turn can be understood in terms of endowments,
production possibilities, and exchange conditions among others (Sen, 1981).
Ethiopia is a good case in point where, for instance, food was moving out of Wollo
when the people in the region were affected by the 1972-3 famine (Sen, 1981), and even
today some regions in Ethiopia produce surplus, while people in other regions face
famine threats. There are of course infrastructural problems in the country to link the
surplus producing regions to the food-deficit ones. However, the question goes beyond
this simplistic level, as some people simply do not have enough entitlements to have a
share of the food available in the country, a situation which can be described as a case
of direct entitlement failures (Tully 2003: 60)7. Or else, peasants do not find the right
price for their surplus, as in the 2002 Bumper Harvest which ended up in an 80 per cent
price drop, which illustrated a failure in peasants’ exchange entitlements. Alternatively,
the most irrigated land of the country in the Awash River basin, for instance, is used
primarily for cash crop production to be exported to the western world (even when there
is drought) leading the vulnerability of various pastoralist groups to turn into famine or
underpinned by what is known as a crisis in endowments and production possibilities.
In short, while drought and population pressure can partly explain famine threats in
Ethiopia, the entitlements approach provides an explanation from an important but less
visible angle. By shifting the attention from absence of food to lack of financial access
to food, the approach points in the direction of policy failures. That only some classes in
society are affected by famine clearly indicates that policy failures are central to the
understanding of famine. In the next section, the success or failure of famine prevention
policies and practices will be measured against internationally recognized standards,
and one such standard is the right to food.
2.3. The right to food
The right to food is embodied in article 25 (1) of the UDHR8, which states that
‘[e]veryone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being
of himself and of his family, including food’. The UDHR later served as the foundation
7
8

There are around 4-5 million ‘chronically food insecure’ people every year, regardless of weather
conditions (Tully, 2003: 60).
UDHR (Universal Declaration of Human Rights) 1948.
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to the ICESCR9 to which Ethiopia became a state party in 1993. The covenant is legally
binding on all state parties, which includes Ethiopia. Article 11(2) of the ICESCR
further elaborated on the right to food and it also set a minimum threshold below which
state action/inaction becomes a violation to the right to food.
The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamental right of
everyone to be free from hunger, shall take, individually and through international
co-operation, the measures, including specific programmes, which are needed:
(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food by
making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating
knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by developing or reforming agrarian
systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient development and utilization
of natural resources;
(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-exporting
countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of world food supplies in relation to
need.
In the year 1999, the CCPR10 issued General Comment No.12 – an authoritative
interpretation of the right to food as stated in the ICESCR. According to the General
Comment (article 8), the content of the right to adequate food implies ‘[t]he availability
of food in a quantity and quality sufficient to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals,
free from adverse substances, and acceptable within a given culture’. The state has to
ensure that enough food is available but that it is also physically, economically, and
culturally accessible to all; the right to adequate food therefore also entails ‘[t]he
accessibility of such food in ways that are sustainable and that do not interfere with the
enjoyment of other human rights’.
The General Comment (article 15) specifies that the right to food does not mean
handing out food rations to everyone, instead, it discerns state responsibilities into three
categories: to respect, protect, and fulfil (further subdivided into facilitate and provide).
A state should therefore respect the right to food by not interfering in the existing access
to food; the state should not prevent people from their access to food. The protective
role of the state suggests that individuals or enterprises should not be allowed to deprive
others from their access to food and the state should protect individuals from third
parties. When it comes to fulfilling, the state primary responsibility involves the
promotion a favourable environment for people to have their right to food satisfied; here
the General Comment does not impose any particular policy blueprint but gives states
the discretion to devise policies in accordance with general guidelines, such as
developing legal framework, setting benchmarks and reforming agrarian systems
(Oshaug and Eide, 2003: 359). However if individuals or groups are unable to provide
for themselves for reasons beyond their control (i.e. droughts or floods), then the state
should actually provide food or the means to acquire it. The state has therefore different
roles to play in the realization of the right to food and it is the major actor, for human
rights is, after all, the relationship between people, as rights-holders, and the state, as
duty bearer (Eide, 1984: 153).
Freedom from hunger is one essential part of the right to food, as stipulated in the
covenant and its authoritative interpretations mentioned above. Freedom from hunger is
9
10

The International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) was adopted in 1966
and it first entered into force in 1976.
CCPR stands for Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights

1074

Understanding Famine in Ethiopia: Poverty, Politics and Human Rights

a fundamental right obliging the state to ensure that its people do not starve and it is
intrinsically linked with the right to life. The right to food, on the other hand, includes,
other than the freedom from hunger, additional requirements for the government to
maintain an environment in which people can feed themselves, and it is to be
implemented progressively (ICESCR General Comments 12 (6)). Thus, a state violates
the ICESCR when it fails to meet the minimum threshold of guaranteeing freedom from
hunger: ‘violations of the Covenant occur when a State fails to ensure the satisfaction
of, at the very least, the minimum essential level required to be free from hunger’
(General Comment article 17)11.
In the event a state claims that it does not have sufficient resources to guarantee the
minimum obligations of freedom from hunger, it needs to prove that this is the case;
only in such a way will it be possible to differentiate inability from unwillingness12.
Even for a poor country like Ethiopia, guaranteeing the freedom from hunger should be
possible provided that the government prioritises famine prevention. If the government
blames everything on poverty, including the government incapacity to guarantee the
freedom from famine, it has to demonstrate beyond doubt that it does not have enough
resources. Making such claims might prove difficult and unconvincing for a government
which spent almost $1 million on a daily basis to finance the 1998-2000 war against
Eritrea (Wax, 2005). The price tag of the recent military expedition in Somalia has not
been uncovered yet, but surely this will make the government’s argument that it lacks
resources even weaker.
This being said, the FDRE13 Constitution is one of only 20 constitutions in the world
which make reference to food (FAO). Article 90 of the Constitution, under the banner of
social objectives, states that ‘to the extent the country’s resources permit, policies shall
aim to provide all Ethiopians with access to public health and education, clean water,
housing, food and social insurance’. Constitutionally food is regarded as a social
objective rather than a human right, nevertheless, this not to say that Ethiopia is not
bound by the right to food. Ethiopia is a party to the ICESCR since 1993 and has made
no reservations to any articles when ratifying the covenant; hence it is legally bound by
it.
To date, there has been no court case14 where the right to food has been a subject of
contention in Ethiopia; reference in courts to the international human rights conventions
in general is ‘very minimal at best, nil at worst’ (Rakeb, 2002: 38). To make matters
more complicated, most rural citizens resort to religious, customary or social courts at
the kebele15 level where the notion of human rights is unheard of. There is thus a need to
take all appropriate measures to make the right to food, and particularly the freedom
from hunger, justiciable in the Ethiopian legal system starting from the local courts.
Effective human rights education should also be provided for beneficiaries to claim
rights; unless people are aware that they have these human rights, it will be very
difficult to raise the issue of freedom from hunger in Ethiopia. Defining food as a right
11

12
13
14
15

There are two major ways (other than Human Rights) by which some aspects of famines are
criminalized. The first deals with international humanitarian law and it is mainly concerned with laws
of war, particularly the use of food as a weapon in armed conflict; the second uses international
criminal law and argues based on the Genocide Convention. These issues, however, fall beyond the
scope of this paper.
General Comment No. 3 of the ICESCR, in 1990, also clarified further the state responsibility and the
notion of progressive implementation relative to the ICESCR in general.
FDRE stands for Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia.
Data available to the author at the time of writing.
This is the lowest level of local government in Ethiopia.
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is very important in order to prevent famine in Ethiopia, not least because the country
has repeatedly been facing famines throughout the past four decades.
Furthermore, the freedom from hunger is not only related to ensuring direct food
entitlements and constitutional or legal guarantees, but it is equally related to inter alia
agricultural development policies and land tenure systems as well. It will not be possible
to deal with all these issues in detail in this paper, but specific mentions will be made
where there have actually been violations of and major challenges to the right to food in
Ethiopia after 1993 (the date of accession to the ICESCR)16.
Although widespread famine-related deaths in the numbers witnessed during the
1974 or 1984 famines have been averted, the number of people vulnerable to famine has
become unprecedented in recent Ethiopian history with over 14 million people requiring
assistance in 2003-4. Looking at the violations first, it should be clear that using
resources like land, food aid, and agricultural inputs as political tools constitutes a
violation of the right to food. There have been some reports that local authorities have
indeed used, or have threatened to use, land, food aid, fertilizers, and improved seeds as
a political leverage especially against (suspected) opposition party members numerous
times. Also, government resettlement projects which, in principle, are carried out on a
voluntary basis, have in some instances been manipulated at the local level to target
(suspected) opposition party members. Using access to resources, some of which are
inalienable human rights, as political tools to control dissent or to punish opposition
party members is a violation of the right to food and the government can be held legally
accountable (Ziegler, 2005).
Challenges for the realization of the right to food remain; though some measures to
improve land tenure security are under way there is still a lot to be done to address the
problem of shrinking size of landholdings. The country is also focusing more on
exporting agricultural products while the same focus and stamina has lacked for
developing local markets and safety nets. There are already many instances where the
country receives food aid while it is exporting cash crops. In addition, the 2003-4 food
crisis took place one year after excellent harvests which ironically proved detrimental to
the peasants; having found no adequate markets, crop prices dropped as much as 80 per
cent. This resulted in a huge deficit for many peasants who were unable to pay back
their loans. Had the government intervened in 2002 through some sort of safety net
programs or by fixing food prices, or buying the surplus for instance, peasants would
have been much more protected against the famine threat a year later. Finally, the
institutionalization of food aid within the government and NGOs is very far from the
realization of the right to food and can even become an obstacle to it (Ziegler, 2005).
The last section in this part will focus particularly on famine prevention in Ethiopia
by looking at the overall political environment of the country. It will be argued that the
fulfilment of the right to food also requires the respect of civil and political rights.
2.4. The Political Setting
In recent years, there have been attempts to determine if there is a link between the
political system of a country and famine prevention, and if such link exists, which
political system can best protect the people from famine. Sen (1999: 178) asserts that
16

Jean Ziegler, the UN special rapporteur on the right to food, paid a visit to Ethiopia in 2004 to monitor
the degree to which the Ethiopian state assumed its responsibilities to guarantee the right to food and
the freedom from hunger in particular, namely the international treaties and conventions the state is
party to. Most of the information in this section has been obtained from the report of Jean Ziegler.
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‘there has never been a famine in a functioning multiparty democracy’, indeed, for him,
it is not at all difficult to prevent famines; in addition to economic rights like the right to
food, civil and political rights are of utmost importance.
[T]he occurrence of famines is only one example of the protective reach of
democracy. The positive role of political and civil rights applies to the prevention
of economic and social disasters in general. […]
Many economic technocrats recommend the use of economic incentives (which
the market system provides) while ignoring political incentives (which democratic
systems could guarantee). But economic incentives, important as they are, are no
substitute for political incentives, and the absence of an adequate system of
political incentives is a lacuna that cannot be filled by the operation of economic
inducement (Sen, 1999: 184).
Sen explains that the existence of functional multi-party politics and free and fair
elections, among others, ensures that the government risks losing power unless it
addresses major problems such as famine. The services of an independent media can
also prove to be useful in reporting the depth and scale of famines. In developed and
democratic countries, this particular role of democracy may no longer be apparent
because of the existence of safety-measures and social security systems. But it is
precisely in developing and undemocratic countries that famines strike; a study of not
only past famines but also of current ones supports this claim (Sen, 2001).
There have been some criticisms on this statement by selectively referring to
countries in transition, like post-reform China, Singapore, and pre-democratic South
Korea. Critics say that non-democratic countries which place an emphasis on strong
work ‘discipline’ are developing more quickly than some democratic countries; this is
known as the ‘the Lee hypothesis’17. However, in the absence of a functional
democracy, the possibility that even these countries could face famines is still there. In
general, democratic institutions are held to be necessary but not sufficient conditions in
preventing famine and starvation (Banik, 2002; 2007). Furthermore, it must be
remembered that one of the largest famines in human history took place in China. Even
if it occurred in 1959-61, excess death was estimated to be between 23 and 30 million
(Lin and Yang, 2000: 137).18
More and more scholars agree that recent famines, also known as new famines, are
political because they are almost always preventable (Howe and Devereux, 2007). In an
attempt to further refine and complement Sen’s theory, de Waal (1997; 2000) came up
with the notion of an anti-famine political contract with the objective of preventing
famines. In addition to democracy, de Waal assumes that anti-famine political contracts
are necessary. Such contracts attempt to further politicise famine by presenting an
incentive for governments to fulfil their responsibilities. By politicising famine,
ineffective government action and even inaction can entail a heavy political cost.
Such political contract attempts to explain why some socio-economic rights are
important enough that they need a political guarantee, in fact ‘famine is so self-evident
and so visible that it readily offers itself as a political cause’ (Sen, 1999: 11). The antifamine political contract ensures a long-term solution to the problem by making the
prevention of famine and starvation a priority in the governments’ agenda. In the
17
18

It was named after Lee Kuan Yew, the former president of Singapore, who strongly advocated the idea
(Sen, 2001).
Of course, no one denies that present day China is much more different in most ways than what it used
to be at that time.
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absence of civil and political rights, the government is not forced to put the fight against
famine and starvation as a priority (Devereux, 2000: 22). There is no certainty that
liberal civil and political rights will definitely assist freedom from famine unless famine
is politicized (de Waal, 1997: 214). Furthermore, such political contracts could work
only in democracies.
Famine in this sense ceases to be the result of natural disaster or a challenge to
charity, and becomes a political issue. Such political contract makes famine and
starvation an electoral question (de Waal, 2000: 14). The free election of a government
depends, among other things, on its agenda, and its re-election on the fulfilment of that
agenda; famine therefore must appear as one government agenda in a political contract.
This is instrumental in getting the attention of any government facing famine threats and
where there is free and fair election, the political contract is different from the notion of
food as a right in the sense that it provides a clear incentive for a government.
If a political contract is adopted, it will have to engage the people too. For famine to
be politicized, first the effort must come from the people. Rarely will a government
propose such a contract unless there is enough pressure by the people, it is only when
the electorate is willing to vote against a government which has no policy on the
eradication of famine and starvation, or against one whose policy has failed, that famine
becomes an electoral question (de Waal, 2000: 14). In other words, ‘this requires
making famine an issue of concern to those who are not directly affected: treating its
prevention as a barometer of political legitimacy, and its occurrence as a political
scandal’ (de Waal, 1997: 215). A political contract comes from within the state, it
should emanate from the people rather than from beyond the state; ‘Such accountability
and political contract cannot be implanted, let alone imposed, from outside, though they
can be supported from outside. People must mobilize and impose their own political
priorities. They must seize moral ownership of the issues’ (de Waal, 1997: 214).
Ethiopia has repeatedly been mentioned in the discussion on democracy and famine
prevention. The previous regimes of Emperor Haile Selassie and the Derg serve as good
examples where, respectively, the 1973-4 and 1984 famines inter alia occurred in the
absence of democracy. At present, not many people (not even the government itself)
dare to assert that Ethiopia is a full-fledged democracy. In 1995 and 2000, elections
were not very competitive, opposition parties that participated were weak, and election
practices were not uniformly free and fair over the whole country (Pausewang et al.,
2002). The last elections in 2005 were much more competitive but ended with
controversial results and, among others, the main CUD19 opposition party leaders, most
of whom were elected, found themselves behind bars20. The EU election observation
mission (2005) stated that overall ‘the elections fell short of international principles for
genuine democratic elections’. According to Freedom House (2007) report for 2006,
Ethiopia is categorised as ‘partly free’ and the trends are moving towards ‘not free’. On
a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 is free and 7 not free, Ethiopia scored 5 for both political
rights and civil liberties. Accordingly, Ethiopia does not qualify for an ‘electoral
democracy’ status.
19
20

CUD (Coalition for Unity and Democracy) was the newest and arguably the most popular of all
opposition parties that run for the 2005 elections.
After 18 months in prison the top opposition leaders were released in July 2007. At the moment, only
one of the former CUD leaders, Birtukan Mideksa, is in jail because, according to the government, she
had publicly denied having ever requested clemency; her pardon was revoked immediately on the 28th
of December 2008.
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As per the analysis on democracy and famine, it is therefore possible to assert that
famine is still a threat in Ethiopia in part because of the lack of a functional multi-party
democracy. Where opposition political parties, civil society organizations, and
independent media cannot operate freely, there is no certainty that the government will
put famine prevention as a priority. Democracy, according to Sen, is the one element
that all famines lack; in other words, the presence of non-democratic government is the
common denominator in all famines. In Ethiopia, the issue of famine has already been
politicised to some extent, the 1974 famine, for example, came at a heavy political cost
for the Imperial government. However, where a full-fledged democracy is lacking, the
effective politicisation of famine and starvation is by no means evident.
In order to better understand the current political setting in Ethiopia, one has to take a
look at some of the main policies of the EPRDF which could have a bearing on famine.
The example of land tenure is important in this regard, and so is the supply of
agricultural inputs. To begin with the first, according to article 40 (1) of the Ethiopian
Constitution, ‘the right to ownership of rural and urban land, as well as of all natural
resources, is exclusively vested in the State and in the peoples of Ethiopia. Land is a
common property of the Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia and shall not be
subject to sale or other means of exchange.’ Without going into the details of the land
tenure debate, it is relevant to note that this constitutional provision in effect gives a lot
of power to the government, and hence the ruling party. In this context Mesfin (as cited
in Belcher, 1998) states the following:
This new regime has now inherited the whole of Ethiopia’s land, and so it is now
in a position to control Ethiopian peasants as much as it wants. They can kick out
the peasant from some farm, they can reduce the size of his farm, they can take it
away completely, so every peasant now lives under this threat of losing this land.
And therefore, they cannot do anything other than [what] the EPRDF cadres tell
them. This is one of the principal ways by which the EPRDF is controlling
Ethiopian peasants.
Regardless of the advantages state ownership of land might have, it surely leaves
enough room for those in power to impose their will by controlling the peasantry
politically.21 Similarly, the supply of agricultural inputs – one of the main components
of the regime’s ADLI22 policy – is mainly carried out by companies affiliated to the
ruling party (i.e. parastatals), and this can be considered as another way for the ruling
party to have a political leverage over the peasants23. Vaughan and Tronvoll (2003: 79)
note that ‘it needs little imagination […] to envisage the difficulties which might beset
the timely distribution of fertilizer, for instance to weredas24 or zones which, after
election, were administered by representatives of political parties other than those with
which these key trading and distribution companies are so closely, if non-formally,
associated.’ As mentioned earlier in Ziegler’s report (2005), these problems have
occurred at least in a few areas. In the particular political setting of Ethiopia, state
21
22
23

24

In recent years, there has been an attempt by the government to issue land certification in some
regions, but its impact on security of tenure is not clear yet.
ADLI (Agricultural Development-Led Industrialization) is the main policy of the EPRDF by which it
aims at strengthening the agricultural sector and boost industrialization.
For instance, in a research carried out in the Amhara region, it was found that Ambassel Trading Co.
(ruling party-affiliated company) and Agricultural Input Supply Enterprise AISE (also criticized for
being affiliated to the ruling party) held 97 per cent and 99.3 per cent of the market share of fertilizer
import and distribution in 2000 and 2001 respectively (Yonas, 2002).
A wereda is a local government unit higher than the kebele, the lowest tier of government.
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ownership of land or the way land is administered by the government and the parastatal
oligopoly of agricultural inputs supply, among others, could therefore pose challenges
to famine prevention.
Returning to recent history, the peculiarities of famines during the Imperial and Derg
regimes was that they primarily affected central and northern highlands – historically,
the power bases of most governments in Ethiopia. Because past famines were highly
visible and mainly affected the power bases of the governments, the little politicisation
of famine that was there led to the overthrow of the Imperial regime despite the absence
of a democracy. Conversely, the current government risks much less facing such a
problem, partly because on the one hand, a full-fledged democracy is lacking to make
famine a political and electoral question, and, on the other, it seems that the government
might have shifted the political geography of famine in Ethiopia. According to Lautze
and Maxwell (2007: 224), the EPRDF has been increasingly protective of these central
and northern highlands from famine threats sometimes at the expense of the less visible
peripheral and marginalized pastoralist communities. In this sense, the current
government may have been able to limit the number of famine deaths, but nevertheless
this does not mean that it has significantly improved the country’s vulnerability to
famine. It therefore remains to be seen whether famine will be eradicated from Ethiopia
when and if the country will become a full-fledged democracy.
III. External factors
In order to fully understand famine, there is a need to look at the problem from
international perspectives as well. External factors are those that go to a large extent
beyond the control of the government in Ethiopia and that contribute to the problem of
famine. This section will first provide a very short general background on the issue of
poverty at the global level.
Almost half the world’s population lives on under $2 per day (Annan, 2000), this
half consumes only 1.3 per cent of the global product. By contrast, according to Pogge
(2005) 955 million citizens of high-income countries have about 81 per cent of the
global product. Furthermore, almost one in seven people do not have the means to
consume enough food for a healthy life - they are undernourished. Almost all of the 852
million undernourished people live in developing countries (WFP, 2007). Similarly,
every day around 25,000 people, mostly children, die of hunger or hunger-related
causes (Breen, 2007).
Some scholars like Pogge argue that the 955 million citizens of high-income
countries mentioned above have no moral entitlements to the 81 per cent of the global
product. Others assume that citizens of the rich world do not owe anything to the rest.
Anywhere in between these two extreme arguments, states in the developed world have
for many years engaged in various initiatives to deal with the problem of poverty in
developing countries.
Starting from the late 1950s, there was already some discussion on the issue of
official development assistance to developing countries and, in 1960, the UN General
Assembly endorsed the notion that developed countries should earmark 0.7 per cent of
their GNP for this purpose. Recent agreements were reached at the 2002 Monterrey
Conference and again at the 2002 Johannesburg Summit where twenty-two states from
the developed world recommitted themselves to devote the stated amount for official
development assistance. Today, almost five decades after the first agreement at the UN

1080

Understanding Famine in Ethiopia: Poverty, Politics and Human Rights

General Assembly of 1960, only five countries met that standard25 (Fomerand, 2003;
Breen, 2007). The UN estimates that the $195 billion a year, which would be raised
when all 22 parties commit to their agreement, would allow the problems of extreme
poverty to be ‘substantially eliminated’.
It is with this background that this section will select three major areas of concern –
areas that have, in one way or another, contributed to the occurrence of famines. These
are: International Financial Institutions, International Trade, and some aspects of
Humanitarian activities.
3. 1. The role of international financial institutions
The effect of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAP) in countries like Ethiopia is
debatable. For instance, the Food First Institute for Food and Development Policy26
blamed the World Bank and IMF policies for forcing the Ethiopian government to pay
down its debts by cutting social service provision, exporting crops, dismantling crop
reserves, and devaluing its currency, all of which somehow contributed to famine
threats. On the other hand, the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)27
stated that there is no external party to blame in the case of Ethiopia; ‘nobody was
pushing Ethiopia to sell extensively. Food surplus was short term, so let’s not look for
external culprits’ (Von Braun as cited in Mekay, 2003).
What is less debatable is that SAPs and other policies of the IMF/World Bank have
not prevented poverty, nor have they been able to check ‘world hunger’ from reaching
to its current magnitude of more than 800 million people.
An overview of the record in Africa suggests that both adjusting and nonadjusting countries have suffered an increase in poverty. Factors such as debt, the
international terms of trade, and internal political crises all played their role. The
criticism of the World Bank and the IMF is less that their policies intensified
poverty, but rather that, contrary to their claims, they failed to prevent this
deterioration (De Waal, 1997: 53).
Not only did SAPs programs prove incapable of checking famine threats which are
corollaries of poverty, but they also had a negative consequence on the nature of
governments. Specifically, they did not encourage democracy28 and were unable to ‘help
people help themselves’ when it came to famine prevention. The role of the government
was reduced to the extent that it was difficult for it to prevent famine. SAPs attempted
to treat economic symptoms to otherwise political causes. The 1990s had seen a turn
towards ‘governance’ and ‘democratization’ but mainly to the benefit of well-organized
groups that, for different reasons, were urban groups rather than the rural masses (de
Waal, 1997: 49-64). Recent trends in global politics, namely the U.S. War on Terror,
has put relatively less emphasis on democratization as opposed to maintaining strategic
allies in the developing world.
25
26
27
28

Sweden, Luxembourg, Norway, The Netherlands, and Denmark earmark respectively 1.03, 0.89, 0.89,
0.81, and 0.80 per cent of their national incomes for development assistance.
It is a US-based think tank group.
The IFPRI is another Washington based think tank funded by the World Band and the Inter-American
Development Bank among others.
According to de Waal (1997:57), International Financial Institutions legitimized a new form of
external interventionism in African affairs and this had a bearing on how these governments dealt with
their people: ‘African governments became, simply through the routines of dealing with the IFIs, more
externally accountable than ever before. […] In turn, implementing the new economic policies
required national governments to be resolute to the point of authoritarianism, even when newly elected
by popular vote’. (Ellipses Mine)
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In general, there are deep contradictions at the international level regarding poverty
alleviation and reduction as well as famine prevention. This contradiction is between
some UN agencies on the one side, and international financial institutions (i.e. World
Bank, and the IMF) on the other. UN agencies place emphasis on social justice and
human rights when addressing the issue of famine prevention, whereas, the World
Bank, the IMF, the World Trade Organization, and some governments like the U.S. over
emphasise liberalization, deregulation, privatisation, and the compression of domestic
budgets, all of which have made the fight against famine even more difficult (Ziegler as
quoted in FAO, 2002).
3. 2. International trade
Related to the SAPs and other World Bank and IMF conditionalities, is the issue of
international trade. In this part, only selected issues in international trade that are of
primary importance to the fight against famine will be looked at. It is very difficult to
state that international trade is at present free and fair, not few in fact believe that there
is nothing fair about free trade. International financial institutions have displayed a
tendency to dictate economic policies in less developed countries, more so in ‘least’
developed countries like Ethiopia. While the governments are forced to scale down their
size, avoid to interfere with the market, and open up their doors, agriculture in the
developed world is heavily subsidized and protected. There seems to be an
understanding that comparative advantage theories encourage the division of ‘labour’ at
the global level; while developed countries produce finished and industrial products,
developing countries have largely been encouraged to stick to agricultural production.
At the same time, because agriculture in the developed world is heavily subsidized,
products from Africa for instance cannot compete in the international market, and this
has led to the sharp fall of prices on agricultural products and raw materials. For
example, this meant that African countries had to export 30 per cent more in 1987 just
to maintain the same level of import as in 1977 (Rau, 1991: 84). Tewolde (as cited in
Paget-Clarke, 2002), further explains the situation as follows.
The most important single thing they [industrialized countries] can do is since
they are preaching free trade they must make trade free. Eliminate all subsidies,
especially from agricultural products, because that is where the developing
countries are competitive. Not only the direct subsidies but also the hidden
subsidies. For example, […] to produce one unit of food in the U.K. it costs about
six hundred times more energy than it does in subsistence agriculture in rural
Africa. Somebody is paying for that energy. […] Trade agreements are so cleverly
designed that the industrialized countries can say, “We don’t want to import,” for
example, maize this year, or indefinitely, or whatever commodity. And there is
nothing to stop them. But the markets of developing countries have been forced
open from that kind of protectionism through the World Bank and the IMF when
it comes to goods. […] That is a very, very unfair system. […] What chances does
a least-developed country have in a level playing field of the free market. It’s
neither free nor can the field ever be level so long as there is inequality of
capacities.
In the contemporary world trade regime, one that is far from free, it becomes very
difficult for governments to cope with famine. The difference between the rhetoric of
free trade and the practice is so great that developed countries pay to some of their
farmers $300 billion in subsidies annually, which is six times more than what they give
for development aid (Bread for the World Institute, 2003: 2).
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There are of course several possible counter-arguments to be made in reference to
agricultural liberalisation. To mention one of them, Panagariya (2005) for instance
argues that poor countries – many of which, it is assumed, are net food importers –
actually benefit from agricultural subsidies in the developed world as it reduces the
price of their food imports. This could be the case in some developing countries, but in
others like Ethiopia where the majority of the population is predominantly engaged in
agriculture, cheap food imports and even food aid have the effect of damping the local
market thus negatively affecting the producers.
3. 3. International humanitarian aid
Regarding international humanitarianism as it exists today, the impact it has been
able to bring about, especially in relieving people from the threat of famine is somewhat
minimal. In the case of Ethiopia for instance, the largest share of assistance to the
country is devoted to emergency food relief and not to development aid. Had the same
amount of money spent on emergency food relief been used for development purposes
before the ‘emergency’ occurred, the impacts could have been better. For instance, the
U.S. government emergency aid to Ethiopia in 2002 was $200 million while its
agricultural development assistance was $4 million; emergency aid was therefore fifty
times greater than agricultural development aid. What makes development aid relatively
better, according to aid practitioners, is the fact that $1 of long-term mitigation aid is
assumed to be worth $7 of emergency aid (Frerichs, 2003).
Amongst all types of emergency assistance, food aid can have a negative impact on
the domestic food market. In a country like Ethiopia it is often the case that there are
food surpluses in some regions for example while there is drought in other areas. In
such situations, food aid has the effect of taking away the potential ‘market’ from those
who have produced surplus food while depressing the local food market. There have
been attempts by the current government to convince donors to give aid in the form of
cash to be then distributed in cash-for-work programs so that aid recipients can buy the
food from the local market. Alternatively, donors can also buy the food from local
markets and distribute it themselves (FDRE, 2001: 115-6). Surely, all this rests upon the
good will of donors, who sometimes use food aid to dump their agricultural surpluses.
In this regard, Ziegler (2004:10) noted that ‘the whole rhetoric of the Bush regime is
very ambiguous. First of all, they should give money to WFP29 and not use WFP to
dump their agricultural surplus. What should be done ideally is to get money to buy the
food locally’. To be more specific, the United States for instance provided $553.1
million in assistance in 2003, out of which $471.7 million was provided as food aid
(Ziegler, 2005).
On a more serious note, international humanitarianism by itself has become more
intrusive and influential in the domestic politics of states. For instance, donor countries
and institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF have been constantly pressuring
the EPRDF government to privatise land. Whatever the merits of land privatisation, a
crucial issue such as land ownership should not be decided in far remote countries and
institutions but in Ethiopia and in consultation with the people. International
humanitarianism has not assumed all the responsibility that goes with such intrusion and
this has had some negative impact on movements from within the state that aim at
preventing famine (de Waal, 1997:65-6).
29

World Food Programme.
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Another related challenge to the prevention of famine and starvation is the impact of
aid on government accountability. With government dependence on aid, responsiveness
to donor demands rather than to those of its people is very likely and sometimes even
expected. The following two quotations without doubt ascertain this. Though such
statements would be politically incorrect these days, the officials in question were blunt
enough to state how food aid is used as a weapon in the eyes of some donors.
I have heard ... that people may become dependent on us for food. I know that was
not supposed to be good news. To me, that was good news, because before people
can do anything they have got to eat. And if you are looking for a way to get
people to lean on you and to be dependent on you, in terms of their cooperation
with you, it seems to me that food dependence would be terrific (Senator Hubert
Humphrey, on the U.S. Food for Peace programme, 1957, quoted in Rau, 1991:
76).
Food is a weapon but the way to use that is to tie countries to us. That way
they'll be far more reluctant to upset us (John Brock, during confirmation hearings
as Secretary of Agriculture, 1980, quoted in Rau, 1991: 76).
Overall, there has been an increasing trend of donors identifying both the problems of,
and solutions to, the recipient country, and does not appear to be a healthy relationship.
Certainly, aid has saved the lives of millions during famine and starvation but it has
done little to make sure that these lives do not face famine in the future.
The purpose of this section was to demonstrate that there are indeed great challenges
that any government in a developing country such as Ethiopia is facing. External
challenges go usually beyond the realm of what the government can do. True, these
challenges are there, but it wouldn’t be fair to blame everything on external forces.
Furthermore, even in this context, Ethiopia is not the only government facing these
challenges. History has recorded many success stories of states in similar situations
freeing themselves from the scourges of famine and it should also be possible for the
Ethiopian government to do the same.
IV. Conclusion
It is very difficult to identify one single factor or perspective which can explain the
occurrence of famine in Ethiopia. The decline of food availability, whether caused by
natural disasters or population pressure, can provide an explanation – but only a partial
one. It does not take too much to realize that droughts decrease the food available in a
particular region. However, to attribute all responsibility to such natural disasters will
not do justice to the issue of famine, not least because such ‘disasters’ always affect
selected classes in society. In poor countries like Ethiopia, entitlement failures give an
explanation as to why only some classes are affected by famine. There may be enough
food at the national level, but still entitlement failures in some regions can cause famine.
This is no natural disaster; it is a policy matter. This has happened in Ethiopia especially
in the past. At present, one problem in this regard is the general government inclination
to produce cash crops for export in such a way that famine prevention has not been
given adequate attention. For example, agricultural development enterprises in the
Awash River basin devote almost all of their resources to cash crop production and
export amidst the recent crises. The responsibility of addressing famine threats has been
mainly shifted to donors and NGOs. However, this will mean shunning of
responsibilities that have been conferred to the state in international covenants like the
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ICESCR which stipulates that freedom from hunger is a primary responsibility of the
state.
In developing countries where famine is a threat, a functional multi-party democracy
tends to ensure that famines do not occur. Here again, democracy by itself is not
sufficient; but it will render governments accountable by imposing a heavy political cost
to failed famine prevention policies. Politics is therefore one major determinant in the
famine equation. This approach can better provide a famine prevention strategy, and it
can also shape our understanding of famine – that famine is not only the result of natural
or economic problems, but that it is the result of political problems as well. In view of
the fact that Ethiopia is presently not a full-fledged democracy addressing famine
requires more than just applying technical or economic fixes to a partly political
problem. The protection of human rights would therefore be of much help in the fight
against famine and so would be an anti-famine political contract. In order to have a
lasting solution, one important means to address the problem is an anti-famine political
contract, the outcome of which would inevitably depend on the strength and
commitment of all contracting parties.
This being said, the international dimension of the problem needs to be mentioned. It
is no secret that poverty which is the economic milieu of famines is a big problem in
Ethiopia and it cannot remain confined only within the boundaries of the country.
International financial institutions and international trade at large play roles that often
times exacerbate the problem of famine. Peasants and pastoralists in Ethiopia are very
far from being in a good bargaining position for their products; they can determine
neither the price of agricultural inputs, nor the price of their products, but they are still
supposed to compete with the highly subsidized farmers of developed countries. In this
new free-market economy, where the ‘invisible hand’ is supposed to take care of
everything, one thing can be ascertained: that hand has not relieved poor peasants and
pastoralists from vulnerability to famine in Ethiopia.
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