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Preface  
 
Rangeland and Resource Management in Ethiopia is a book about how natural 
resources in Ethiopia’s pastoral and agro-pastoral areas are managed by women 
and men. It describes how local people often in cooperation with development 
organisations attempt to pursue their livelihoods from the rangelands while at the 
same time sustaining and conserving their environments. It also discusses the 
increasing challenges to such sustainable management, be they political, 
environmental or socio-economical. The book’s emphasis is on pastoral gender 
relations and the different ways women and men access, use and manage natural 
resources, and what impact changes in resource patterns have on these. Case 
studies, commentaries and first-hand testimonies pave the way for a series of 
suggestions aimed at development planners that frame pastoral NRM in its 
gendered context.   
 
The book contains six independent but interrelated chapters. Chapter 1, A Sharing 
of Past Experience, (Fiona Flintan) provides a synthesis of literature from Ethiopia 
and other countries and presents an overview of gender, pastoralism and 
rangeland management. Chapter 2, “Community?” Forest Management in Borana, 
(Getachew Mamo) reviews the gender impacts of a collaborative forest 
management intervention amongst two Boran communities in southern Ethiopia. 
Chapter 3, The ‘Privatisation’ of Somali Region’s Rangelands, (Sead Oumer) assesses 
the environmental and social consequences of a growing charcoal industry and 
changing rangeland practices on Ethiopia’s Somali pastoralists. Chapter 4, The 
Dynamics of Rangeland & Water Management in Afar, (Samuel Tefera Alemu & Fiona 
Flintan) presents how natural resources in Ethiopia’s north-eastern lowlands are 
utilised and managed by pastoralist men and women and the changes challenging 
this. Chapter 5, Coping with Drought in the Borana Rangelands, (Lemlem Aregu & 
Yemane Belete) returns to the Borana rangelands to review the coping strategies 
and development interventions experienced during times of environmental stress. 
And Chapter 6, Implications for Gender, Pastoralism and Rangeland Management, 
(Fiona Flintan) concludes by summarising issues raised and forwarding 
recommendations for future developments based around the gender 
considerations emphasised in the text. 
 
All the contributors are staff members of the SOS Sahel Ethiopia Gender & 
Pastoralism Action Research Project. They have been working on the Project for 
the last two to three years to fill in gaps in our understanding of gender relations 
in pastoral communities and to assist both development actors and communities 
to work together in a more gender equitable and community-led way.  
 
Far from being exhaustive, this book is written with the aim that it will promote 
the importance of gender mainstreaming in development interventions in 
Ethiopia’s pastoral and agro-pastoral areas whilst stimulating further debate as to 
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how best this can be achieved. While it addresses specific issues the themes 
covered have much broader implications that will be valuable for government 
departments, NGOs and local community groups who are engaged in pastoral 
development in Ethiopia and beyond. 
 
The Gender & Pastoralism Action Research Project (GAPP) 
 
The Gender & Pastoralism Action Research Project began three years ago with 
the central objective of initiating more community-led processes of development 
and environmental management that would offer a higher degree of equal 
opportunities for all sections of pastoral societies including women. SOS Sahel 
believed that if given the right facilitating and supportive environment, all sections 
of the community would work together to initiate positive change, and more 
equitable and fair decision making and distribution of resources.  
 
Action research was an approach that was new to many in Ethiopia: a country that 
had been built on relatively non-participatory and centralised decision making.  
The action research and learning process, working with partners and 
communities, was developed from personal and organisational questioning of how 
research and development is ‘normally’ done, and a need to do something more; 
something that would directly benefit those with whom we were going to be 
working.  
 
The process of action research had inevitable tensions, but also had potential to 
shift groups and communities to become more thoughtful and self-aware, to grow 
in confidence, and to enter into new cycles of learning and action which offered 
greater challenges. The learning process was systematic, but adaptive and flexible. 
Learning was seen as a cycle of action, reflection, feedback/discussion and 
strategising for further action (see Figure 1). ‘Unlearning’ was a necessary part of 
this cycle.  
 
During the research we focussed on issues that our partners (NGOs, GOs and 
communities) considered to be important, needed information on and support 
for: from these we formulated research questions and assumptions for 
investigation and testing. The research itself was carried out with representatives 
from all our partners and thus also formed part of the capacity building process. 
Once the research was completed the information was passed back to the 
partners so that action could be taken based on the lessons learned. Further 
action taken was then monitored, though limitations of time constrained the 
accomplishment of the full action research cycle. We will continue to support our 
partners as best we can in the future.  
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Figure 1 Cycle of Action, Research & Learning 
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1 
 

A Sharing of Past Experiences 
    Fiona Flintan 
 
Dryland ecosystems are complex and dynamic. They change in relation to the 
availability of water and nutrients, the impact of fire and human-related influences 
such as livestock grazing. The environment is unpredictable and though it can be 
linked to certain ecological and/or climatic cycles such as incidence of drought, in 
general those who live and work in dryland areas must cope with the 
unpredictability and be adaptive to changes that occur: pastoralism as a livelihood 
and environmental management system is a primary and very successful way of 
doing this. 
 
In dryland areas pastoral and other communities have a close relationship with the 
natural environment. Often conditions are harsh and natural resources scarce. 
Therefore communities must use the resources carefully and manage them wisely 
to ensure their continued sustainability.  
 
Both men and women living in dryland areas have an intimate knowledge of their 
environments, related to their different uses and management of natural 
resources. Further gender has been shown to be a key determinant of rights to 
and benefits from natural resources (Watson 2005) whilst it has also been proven 
that gender relations have a direct impact on their use, management and 
conservation.  
 
Indeed men and women have different roles, responsibilities, natural assets, access 
to resources and decision making processes. Both men and women have vital 
roles in and contributions to make to the continuation and adaptation of pastoral 
systems. The majority of these are a result of gender differences that find their 
roots in culture, traditions and perceived views about what women and men 
should do or not do, have or not have.  
 
1.1 Use of Natural Resources 
 
Most activities in rural societies including among pastoral groups are managed 
along gender lines. While some activities such as water collection for domestic 
use and grass cutting are mainly the preserve of women, few Natural Resource 
Management (NRM) tasks are carried out by men alone. This means that it is 
often women who are responsible for natural resource collection and use, and 
particularly where these are scarce it can result in women being overworked. 
Further as pastoral systems change and there is a decline of activities more often 
associated with men such as hunting, cattle raiding and livestock herding, pastoral 
men are finding themselves under worked and yet fail to take up any of the 
‘women’s tasks’. Rather in some cases women are taking up traditional ‘men’s’ 
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roles. For example amongst the Hamar of Ethiopia young wives are increasingly 
taking on herding activities, in order to promote the self-sufficiency of nuclear 
families (Hirut Yibabe 2001).  
 
Multiple resource use is a central feature of many pastoral systems. It typically 
involves complex combinations of the following aspects: 
 

a) Different categories of users (e.g. individuals, households, kinship 
groups, corporate groups, villages, communities, tribes, ethnic 
groups, women, men); 

b) Users of different status (e.g. owners; co-owners; primary, 
secondary and tertiary; unrecognised or illegal users); 

c) Different uses (e.g. gathering and cutting of foods, grass, fuelwood 
and materials for craft production; hunting; annual cropping; 
permanent cropping; grazing and browsing, by single or 
multispecies herds; water for livestock, domestic supply, 
irrigation); 

d) Resources of differential productivity, economic value and ease of 
control (e.g. stable productive gardens on fertile soils vs. rainfed 
arable fields of lower fertility; high productivity lowland grazing vs. 
low productivity extensive rangeland; close or permanent water 
sources vs. distant or seasonal water sources); and 

e) Different sets of rights and obligations for users of resources (e.g. 
rights to different uses, for defined periods or seasons; rights of 
disposal; rights of occupancy, access or transit; reciprocal rights of 
access; rights influenced by gender norms (OSSREA 2000).  

 
Indeed, men and women utilise resources for different purposes and in different 
ways influenced heavily by culturally accepted gender norms. Culture can help 
enforce rules and taboos. For example in parts of Kenya there are taboos that 
prevent married women from planting trees, such as eucalyptus. It is said that if a 
married woman is allowed to plant a tree that will be used for timber, the roots 
will grow towards the house and overturn it (Mwangi & Houghton 1993 cited in 
Aguilar et al 2002). 
 
Women remain responsible for fuelwood collection across pastoral societies. The 
collection of fuelwood exposes women to injury from falls and the risk of 
miscarriage, as well as splinters and cuts. There are also increased risks to attack 
as well as injury from landmines during and after periods of conflict (Bates 2002). 
The wood is used for a variety of purposes including cooking, boiling water, 
making coffee, providing light, smoking utensils, perfuming clothes, and as a central 
point for a household, friends, kin etc. to gather round. Wood is typically burnt in 
open fires that lack efficiency and encourage pollution and smoke related diseases 
(specifically there is evidence to suggest that there is increased risk to pneumonia, 
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bronchitis, obstructive lung disease and lung cancer) (ibid). Women and young 
children who spend more of their time in the home are exposed on a daily basis.  
 
Women tend to collect natural resources closer to home, often whilst carrying 
out other activities, opportunistically, and can be considered to be ‘generalists’. In 
contrast men tend to undertake planned, long-distance, ‘collecting trips’. Men are 
more likely to be ‘specialists.’ Men tend to be more involved in cultural and 
commercial activities and less concerned with domestic use. Charcoal making 
tends to be the responsibility of men, though trading can be dominated by women 
particularly those from nearby towns. Livestock is seen as the central pillar of 
pastoral livelihood systems thus women’s use and management of natural 
resources may not seem so important as men’s because much of it focuses on 
non-livestock sources.  
 
Many natural resources, particularly plants, are used as medicines and in rituals. In 
Namibia perfume is made from plant extracts and widely used by female 
pastoralists. Plants are also used for treating animals: men and women are likely to 
have different knowledge about these depending on their roles. For example, 
women are more likely to understand problems related to milk production, as 
they are the ones who normally milk the animals whilst men are more likely to 
identify problems with the larger livestock with which they spend more time. 
 
Wild foods (roots, tubers, leaves, seeds) are collected on a regular basis by some 
pastoral groups, particularly women (and children) and can form a large part of 
normal diets: in other communities they are relied upon more in times of crises 
such as drought and famine (Gullick 1999; Langton 1984; Sobania 1988). The 
collection of wild foods does not necessarily involve expending a great deal of 
energy though some such as the mukheit shrub found and used in Sudan in times 
of famine needs heavy and laborious processing (Muhammed 2002). Many foods 
are collected along the wayside whilst going about other chores. Others may be 
quite labour intensive e.g. digging up of tubers. Collection may become 
burdensome when the foods become the major part of the diet particularly during 
times of food scarcity and famine. The nutritional analysis of wild plant foods from 
all over Africa shows them to be very nutritious and not inferior to domesticated 
varieties. For example, the calorific value of wild grains, seeds and kernels can be 
higher than the calories, protein and oil of cultivated varieties (Gullick 1999).  
 
1.2 Access & Management 
 
In pastoral societies men take up a more ‘public’ role. Therefore it is easy to 
suggest that decisions about access to and management of natural resources are 
made by men with little consultation of the women, leading to negative impacts on 
women’s resource use and management. However in reality things tend to be 
more complicated than this with women being able to influence decisions in some 
instances. Further decisions are made based on a number of different criteria; 
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access often involves complex negotiation processes amongst many actors; and 
management controlled by traditional institutions (Doss & McPeak 2005). 
 
Indeed, many management regimes are well developed and ensure the 
sustainability of the resource. In Sudan for example, trees of edible fruits or leaves 
are protected and social sanctions or taboos preventing their cutting are 
commonly accepted. Pastoralists do not cut browsing trees but trim or prune the 
branches, just before the onset of the rainy season, to feed their animals at the 
time when grazing resources have dwindled (Ahmed 2002).  
 
Similar management regimes exist in Ethiopia, including complex sets of rights that 
allow access to traditional water points and grazing areas. For example, though 
traditionally the Afar do not plant trees, they do not cut them down either: they 
are not supposed to use trees in any way without permission from their clan 
leaders. Making charcoal should be taboo because they believe that it results in 
them never being able to have children (IIRR 2004). And within the Guji: 
 

The bilcaano tree is particularly significant in the establishment of a 
new homestead. The father and mother plant two trees of this type 
behind the new home, saying a prayer together as they do so: Bilcaano 
tana nagea bulci na oli, ‘May these trees cause us to pass the nights 
and days in peace.’ It is believed that in the shadow of these trees the 
house and its inhabitants will be protected from every evil. The gulunta, 
or seat for the mother of the house, is cut out of the trunk of a 
bilcaano tree.  When the mother has given birth near the hearth, a 
hole is dug in the floor there using bilcaano wood, in order to bury the 
placenta (van de Loo 1991: 75).  

 
In the past, institutions existed in pastoral societies that maintained and controlled 
social, economic and political organisations that played an important role in NRM. 
The Heera of the Somali, the Gadaa of the Borana and the Finna of the Afar are 
some examples. All of these institutions were based on heavily gendered divisions 
of labour with males dominating public decision making processes (Yacob Arsano 
2000). However today such traditional controls and institutions have weakened as 
‘outsiders’ have intervened; social groupings have changed (with new migrants); 
governments have attempted to take over control of resources; and there is less 
respect for ‘tradition’.  
 
Where these institutions still exist, they tend to be managed by the men in the 
communities, normally the elders. Women gain access through their husbands, 
brothers and sons, and being a member of the right clan or other socio-economic 
unit rather than through their own independent right. This can be problematic if 
the husband has migrated into town to find work for example. Further, women 
more often have rights of renewable use (for example harvesting leaves from 
trees), while men have rights of consumptive use (harvesting the tree itself). 
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Traditional systems of water access control in Tanzania mean that often women 
have to wait to use a watering hole for domestic use until the men have finished 
watering livestock (Tukai 2005).  
 
Indeed, where men heavily dominate such social institutions they may not prove 
to be the best vehicle to support women’s access, voice and needs and thus 
alternatives may need to be found. Where support is given to rejuvenating these 
institutions it is important to fully understand them and their impact on all 
resource users: without this any interventions may encourage the inclusion of 
certain groups and the exclusion of others such as women.  
 
1.3 Increasing ‘Privatisation’ of the Rangelands 
 
Increasingly in the dryland and pastoral areas of Ethiopia a privatisation of 
resources is being seen due to issues such as the influence of commercial interests 
(removal of land for developments such as sugar/cotton plantations and other 
agricultural use) together with a marked growth of enclosures and ‘private’ 
grazing or water sources. The ‘selling-off’ of rangeland resources has increased for 
private gain: for example in Somali Region charcoal making has grown dramatically 
since the livestock ban in the early 1990s preventing export of livestock to the 
countries of the Gulf. Both men and women are involved in this trade, mainly 
coming from the urban and peri-urban areas.  
 
Changes in land use and access arrangements to resources also have a direct 
impact on both men and women. “Gender relations are...dynamic and changing as a 
result of processes of negotiation and bargaining between men and women and as a 
result of changes in the NR base” (Watson 2005: 12). For example the increased 
production of charcoal in Somali Region is having a fundamental impact on open 
grazing and communal rangeland management for both men and women as 
described in Chapter 3 of this volume.  
 
Such dramatic changes in the availability of rangeland resources heavily affect 
mobility patterns, which in turn affect gender relations at the household level 
(Haggman 2006): 
 

Previously, young strong men went with their camel herds, while children 
and women look for shoats. Today, women and children are looking after 
the animals in the enclosures, including camels. As a result, less mobility of 
men is occurring. Men and women are now sitting together in one spot 
with the men hanging out and chewing khat the whole day in the hamlet, 
armed with one jerry can of camel milk. 

 
Further privatisation encourages the spread of fencing and increasing 
concentration around population centres: as a result access to areas where 
women can gather wild plants and wood for fuel, food, fibre, medicine and other 
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purposes becomes increasingly difficult. Spending more time seeking fuel or other 
plant resources, or having to find the money to purchase fuel, means restructuring 
domestic activities, for example, by spending more time on producing items that 
can be sold to finance alternative purchases.  
 
Increasingly water found in pastoral areas is also being bought and sold for 
example during droughts, and there is the likelihood that this is going to increase. 
This will make it increasingly difficult for poorer and less powerful groups in 
society to access water: this includes women who will have to become more 
dependent on their husbands to provide money and access. The sale of water also 
risks threatening the social networks and institutions as described above, together 
with feelings of support and reciprocity that have existed and have been so 
important in pastoral communities for their sustainability. 
 
Indeed the increased privatisation of resources has increased the likelihood of 
resource and land related conflicts: between competing groups; between father 
and sons; and encouraged the isolation of women (IFAD 1994; Kituyi 1990 cited 
in Larsen & Hassen 2003). 
 
1.4 Rights to Land 
 
As rights to land become more privatised (and pastoralists more sedentarised – 
see below) rather than communal in nature, there is an impact on the access and 
rights to land of both men and women. Though land titling could be carried out in 
a gender equitable manner e.g. through certification schemes, western-style land 
tenure systems have been introduced, where title deeds have been given to men 
marginalising women from decision making and access to resources (IFAD 1994; 
Larsen & Hassen 2003).  
 
In Kenya, rights to land have been influenced by a process of division into groups 
such as group ranches and more recently into individual landholdings. More than 
99 per cent of the members of group ranches are men (Joekes & Pointing 1991). 
During the division women had no forum within the structures of the group ranch 
system to pursue and articulate their interests and claims. They did not attempt 
to challenge the basis of their exclusion. However this did not mean that they did 
not have an opinion on the issue. Though some married women favoured 
subdivision on several grounds: inheritance for children, land ownership and 
freedom to conduct independent decisions, others were aware of how subdivision 
restricted access to grazing and a break down of shared life patterns.  
 
Today, these women are said to be even more resentful of subdivision, not only 
have the conflicts over trespassing increased, but inconveniences to their daily 
lives have grown. Women’s usufruct rights under traditional systems have been 
curtailed and they remain unable to access land and secure loans (Athoo 2002). 
Now women are forced to obtain fuelwood from a finite source within the 
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confines of her ‘parcel’ and longer routes have to be taken around fenced off 
areas to collect water. Further land registration has highlighted men as household 
heads and land titles sit with them. On the other hand widows have been able to 
obtain some independence through inheriting from their husbands (Mwangi 2005).  
 
Within Ethiopia security of land rights is being promoted through developments 
such as land certification. Though so far this has focussed on highland areas, 
increasingly some pastoral drylands are being included. In some instances land 
committees have been set up to oversee the distribution of land, for example 
around Harshin in Somali Region. These committees are made up of male elders 
with young men overseeing the implementation. Although ‘modern’ systems of 
land allocation and certification can strengthen women’s rights to land on paper, it 
still remains the case that their security is very much dependent on good relations 
with their husbands, their male in-laws and/or the men in their natal families 
(Mitchell 2003). Land certification can also reduce women’s access to land and 
other resources that is, where they had access and rights (albeit loose usufruct 
rights) before and certification has been made in the name of the household head 
(considered the man) (see Seno & Shaw 2002). Any further development of land 
certification or other schemes must ensure that both men and women benefit: the 
progression of the scheme and its impacts need to be closely monitored. 
 
1.5 NRM & Conservation Practices 
 
In general, conservation legislation and protection enforcement measures attempt 
to restrict use and access; the control of access being with a conservation agency, 
local (or other) government or perhaps a village based committee/institution. 
Where women (and men) have traditionally used resources and now find such use 
restricted if not banned, if no alternatives exist, they will continue to try to access 
resources by either finding another source or taking high risks (such as verbal and 
physical abuse or even imprisonment) to continue (Flintan 2005).   
 
In particular this is the case where products are sought to fulfil basic needs such 
as fuelwood, which can hit women particularly hard. As a result, women may 
operate under informal arrangements with local law enforcement officers who 
allow the collection in return for money, goods or services. Though women may 
recognise that their activities lead to land degradation, usually it is the case that 
they have no power to change the causes of the activities and therefore will 
continue using the resource unsustainably (Eskonheimo 2006). 
 
Though at a policy level e.g. national policy level, gender issues tend to be 
mainstreamed and there is emphasis on the inclusion of women and ensuring that 
benefits accrue to them (see Ethiopia’s Constitution and/or Environment Policy 
for example), in practice this remains challenging. Men tend to be more involved 
in the development of legislation relating to conservation and management, 



Rangeland & Resource Management in Ethiopia 

 8 

though it has been shown that women are more likely to obey laws and to access 
resources using official channels e.g. requesting permission. 
 
In India for example, despite an emphasis on the inclusion of women within Joint 
Forest Management (JFM) processes and activities, supported by policy, guidelines 
and resolutions, women are still missing out. Their husbands remain seen as the 
household head, representing the interests of the whole family; women fail to fully 
participate in decision making processes; the rights of widows or deserted women 
continue to be ignored; women remain passive receivers of information; and fail 
to equally benefit from JFM (Bandyopadhyay 2005; Dasgupta et al 2006).  
 
NGOs and GOs have realised the importance of NRM and its contribution and 
relationship to development processes. However, though it has been proven that 
gender is an important factor to consider (not least for reasons discussed above), 
it continues to be sidelined and organisations struggle to make any meaningful 
inclusion. This has resulted in a number of negative impacts for both conservation 
and the livelihoods of the rural poor: not only do conservation efforts lose out on 
the knowledge that different gender groups can contribute to new innovations 
and adaptive capacity within these programmes, but also the evaluation of the 
impact of conservation and development activities on rural livelihoods will be 
biased towards men to the detriment of other gender groups.  
 
1.6 NRM & Development Projects/Interventions  
 
Indeed, many development and NRM interventions have been introduced that do 
not take gender issues into account adequately and as a result are having negative 
as well as positive impacts on pastoral men and women. Aid agency projects are 
often small and uncoordinated however well intentioned. For example in 
Somaliland, a community beekeeping project initiated by one agency was 
inadvertently killed off by another agency’s overzealous distribution of pesticides 
in a neighbouring community (APD & Interpeace 2006). 
 
Development planning should not just include women: even where women’s 
projects are the focus, it is important to include men too. For example, as 
described above, pastoral women are often overworked. This situation has 
continued even in instances where development interventions, based on ‘gender 
equality’, have sought to increase subsistence levels (Makenzi 2005). This suggests 
that interventions have diversified female workloads but not reduced them as men 
have not been included sufficiently in decision making and planning of 
interventions. Indeed it is necessary to fully include both men and women in 
planning processes. 
 
Water projects are a prime example of the complicated nature of NRM 
interventions and both negative and positive consequences. For example, in the 
Somali Region of Ethiopia the increasing number of boreholes and recently 
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established water points have encouraged the growth of cattle and small 
ruminants rather than the traditional camels: this is likely to have a fundamental 
impact on livelihood and household dynamics.   
 
Even where an effort to promote women’s participation has taken place, 
‘participation’ does not necessarily mean that all will be included (as the example 
of a water project shows in Box 1.1). Further, though women may be included in 
project management, this does not guarantee their security of access. 
 

Box 1.1 Dynamics of a Water Project in Tanzania 
 
In northern Tanzania the establishment of a borehole providing water to pastoralists 
led to an arrangement where payment was made for water used for livestock 
purposes calculated proportionally to the amount of livestock a pastoralist owned. A 
flat rate was calculated and paid covering security, maintenance etc. The men when 
coming to water the livestock would also bring enough diesel for the pump (e.g. two 
litres = TZSch 1,800 for 150 cattle 15 times a month). Women were allowed to 
collect water for domestic use for free, but were dependent on accessing the water 
when the pump was in use, that is when the men had paid for the diesel. As a result, 
the limited financial capacity of women meant that they had to rely on the male 
dominated system of access and control. Often they might spend all day waiting for 
the men to finish watering their livestock before they were able to collect water for 
themselves. Further, the pump was rarely operational during the wet season when the 
men would be using natural sources of water rather than paying to use the borehole. 
Often such schemes are introduced to reduce women’s time spent on daily activities: 
this example proves that this is not always the case. 
 
A move was made to introduce a small fee for women (TZSch 300) so that they could 
access water more easily. However, this failed because the women were just not able 
to pay due to them having little access to cash within their purely pastoralist system 
based much more on bartering and exchange. A study of the intervention concluded 
that a key source of this problematic situation was an inadequate Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA) carried out prior to the establishment of the borehole that included a 
low representation of women and failed to consider and/or identify power relations 
amongst the community. Without this understanding the intervention has in fact made 
access to water more difficult for some women, aggravated by the encouragement of 
the pastoralists to settle near to the borehole, rather than remain in their traditional 
lands where natural sources of water were close at hand. 
Source: Tukai 2005 

 
Rangeland management projects are also tricky to set up and implement, 
particularly where there is an emphasis on introducing new practices. For 
example, in Borana married women traditionally supplement the calf diet with cut-
and-carried native grasses and water hauled from wells and springs. Over 90 per 
cent of Boran camps now have a kello or dry season fodder reserves for calves 
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and other less mobile stock: these have become widespread in the last 20 years. A 
number of projects to introduce and encourage haymaking were set up primarily 
to reduce women’s labour in collecting wild grasses. However it was found that 
this was not as high as originally thought so women proved less willing to invest 
further labour in the projects. Other problems identified included that if the short 
rains in October were unusually good the hay could become moist and spoil if not 
properly stacked; and further if households had to move, hay had to be left behind 
and thus was wasted. The greatest benefit of these haymaking projects seems to 
have been improved calf nutrition and though the NGO expected to see the 
haymaking replicated this did not prove the case (Coppock 1993).  
 
Sedentarisation in particular has had both negative and positive impacts, including 
on the environment and natural resource use. Box 1.2 describes the impacts of 
sedentarisation on natural resource use and management in Morocco. Both 
negative and positive impacts occurred, and differently for different groups of men 
and women. Though many suggest that sedentarisation and commercialisation can 
diminish women’s control over natural resources and increase their dependence 
on male income earners, in Morocco this was not the case as women used new 
opportunities such as truck transportation to assist them in their collection. 
 
As sedentarisation increases often women will be left to manage the agricultural 
plots whilst their husbands take the cattle to grazing areas some distance away.  
Many of these plots rely on seasonal rains and the work must be carried out at 
times when water is readily available. This is also the time of high malaria 
incidence, thus putting women at risk of infection (IIRR 2004).  
 
There is a direct link between increased sedentarisation and increased rangeland 
degradation (IFAD 1994; Steinmann 1998). This is likely to mean reduced 
livestock and milk production, meaning increased poverty. Degradation of pasture 
also affects women’s livestock-related activities by increasing the amount of time 
that has to be spent in collecting water and fodder for animals. In turn, as time 
and labour or energy is limited, corners may be cut in animal and rangeland 
management strategies: anything that requires a lot of labour for example taking 
animals to distant pastures or splitting herds, will be cut back. Livestock is more 
likely to be grazed nearer to home overexploiting these resources. 
 
1.7 Impacts of Crises & Emergencies 
 
Dryland areas often experience what are seen as ‘crises’ and ‘emergencies’ such 
as drought. Though such incidents have always been a ‘normal’ part of dryland and 
pastoralist systems, the ability of pastoralists to cope with them has been 
compromised by external and internal influences and changes that have occurred 
(some mentioned above). As a result emergency response and support from 
NGOs and GOs is a common occurrence. And it is usual that the short term and 
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‘crisis’ nature of such response remains prioritised over greater interaction with 
beneficiaries and social understandings and aspects, such as gender. 
 

Box 1.2 The Impacts of Sedentarisation on Natural Resources & 
their Use in Morocco 

 
In Morocco as pastoralist groups have become more sedentarised: 
• Male and female resource management tasks increasingly became more 

shared. 
• Sedentarisation and female seclusion reduced women’s opportunity to collect 

natural resources and thus their collection reduced.  
• The gender ratio for whom collected wild mushrooms, truffles, medicinal 

plants and fuelwood was most equal in villages (as opposed to more mobile 
communities). This suggests that control shifted from women to men. In 
towns truck transportation (to collection sites) and the weekly market 
provided alternative opportunities that women used to regain control over 
resources that contributed to their household responsibilities – women in 
towns used regular truck transportation to go to mushroom picking areas, 
whereas those in villages did not have access to this. Both well off and poor 
women collected resources.  

• Younger women in towns were most active making the most of commercial 
opportunities: older women were less accustomed to the cash economy and 
collected primarily for consumption. 

• Increased collection of mushrooms caused environmental damage.  
• Medicinal plant collection reduced as sedentarisation increased, which 

suggests that land users now relied on alternative resources to meet family 
health needs. Also the plants were less easily accessed, had been affected by 
environmental change and there was less knowledge in younger generations. 
However women in towns increased their knowledge due to improved 
availability in the markets.  

• Fuelwood collection on the rangeland was women’s responsibility. However 
availability decreased around villages and because of women’s seclusion men 
became more involved in the collection. In towns people began turning to 
alternative fuels. Despite this the views of a local conservation project 
manager indicated a continuation of the perception that fuelwood collection 
was women’s work. Men had not been identified as a ‘user group’ and thus 
were not included in educational efforts that encouraged conservation of 
fuelwood resources.  

• In villages, women accepted the cultural norm of female seclusion, which 
encouraged overexploitation of fuelwood resources close to home, 
suggesting a greater affinity with culture than with nature. 

Source: Steinman 1998 
 
Traditional gender roles can be magnified in disasters. Often women are assigned 
responsibility to care for family members, stocking supplies and maintaining the 
household under challenging conditions. Usually it is the women who must stay at 
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home and feed themselves, the children and the old and infirm in times of scarcity. 
Men tend to be held responsible for securing external areas of the homestead and 
reconstruction. Boys and girls may be pulled out of school to assist.  
 
Both men and women often have traditional and adaptive coping strategies that 
will help them survive the emergency and crisis, particularly in those areas that 
are prone to disasters or risk e.g. drought. These are discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5. Women in particular can be very ingenious in supplying everyday 
household requirements: alternative food sources and water supplies. When 
intervening in an area, it is important to understand these coping strategies so 
that they are not undermined or destroyed. Such coping strategies will have been 
developed over time, with local experience and could be the best way of dealing 
with the problem at hand. However some traditional coping systems have been 
eroded resulting in pastoralists (especially women who are usually those who stay 
behind) being highly vulnerable to drought and conflicts (Athoo 2002).  
 
Natural resources can be critical at certain times for survival: an important 
contribution to communities’ safety nets. It is more often than not the poor who 
will rely on such strategies having fewer alternatives than those who are better 
off. As such, it is important to recognise that though some natural resources can 
be seen to contribute little to people’s livelihoods from a quantitative perspective, 
they might make the critical difference between life and death in certain situations 
and particularly for the poor. Likewise, the income from the selling of Non-
Timber Forest Products (NTFP) and other natural resources may make little 
proportional difference to those people of middle to high incomes; but for the 
poor and very poor that extra income may be critical to household survival.  
 
Women may find themselves burdened with greater responsibilities and work 
centred on the household, so they are less able to leave and/or move away from 
the area in crisis. The usual food sources e.g. meat, milk and blood are scarce and 
there is more reliance on alternatives e.g. maize and beans. Constant moving to 
find new water and grazing sources means that houses may need to be 
dismantled, loaded, unloaded and reconstructed. This is often the job of the 
woman, depending on cultural practices. Men will have to walk further with the 
livestock and security is more threatening due to heightened competition for 
resources. Alternative foods for the livestock may need to be collected e.g. wild 
fruits and nuts. In agricultural areas maize and sorghum stalks as well as hay may 
be stored for dry periods (Wawire 2003). 
 
Drought makes the collection of water more difficult. In order to beat long 
queues at water points, women may have to start the trip to collect water before 
dawn. This can pose dangerous because bandits or rapists may attack them on the 
way. Watering the remaining livestock can also prove laborious and dangerous: 
water levels in wells may drop and therefore more effort is needed to draw from 
them. Additionally there is more likelihood that they will collapse while being dug 
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deeper. Water tends to be conserved for drinking purposes, as a result hygiene 
practices are compromised meaning increased vulnerability to disease. Traditional 
herbs and practices may be used to purify the water, which is likely to be dirtier 
during times of drought and thus heighten the risk of disease (ibid). 
 
Post disaster ‘flight of men’ e.g. to find alternative work, often occurs, leaving 
women as sole earners. Men may leave their families and use relief aid for 
themselves. However, men can also suffer due to gender role socialisation. In a 
western Ethiopia refugee camp young Sudanese men fleeing conscription in their 
home country continued to starve: they did not know how to cook the food they 
were given (WHO 2002). 
 
Due to increased labour demands, less time is spent on ‘family’ activities such as 
‘socialising’ children. Additionally because activities such as weddings, brideprice 
payments and harvest ceremonies are dependent on livestock, the lack of 
livestock reduces their number. Men may have more time to spend with their 
sons in the grazing fields during drought: teaching them about herbs and herding 
skills. However they will have less time to visit friends and community leaders, 
who may have left the area; social patterns are disrupted (Wawire 2003). 
 
However impacts may not only be negative and can be positive: long term exile of 
male members can provide opportunities for women to gain organisational and 
educational experience, which can be a useful resource in rehabilitation. As 
women provide a greater portion of household supplies during drought they may 
experience greater autonomy in decision making, which is further increased as 
they are left as household heads when men migrate for pasture or employment. 
Men and women working side by side on emergency activities e.g. food for work 
can have long term positive impacts on social relations. “Indeed, international 
involvement in crisis and post-crisis situations can be an opportunity to promote positive 
social change” (IASC Working Group 1999: 5).  
 
Women may more easily ‘cope’ with the situation and make the most of new 
economic and social opportunities. Men can experience more negative aspects: in 
the face of a disaster and being unable to protect or support their family, men 
may struggle with feelings of inadequacy and failure. Aid may be viewed as a stigma 
challenging their roles as breadwinner. Men can see the assignment of women as 
the controllers of humanitarian aid as an exasperating factor in this process, as 
Wawire (2003: 14) describes of a drought in northern Kenya:  
 

Most of the men interviewed felt that “women” status in the family was 
uplifted as a result of the fact that they received famine food relief. 
Many men interviewed however felt threatened by this because their 
role as providers was undervalued by the relief food controlled by 
women. This had brought conflict in some families. 
 



Rangeland & Resource Management in Ethiopia 

 14 

In emergencies and crises, both men and women see their assets and security of 
access to resources diminish. However, because in general and under ‘normal’ 
circumstances women tend to have less security anyway, they are likely to be 
more vulnerable. For example, women may risk destitution when their husbands 
die in a disaster: they may have little/no right to hold onto ‘household’ assets such 
as land. Female-headed or maintained households, in particular, are likely to have 
fewer options available to them due to the lack of adult, able-bodied men on 
whose labour they can call.  
 
Men and women may be exposed to different risks or may experience different 
degrees of vulnerability. Vulnerability refers to the intensity with which a shock is 
experienced, and the capacity to recover from it. Gender related differences in 
vulnerability are strongly influenced by differences in asset ownership (e.g. access 
to resources) and income; their respective risk preferences; cultural and social 
norms that influence household dynamics; and political economy issues within the 
community and at a national level too (Enarson 2000; Ezemenari et al 2002). “For 
humanitarian assistance to effectively respond to the needs of all community members, it 
must be guided by an understanding of the impact on the vulnerabilities and capacities 
of men and women, boys and girls” (UN 2005: 1).  
 
Women [and men] may be “powerless but they are not helpless” (SEAGA 2002: 6).  
Often portrayed as helpless victims, aid agencies place an emphasis on women’s 
need for assistance. However, too often in the rush to provide such assistance, 
little or no account is taken of what they have already achieved for themselves, 
despite the fact that women have often developed flexible and creative coping 
mechanisms and strategies. Some forms of assistance can distort or disrupt these 
mechanisms they have already set up or are utilising (IASC Working Group 1999).  
 
1.8 Conclusion 
 
As described both men and women play central roles in the use of and 
management of rangeland resources. Gendered divisions of labour, access and 
control define these roles and thus their relationship with the environment. 
Further the environment and the changes that occur within it have an impact on 
these relations and amongst other things, gender relations. Pastoralist societies 
and the rangelands where they live are dynamic and adaptive and demand a 
detailed understanding of both if suitable interventions are to be beneficial.  
Further if successful sustainable management is to be achieved then all actors need 
to be at the very least acknowledged, if not included in negotiation and planning 
processes, as well as defined roles and responsibilities. 
 
The following chapters will discuss these issues in more detail and within the 
Ethiopian context. Recommendations will be made that it is hoped will assist 
those working with pastoralist communities to ensure more gender equitable 
development.  
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2 
 
        “Community?”Forest Management in Borana 
     Getachew Mamo 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
The Borana rangelands, in the Oromiya Region of southern Ethiopia, are relatively 
rich in dryland juniper forests. For the Boran pastoralists living in this area forests 
have been considered an essential part of pastoral systems proving invaluable as 
sources of dry season fodder and grazing, water, minerals, timber and Non-
Timber Forest Products (NTFP) for household use. Today, many pastoralists still 
rely on these resources throughout the year and particularly in times of stress.  
 
Figure 2.0 Map of Oromiya Region 
 

 
 
Traditionally forest management has been the responsibility of the Gadaa 
institution. The highest level of customary administration, known as the Raba-
Gadaa, could order the stopping of any illegal use of forest products. The Gadaa is 
an institution at the core of Oromo socio-politics, serving political, judicial and 
ritual functions. Although its strength and degree of control has reduced in many 
Oromo groups, within the Boran it is still seen as a robust institution serving the 
interests of the community through a democratic system where decisions are 
made by consensus. However, though it may be viewed by some as ‘democratic’, 
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it remains highly male dominated, with women playing little role in the processes 
of decision making, regulation and control over access.  
 
The Gadaa controlled access to the forests together with the Borana rangelands 
and water sources through different forms of common property regimes. The 
madda is the key Natural Resource Management (NRM) unit, and is divided into 
deda, or grazing areas, with recognised boundaries. Customarily, however, 
boundaries were not considered as exclusive. In principle all Boran and even 
other groups were welcome to graze their livestock anywhere, subject only to 
requesting the elders at any given site.   
 
Today an increasingly common practice in most villages has been to set aside 
grazing reserve areas, known as a kello, to provide for calves and milking cows. 
These areas are fenced or otherwise protected from free grazing. An important 
practice in pastoral management is the splitting of livestock into two herds during 
dry seasons. The warra or household herd stays close to the olla, or homestead, 
and includes calves, milking cows and weak animals. The fora herd containing dry 
cows and males is herded at more distant dry season grazing areas by young men 
and boys, who bring the animals for watering every three to five days. 
 
However, today both forest and rangeland management have come under 
increasing pressure from competing land use systems and sedentarisation as 
conflict, drought and a growing population have pushed pastoralists to a greater 
reliance on crop production. This has meant a diversification away from 
traditional pastoral systems that rely mainly on livestock to those that seek 
sources of income such as from fuelwood, charcoal and timber sold to the rapidly 
growing local peri-urban and urban population. Other sources of change and 
problems include ambiguity in land tenure, ecological change (due to changes in 
management systems), and a shrinking area of pasture due to regional border 
changes (Tache & Irwin 2003). These concerns have led to a number of efforts to 
strengthen the Gadaa system together with the revitalisation of rules and controls 
of access that in the past have effectively managed the natural resources.  
 
One such effort has been the SOS Sahel Borana Collaborative Forest Management 
Project (BCFMP) set up in 1999/2000. The primary objectives of the project were 
to support long term conservation of major elements of the forest whilst 
improving and sustaining livelihoods for communities living in and around the 
forest. A central aim of the project was to work with the Gadaa to revitalise 
forest areas and improve livelihood security through regaining access to and 
control over forest resources, at that time in the hands of local government (SOS 
Sahel 1999). 
 
The project proved very successful in achieving these aims with the Gadaa being 
strengthened and community rights to the forest resources regained. However, 
concerns were raised that the project was not considering nor addressing gender 
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issues adequately and as a result women were going to miss out from many of the 
benefits and opportunities that were to arise (Tapia & Flintan 2002).  
 
Further, it was suggested that although the project had gained much in securing 
‘rights’ it could be questioned as to what degree this had improved security of 
‘livelihoods’ (MidTerm Project Review 2004). It was thought that in particular the 
very poorest sections of the community were not benefiting from the forest 
management systems nor were they actively taking part (Irwin, personal 
communication 2005). Indeed, evidence from Chilimo national forest priority area 
(Getachew Mamo et al 2007) asserted that although there is a high degree of 
dependence on forest resources by poor households it was the richer households 
that derive a larger value from them. The ‘very poorest’ will usually include many 
women having less assets and access to resources. 
 
2.2 BCFMP, Gender & ‘the Poor’ 
 
From the beginning of the Project BCFMP staff recognised that gender could be an 
important component to Project success due to the differentiated roles that men 
and women have in utilising and managing the forest. Women were expected to 
benefit from ensured access to forest products through the introduction of the 
modern design backyard beehives and tree nurseries and through improved 
marketing and handling of these forest products. They would also be actively 
involved in the planning, implementing and monitoring of the Forest Management 
Agreements and plans (BCFMP 1999). 
 
Figure 2.1 Map of the Study Area 
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However, the Project did not actively pursue a gender sensitive approach: for 
example although it did make some effort to include women in meetings they 
continued to be dominated by men and few moves were made to hold separate 
meetings for women. While gender disaggregated data was collected as part of a 
stakeholder analysis, no further investigations and/or analyses have taken place. 
Furthermore, while it was proposed that the Project develop a Gender Strategy 
as part of the BCFMP social studies component, this did not occur. Indeed, there 
was a fear of confronting Boran communities and particularly the elders with calls 
for more gender equity. As such, instead emphasis was placed on trying to 
improve women’s ‘empowerment’ through economic benefits such as credit 
schemes (Tapia & Flintan 2002). 
 
In 2005 and 2006 the GAPP carried out a study with the BCFMP and government 
partners to assess the impact of the intervention on various forest groups with a 
particular emphasis on identifying to what degree the “poorest”, including women, 
have been taking part and benefiting. When the type and level of resource 
utilisation as well as the degree of dependence on certain resources is thoroughly 
analysed a degree of variation will always be found in a given community. The 
reason for this variation could be due to the different levels of well-being, 
entitlements, proximity and knowledge that particular user groups have in relation 
to forest resources. The variation can be observed between men and women, rich 
and poor, as well as between forest adjoining and distant user groups. 
 
Research was conducted in Marsha Gobicha and Siminto PAs in Liben woreda of 
Guji Zone. The two sites are approximately five and 18 kms from Negelle Town 
respectively. Ethnically Siminto is homogeneous with all residents identifying 
themselves as Oromo (both Guji and Boran). However only just over half of the 
residents of Marsha Gobicha view themselves as Oromo with the remainder being 
Garri Somali. 
 
In order to comprehend the level of well-being and to identify who were ‘the rich, 
medium and poor’ a wealth ranking exercise was carried out in both PAs (see 
Tables 2.1, 2.2). According to the wealth ranking about 70 per cent and 55 per 
cent of people living in Marsha Gobicha and Siminto PAs respectively were 
reported as ‘poor’ or ‘destitute’. It was said that these ‘poor’ greatly depend on 
forest resources with some of the poorest households almost completely 
dependent on the forest for their livelihood collecting and selling grass, sand, 
stone, and fuelwood. Forest dependent poor argue that they have no option but 
to sell forest products to stay alive whereas other households only sell forest 
products seasonally as an asset saving strategy or coping mechanism. Lack of 
alternative livelihood options, loss of livestock to drought and conflict as well as 
consecutive crop failure were a feature shared by the poor in both PAs and given 
as a reason for their poverty and their growing dependence on natural resources. 
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Table 2.1 Wealth Ranking in Marsha Gobicha 
 

Property Owned  
Land (ha) Ox Cows Donkey 

Proportion 
(%) 

Rich  2.5 2 3 1 5 
Medium  1.5-2 1 - 1 25 
Poor  0.5-1 - - - 70 

 
Table 2.2 Wealth Ranking in Siminto 
 

Property Owned  
Land (ha) Cattle 

Proportion  
(%) 

Rich  2 30 10 
Medium  1 15 15 
Poor  0.5 5 20 
Destitute  >0.5 - 55 

 
This chapter will describe the outcomes of this study drawing out key areas of 
interest and concern, with recommendations being made in the final section as to 
how to improve such Participatory Forest Management (PFM) projects in order to 
be more inclusive and gender sensitive. However, first the context to the study 
will be provided with a brief description of gender differences and divisions found 
in Boran society together with their relationship to forest and natural resource 
use and management. This will be followed by a description of the main 
components of the BCFMP before the assessment is made. 
 
2.3 Gender Differentiation in Boran Society 
 
A typical household consists of a male head, one or more wives, two to three 
children, and a few relatives. The average household size is 5.6 (CARE 1994).  
Widows or other single women may make up 20-25 per cent (Coppock 1994) or 
33 per cent (CARE 1994) of household heads especially near urban areas. CARE 
(ibid) identified a very high dependency ratio with 63 per cent of the population 
below the age of 20. Women may in some cases be married as young as 13 and 
often with an older husband. This can have fundamental impacts on women’s 
workload and household security: often the man will quickly prove incapable of 
heavy physical work.  
 
Socio-culturally ascribed roles determine women and men's responsibilities within 
Boran society (see Table 2.3). Women and men's division of labour as well as 
roles at community level and within the household are well defined although not 
rigid. For example, while women take full responsibility for managing small 
animals, dairy production, fetching water (which can take up to 9 hours per day) 
and gathering fuelwood, men will occasionally assist them particularly with 
fuelwood collection. They share other tasks with men such as working on the 
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farmland and making charcoal, and women will sometimes take the cattle to the 
water points (traditionally a man’s role). 
 
Table 2.3 Main Labour Divisions in Borana 
 

Women Men Both 
-Transporting Harvest  
-Planting 
-Building Pens for Calves 
-Collecting Grass & Fodder  
-Milking Cows 
-Making Butter  
-Fetching Water 
-Gathering/Selling Fuelwood 
-Basket & Mat Making  

-Land Preparation 
-Ploughing 
-Management/Sale 
of Cattle 

-Taking Cattle to 
Grass/ Water Points 
-Weeding 
-Harvesting (this can 
also be done 
collectively with the 
neighbours) 
-Making Charcoal 

 
There is a high illiteracy rate among women and girls as only 3 per cent attend 
school (Tapia & Flintan 2002). This is due to the lack of family resources (boys 
tend to get priority though this is changing as opportunities for women’s 
employment increase), the distance from houses to schools and the fact that 
traditionally girls have not attended. All household property is under the 
husband's control. When he dies it is his family who will take over the control 
and not his wife. Other traditional practices continue to diminish women's rights, 
for example, early marriage and widow inheritance. 
 
Descent is recognised through the male line; extended families (warra) belong to 
lineages and clans. Women, as household managers, are ‘subordinate’ to the men 
as household heads (abba warra). Clans are groups of lineages, with members 
scattered in different settlements. Clans are the primary mechanism for wealth 
redistribution, and provide a wider network of mutual assistance than individual 
lineages. Clan members are expected to help each other in times of hardship, and 
regular clan assemblies provide an opportunity for the poor to petition wealthier 
members for cattle. Clans settle their disputes at these assemblies, under the 
moral authority of elders (SOS Sahel 1999).  
 
Overlaying the lineages and clans are the Hariya age-set and Gadaa generation 
grade: two distinct but interwoven systems of peer group structures for males. All 
males have a position in an age-set and Gadaa grade. Women obtain a secondary 
position in a Gadaa class through fathers/husbands but have no position in the age-
sets. It is believed that the Gadaa system may originally have had a role in limiting 
population growth, but this appears to have broken down in modern times. In 
1999 the population was growing at 2.5 per cent per year (ibid). 
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Women's participation in decision making at household level is limited to the 
areas socially assigned to them. It is common for both men and women to make 
decisions to sell livestock together. However increasingly men are making 
decisions alone in order to buy khat (leaves of Catha Edulis that are chewed to 
produce a mild 'high') or alcohol. At community level women’s participation in 
decision making processes can be seen as non-existent. This means that decisions 
that affect their lives and that of their families are often taken without their 
participation. What is more, the experiences and knowledge which women have 
accumulated about forest management and the environment is rarely 
acknowledged or utilised.  
 
However, others would argue that women do have means of influencing decisions. 
Watson (2001) notes for example, that although women cannot hold any public 
positions they have unofficial ways of influencing decisions or actions. Accordingly 
women are far from powerless in society since they have full authority over all the 
food (meat, milk and grain) that is brought into the house (warra). So, although the 
household head is automatically recognised as being male, women’s power over 
food allocation questions this dominance at this and other levels (Holtzman 2002).  
 
Further women do play a role in certain community activities. In some villages 
women are heavily involved in house construction. Huts are very highly woven, 
which is carried out by the women. Community events involving both men and 
women include jilla when men sing inside the hut and women outside to celebrate 
the rainy season and 'better times'.  It is also normal for the community to sing if a 
boy is born, but not for a girl. Women are also involved in the traditional coffee 
making ceremony. Many women belong to a busa gonofa, a traditional Boran 'self-
help' group. Through these groups the women support each other in times of 
need, such as weddings and funerals (see Chapter 5). 
 
In general women’s workloads have increased due to a greater emphasis on non-
livestock livelihood activities. As one woman described within a focus group 
discussion about whether their lives had improved or got worse in recent years: 
 

One can simply judge from our appearance that our bodies are 
showing signs of a life of suffering. People these days never help each 
other and one never loves the other. We do not have time to keep 
ourselves clean. Most of us suffer from diseases of the kidney and 
elsewhere due to the long distances we walk to collect and carry 
fuelwood. What is better now is the access to education and the ability 
to send our children to school. 

 
However others felt that the position of women has improved slightly in recent 
years. “Before, women were not allowed to leave the house - today, they can” 
remarked one elderly lady. Yet even now they still have to wait for their 
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husband's permission to attend community meetings and when women do attend 
they rarely have the confidence to speak. 
 
In Borana women's access to natural resources such as water, fuelwood, grass, 
fodder and so on is key for their families' survival. Women (and girls) have to travel 
long distances to collect them. Often the sale of such resources provides the only 
income to the household, particularly during Bona (the dry season) and women 
will often take the risk of being caught by forest guards whilst illegally collecting 
wood and other resources. Some women are also involved in the trading of 
bought goods with some 'adding of value' to basic agricultural products such as 
through the grinding of maize flour. This can be sold at a higher price than whole 
maize. There is limited butter production though it appeared to have been greater 
in the past. No women have been involved in commercial handicraft production 
although baskets, mats and milk carrying containers are made for household use. 
Women have control over smaller livestock and fowl such as chickens. It would 
appear that the money raised from these tends to be kept by the women and 
usually spent on items for the household. 
 
The multiple roles played by women have created conditions whereby they influence 
and are influenced by the environment. As the environment degrades and the forests 
are depleted this relationship becomes increasingly negative; the scarcity of 
resources increases, demanding more time and energy to secure them.  
 
2.4 Forest Use in Borana 
 
Local communities living adjacent to the dryland forests tend to be better placed 
to exploit them for dry season grazing, water, wild foods, ritual purposes and for 
refuge in times of war. Forests, as a dry season grazing resource, tend to favour 
well off pastoralists with a large herd compared to poor pastoralists with little or 
no livestock. However, where cut-and-carry systems have been developed for 
example, the poor could also benefit through the generation of some income 
from haymaking together with money from timber, fuelwood and NTFPs. 
Arduous and low return activities like fuelwood collection are not an attractive 
business for better off households.  
 
The study found that 99.5 per cent of the communities in the study area used 
various types of forest resources from within the forest boundary. The main uses 
were for fuelwood, farm implements, fencing/kraal construction, housing, furniture 
and thatching. A quantitative survey was conducted to estimate the amount of 
subsistence and sale value derived from the forest for some resources that the 
community could attach a monetary value (Table 2.4). The results were calculated 
based upon the local market price and a one year recall period. 
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Table 2.4 Estimated Monetary Value (from Subsistence & Sale) per 
Household Derived from Different Forest Resources 

 
Value Derived (ETB) Use of Forest Resource 

Marsha Gobicha Siminto 
Fuelwood 724 335 
Thatching Grass 176 83 
Fencing 148 14 
House Building 87 79 
Farm Implements 71 26 
House Furniture  10 22 
Total 1217 558 

 
2.5 The Value of Fuelwood 
 
Fuelwood was the most valuable resource taken from the forest (530 ETB/year), 
followed by thatching grass, fencing materials, house building materials, farm 
implements and house furniture respectively. The poorest sections of the society 
(described as 70 per cent in Marsha Gobicha and 50 per cent in Siminto) who no 
longer have access to sufficient livestock or land to survive mainly undertake 
fuelwood sale. Additionally, although very few in number, there are some well off 
households who engage in fuelwood sale during lean periods as an asset saving 
strategy.  
 
Forest resource use in Marsha Gobicha is twice that of the Siminto community. 
This could be explained by the larger numbers of ‘poor’ in Marsha Gobicha who 
have no other livelihood options other than those dependent on the forest 
resources. For 44 per cent of community members selling fuelwood was their 
principle coping strategy in times of stress, followed by off-farm employment (21 
per cent), livestock sale (18 per cent), and food aid (12 per cent). The importance 
of income from fuelwood sale and other forest resources has been increasing 
significantly within the livelihood strategies of many pastoralists, especially as they 
‘drop out’ of the pastoral system due to various and cumulative reasons, though 
recurrent drought and conflict can be highlighted.  
 
Today the collection of fuelwood takes a much longer time and greater effort than 
it did ‘in the past’ due to diminishing forest resources. Today a walk of 2 to 4 
hours is required just to reach the forest before wood is even collected 
compared to 30 minutes to one hour before. Therefore to collect fuelwood for 
sale or for household use women must travel a long round trip everyday starting 
at dawn and ending late in the afternoon. Usually the wood is carried on a 
woman’s back as there are few donkeys or mules available. However amongst the 
‘poor’ men are also very much involved in collection. Money from the sale of 
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fuelwood is the sole monetary income for nearly two-thirds of poor households 
in the study area.  
 
Fuelwood collection is higher during the dry season when there are few other 
opportunities to generate income and less labour is required for agricultural 
activities. However, due to the increased supply the prices usually fall by 
approximately a half. During the rainy season most well off households will drop 
fuelwood selling and allocate their labour to better paying activities such as 
agriculture. At these times the price of fuelwood will increase. Accidents during 
fuelwood collection are common including splinters of wood in eyes, cuts from 
axes and tears to the feet. Usually the victim will not have money to go to the 
clinic/hospital to have such wounds tended. 
 
Selling fuelwood is carried out entirely by women who perform almost all of the 
trading in Negelle marketplace (Grahn 2001). In 1999 the prices for a (woman’s) 
back load was from ETB 1.50 to 6 according to size, species, season, and whether 
sold in bulk or small piles. Maximum earnings could reach ETB 12/week (SOS 
Sahel 1999). In 2006 a back load earned ETB 3-4 in the dry season and ETB 8-9 in 
the wet season – showing an increase in price. In 1999 a donkey load was worth 
ETB 7-13 (50 per cent to donkey owner if different) and earnings could reach ETB 
30/week. In 2006 during the rainy season a donkey load was sold for ETB 10-12 
and during the dry season ETB 6. The increased sale price of fuelwood from 1999 
to 2006 suggests that there has been a reduction in supply resulting in higher 
prices. This would suggest that controls on fuelwood collection are being 
enforced and/or the resource is declining. 
 
Collection is not the only problem as finding a place to sell the fuelwood is seen 
as a major constraint by many women as there is no fixed location. As a result 
they have to move from place to place in the town in search of a buyer while 
carrying a heavy load of fuelwood on their backs. Sometimes they do not find a 
buyer at all and then will give the fuelwood away as they have no place to store it 
until the following day. They must then return home with empty pockets. As one 
woman explained, “Living on fuelwood is a life of tragedy. What we gain from selling 
fuelwood is only for our daily consumption, nothing is saved.”. 
 
However, although the effort of fuelwood collection is great and its sale unreliable 
women still see it as their easiest (if not only) means to earn an independent 
income that can be used to purchase necessary household goods.  
 
2.6 The BCFMP Intervention 
 
The BCFMP intervention sought to address some of these problems and halt the 
steady destruction of the forests and resulting loss of livelihoods. The intervention 
took a PFM approach (the core concepts of which are described in Box 2.1). As 
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such, a co-management system has been introduced between the local 
government and communities.  
 

Box 2.1 The Core Concept of Participatory Forest Management 
 
PFM refers to the legal empowerment of local communities to manage forest resources for, in 
the first instance, their sustained livelihoods, and in the second instance, economic return. 
 
The process of PFM involves the legal transfer of resources (use rights to, and/or, ownership 
rights of) from the government to communities. This transfer is enabled by, and dependent 
upon, a negotiated and documented Forest Management Agreement (FMA). The FMA is a 
legally binding contract between a defined community based institution (Forest Management 
Group) and the Government (represented by the Forest Services).  
 
The FMA clearly details the negotiated and agreed roles and responsibilities of both parties, 
and the negotiated and agreed rules and regulations for the sustainable management of the 
forest resource. The FMA is periodically reviewed in order to monitor the effectiveness of the 
management rules and regulations, in terms of achieving sustainable forest management, 
and to provide opportunities to adjust the management document in the event of new 
learning and developing forest management skills. 
 
Benefit sharing arrangements are also clearly stated in the FMA. In economic terms, Forest 
Management Groups can only be expected to take on the role of forest managers if it is an 
economically viable opportunity. That is that the forest resources will give adequate economic 
return for the investment of labour and materials made. 
Source: BCFMP 1999 

 
In order to make the system operational a new PFM structure was set up. This 
structure is seen to compliment the pre-existing system controlled by the Gadaa 
as it maintains many traditional aspects while integrating a new forest management 
structure. The new structure is composed of four levels as shown in Figure 2.2. 
These consist of: 
 
1. Jarsa Maddaa kan Fina Badaa (JMFB) - a forest management group responsible 

for the management of one or more forest compartments belonging to a 
particular Pastoral Association (PA) or Madda.  

2. Jarsa Ejjaa kan Fina Badaa (JEFB) - a forest management group charged with the 
responsibility of managing a given forest block belonging to an aggregate of 
Madda. 

3. Jaarsa Aanaa ka Finna Badda (JAFB) – a forest management group composed of 
representatives of the JMFB, Gadaa and local government bodies, which 
undertakes forest management at a district level.  

4. Gumii Finna Badda (GFB) – a forest management assembly comprising the entire 
membership of the forest management groups functioning at the district level.  
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Figure 2.1. Participatory Forest Management Structure 
 

 
 
Both men and women can be elected from each forest-impacting village to join 
the JMFB based on their ability to negotiate and manage decisions as well as their 
appreciation and understanding of the need for sustainable forest utilisation. Any 
individual who is accepted by the community, free from corruption and addiction 
as well as literate can participate. Literacy was not considered of high importance 
for selection as only a few people could fulfil the requirement. It was said that 
wealth and gender were not determining factors in joining the JMFB and even 
poor forest dependents who engaged in practices such as charcoal burning could 
become a member as long as they were willing to refrain from such activities.  
 
Representatives from each JMFB form the JEFB, a management group at forest 
compartment level, covering a cluster of Maddas. Some members of the JEFB will 
also take a place within the JAFB to deal with forest management issues that are 
raised at district level. The JAFB will also include representatives of different 
government departments unlike the lower levels, which are composed only of 
people nominated from the community. The structure goes further up until the 
highest decision making body of the GFB, which deals with any major issues 
arising. It is said that both men and women, rich and poor can represent at any 
level. 
 
The role of the JMFB is to manage and protect the forest from illegal extraction 
and fire, promote awareness creation among the local community, reflect on 
forest management issues on a bi-monthly basis at Madda level and on a monthly 
basis at district level. The JMFB is in charge of regulating how, when and by whom 
the resource will be utilised and enforces rules and regulations. It grants permits 
for certain uses of the forest and resource collection, and prohibits the cutting of 
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re-growth, large trees and certain species that have religious significance. 
Whether the person is poor or better off the forest regulation is equally 
applicable to all community members. The collection of dead wood can be carried 
out without the approval of the JMFB. Defaulters from the regulations are subject 
to punishments to the extent of exclusion from using any communally owned 
resource. If someone is caught collecting a forest product illegally he/she could be 
subject to a fine of five cattle or a five to ten year jail sentence although no one 
has received such a punishment so far.  
 
In general the JMFB is functioning well with awareness and protection improving 
within the communities and positive relations between management groups and 
government bodies strengthened through regular meetings. As a result the system 
can be said to have positively contributed to the sustainability of forest resource 
management and utilisation. 
 
2.7 BCFMP & Livelihoods 
 
In addition to establishing the PFM structure described above the BCFMP has 
facilitated the establishment of eleven cooperatives in collaboration with district 
cooperative offices in the 3 districts of Arero, Liben and Yabello. The objective is 
to help reduce the reliance of the poor on forest resources for livelihood security 
and turn to alternative income generation activities. Each cooperative 
democratically elects its own management body that comprises an executive, an 
auditor, and credit and saving committees. In Liban District, “Biftuu Manqubsa” 
forest cooperative was established with 126 members from the Manqubsa Forest 
Block.   
 
Cooperatives develop their own by-laws within the general provision of 
cooperative rules. Each group determines the level of registration, the share one 
should contribute at start-up and the monthly saving amount. There is variation 
from one group to another but in general, registration ranges between ETB 5-10, 
the share is between ETB 18-50 and monthly saving between ETB 2-5. The 
registration and share are a one-off contribution. One can pay the share over a 
four month period, which allows resource poor members to fulfil the requirement 
through a more flexible payment schedule. Grants were distributed to the 
cooperatives so that the members could receive a loan for livelihood 
diversification. The cooperatives set up savings and credit schemes that channel 
loans to eligible members based on mutually agreed rules and regulations.  
Women constitute 25 per cent of cooperative members in Marsha Gobicha and 
18.5 per cent in Siminto. 
 
The credit recipients in the study sites have used their loans to fatten cattle, buy 
and sell goats, invest in beekeeping and retail consumer commodities (petty 
trading). Through such activities households have been able to increase their 
incomes. For example one woman has made ETB 400 through the fattening of a 
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bull: she used this money to send her boy to school. Another woman used a loan 
to buy a camel and if she sold it now she would make over ETB 400 profit 
although she has decided to keep it in order to provide paid transport services. In 
some instances first time beneficiaries have assisted others by paying for their 
registration fees, others have financed marriages. In general the payback of the 
loans has been good. However, it is too early to gauge the longer term impact of 
this initiative on livelihoods and to what extent it will enable the members to 
diversify away from their dependence on forest resources. 
 
Credit is open to all cooperative members provided that he or she has made 
regular monthly contributions as well as the one time contribution of registration 
fee and share. It was reported to be equitable towards every member, as 
decisions were reached by consensus. However, many residents were not able to 
benefit from the credit service since the grant was not big enough to fulfil 
everyone's needs at one time. Hence only a minority of people have benefited 
from this element of the project so far. Opening up the scarce finances to 
everyone without differentiation between poor and well off obviously limits the 
opportunity of the poor getting credit. Preferential access to credit by those in 
real need would benefit the poorest segment of the community who are more 
heavily reliant on the forest resources.  
 
Although much remains to be done to systematically target the disadvantaged 
groups in the cooperatives there was no apparent discrimination based on gender 
and economic status to become a member. However, among the cooperative 
members, women only constitute 25 per cent in Marsha Gobicha and 18.5 per 
cent in Siminto. Regarding the economic status of the cooperative members 61.8 
per cent of the participants are categorised as poor, which signifies the strong 
effort made by the Project to enlist the poor as cooperative members. This has 
been assisted by the flexible payment of initial share and registration fees. 
 
Part of the reason for women’s under representation lies with the decision of the 
Project to work with the Gadaa. While this was seen as a strong and suitable 
institution it was also recognised as not being entirely representative (Tache & 
Irwin 2003). While the emphasis here is women’s involvement factors such as 
wealth and settlement have also been identified. Customary institutions such as 
the Gadaa are reflective of the social and gender differentiation found elsewhere 
in the community, and are not ‘neutral’. Locally evolved rules about resource use 
tend to reflect the interests of dominant parties as recent experience with JFM 
schemes in India have shown (Sarin 1995). Less visible rights to access natural 
resources held by women are often undermined by decisions made within these 
hierarchical bodies. Therefore, unless gender issues are taken into account 
transferring power to the local level could potentially exclude women from their 
rights to control natural resources. 
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2.8 The Involvement of Women & the Poor in the BCFMP  
 
The PFM structure described above works in the shadow of the Gadaa and thus, 
the majority of its representatives are Gadaa members. This is a male institution in 
which women have very little direct participation. Strengthening it may well have a 
positive impact on natural resources but can also reaffirm and reinforce social 
discrimination against weak and vulnerable groups. Restricting access and use 
rights to marginalised households in favour of those with greater power in the 
community can undermine livelihoods and increase vulnerability.   
 
Indeed, the control of communal resources including forests, pasture and water 
remain in the hands of men from household level (abaa warra) to higher positions 
in the Gadaa system. A huge challenge in working through traditional institutions 
has been to find a balance between the need for addressing gender equity in the 
decision making processes and building upon the traditional system without 
undermining its values. Keeping a gender balance in the newly constructed 
institution, albeit based on traditional NRM, has been a real challenge to the 
BCFMP and ultimately it has failed.  
 
Though the project has made a decisive effort to engage both men and women in 
the PFM, on average women constitute only one-quarter of the JMFB: women 
constitute 28.1 per cent of the forest management committee in Siminto and 22.2 
per cent in Marsha Gobicha. However the project does view this as a large 
success, as women were said to hold no decision making positions prior to the 
project intervention. It is said that women are now recognised as members on the 
same basis as men, but only if they are a household head. Women who are not 
household heads are not included despite the fact that they utilise forest 
resources. Further there are no women found at higher levels of the PFM 
structure beyond the district committee where one or two are found.  
 
Greater effort has been made by the Project to bring on board the forest 
dependent poor in the new forest management structure. As a result, 55 per cent 
of the JMFB in Siminto and 44 per cent in Marsha Gobicha are made up of poor 
residents. However, some poor forest dependents reported that they did not 
participate fully in the JMFB because their workloads were too high depending as 
they do on fuelwood sales. In the mixed group discussion at Siminto the 
participants asserted that although there are poor community members who 
protect the forest, they are not willing to do as much as wealthier households, 
being more reliant on accessing resources. For example, if a poor member strictly 
enforces rules on his neighbour who is illegally collecting fuelwood or other 
resources in times of need, his neighbour may in turn report him when he is 
forced to break the rules. Having said that the poor are well placed to protect the 
forest from dangers such as wildfires, as they spend more time there than other 
groups.  
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Nowadays the authority of the JMFB continues to gain acceptance by the 
community and through its management schemes regeneration of forest 
resources is apparent to users. The community feel empowered and many 
individuals who had previously destroyed forest resources have taken a leading 
role in PFM. In addition, now everyone is aware of how to utilise the resource 
without compromising its existence.  
 
2.9 Changing Gender Relations 
 
An important issue that has a significant bearing on gender relations and resource 
management is the gradual shift towards agro-pastoralism and the addition of 
alternative livelihood options. With the general reduction in livestock production 
and the subsequent growth in crop production and other alternative livelihoods 
male and female workloads have been affected differently: women have more 
work and men have less. 
 
Women work for up to 14 hours per day and take responsibility for household 
fuel and water supply, care and watering of small livestock, milking and dairy 
production, food preparation, childcare, and traditional house construction. 
Women are also responsible for marketing dairy products, and in poorer 
households, including female headed households, they are expected to feed the 
family from the sale of fuelwood.   
 
As a consequence, however, women have gained relatively better control over 
income gained from fuelwood sales and petty trade although this income will be 
entirely allocated for household consumption. This has been aided by the 
livelihood diversification initiatives undertaken by the BCFMP in which women 
account for 22 percent of the beneficiaries. However, as with the forest 
management committees, once again women are not represented in any of the 
leadership roles within the cooperatives. This casts doubt over the inclusiveness 
of the PFM and related BCFMP interventions: women are still missing out.  
 
A major reason for this can be the reliance on the traditional modes of decision 
making and control, namely the Gadaa system, to ensure inclusion of the 
‘community’. A recent study has verified that the Gadaa system is not gender 
equitable and perhaps never will be. As such rather than placing effort in trying to 
make the Gadaa more equitable, alternative places and spaces for women’s voices 
and contribution should be identified (Muir 2007). Just what these alternative 
places and spaces might be is the subject of Chapter 4 in Volume 3 of this series.  
 
2.10 Recommendations  
 
Unless gender issues are taken into account transferring power to the local level 
to access and manage resources could exclude women and their ‘informal’ or 
usufruct rights of access, whilst strengthening the access of those with more 



Rangeland and Resource Management in Ethiopia 

31 

power in the community, namely men. In general, how the interests of less 
empowered segments of the community could be adequately protected and 
provided for should be a primary concern. 
 
Although customary institutions and rules are believed to offer legitimacy with 
which development and environment projects can work, there exists a limitation 
in terms of their inclusion of women. Therefore if projects and/or other 
interventions are to promote a greater degree of gender equity as many aim to 
do, then alternatives that allow a greater inclusion of women must be identified 
and supported. Although an improved level of female participation in PFM (in the 
lower stages of the hierarchy) can be seen as a success in terms of numbers, much 
more effort is needed to place women in an equal position with that of men in 
decision making and control.  
 
Indeed, relying solely on community participation is not the solution if collective 
NRM is to be achieved. Community institutions express and reinforce gender 
hierarchies no less than other systems of authority. The World Bank funded 
projects in the Sahel illustrate well how gender-blind policy can exclude women 
from interactive participation. Excluded from the design and functioning of 
pastoral associations, women's sole input in Mali, for example, was to provide 
food for association meetings (Shanmugaratnam et al 1992 cited in Joekes et al 
1996).  
 
Failure to find alternatives for women’s inclusion is likely to result in the 
continuing invisibility of women's resource rights within customary tenure 
systems. Improving women’s access is likely to include the need for ‘empowering’ 
women through strengthening their abilities to take part in public decision making 
processes, be it through confidence building, awareness raising and/or access to 
new knowledge and skills. 
 
Approximately 60 per cent of the population from the two research sites are 
‘poor’ and rely predominantly on forest resources for livelihood security. Hence 
the success of the BCFMP in sustainable forest management will be dependent 
upon the creation of alternative livelihoods for these forest dependents, including 
a large proportion of women. Support for non-forest extractive livelihoods, 
scaling up of beekeeping and value addition to NTFPs could offer opportunities 
for livelihood diversification in the area.  
 
Another major issue in Borana is the cultivation of rangeland for crop production, 
which is increasing at an alarming rate. It is apparent that every hectare of grazing 
land converted to cropland is at the expense of livestock production except for a 
very small subsidy that the livestock sector could receive from crop residue as 
feed. The likelihood for conflict over land use between those who shift to agro-
pastoralism and those who maintain a 'pure' pastoral way of life is high. The 
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dynamics of this conflict of interests need to be better understood in order to 
make informed decisions in the future.  
 
Further, crop production as an emergent livelihood source for pastoralists 
increases the workloads of pastoralist households. Household activity profiles 
conducted at both study sites reveal that crop production adds a greater 
workload on women than men. However, the decision making role of women 
over new agricultural sources of income has not significantly improved. Therefore, 
there is a need to address women's workloads and design a strategy to enhance 
their control over resources if more equitable development in pastoral and agro-
pastoral areas is to be achieved.  
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3 
 
The ‘Privatisation’ of Somali Region’s Rangelands 
Sead Oumer 

 
3.1 Introduction  
 
Ethiopia is almost entirely dependent on biomass fuels for energy. 94 per cent of 
Ethiopia’s total energy requirements are generated from biomass with wood and 
tree residues accounting for 79 per cent, cow dung 8 per cent and agricultural 
residues 7 per cent (EFAP 1994 cited in SORPARI 2003). According to a recent 
welfare monitoring survey report the actual utilisation of fuelwood and charcoal 
increased from 64.5 per cent to 70.5 per cent and 0.7 per cent to 1.3 per cent 
respectively between 1996 and 2004. It has also been estimated that the actual 
demand for fuelwood has been close to 20 times the supply (SORPARI 2003).  
 
Figure 3.0 Map of Somali Region 
 

 
 
In the Somali Regional State, where climatic variability is extremely high, the 
importance of scarce dryland forest resources in securing livelihoods is 
considerable. The natural dryland vegetation provides fuelwood, fodder, food, soil 
cover and Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFP) as well as modifying the 
microclimate (ibid). Well over 90 per cent of the Somali people construct their 
houses from wood and other forest products. In addition forests are important 
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grazing sites for livestock and also yield medicinal plants that are crucial in the 
absence of modern health facilities.  
 
However, despite the great actual and potential socio-economic and ecological 
benefits that could be derived from dryland forest resources in the Region, they 
have been under tremendous pressure from unsustainable utilisation, which has 
resulted in their rapid decline or complete disappearance in some places. 
Overexploitation of forest resources for biomass energy is the major contributor 
to this degradation.  
 
Many pastoral women spend a significant part of their working day in these forests 
gathering fuelwood as well as wild foods and medicinal plants. In Somali Region 
women are facing huge challenges in collecting these resources as the 
environmental base is deteriorating day-by-day. Indeed any forest depletion has 
particularly severe implications for women, affecting them in their capacities as 
hewers of wood and drawers of water (Joekes & Weston 1994 cited in Masika & 
Joekes 1996). However, women should also be recognised as forest managers 
with extensive knowledge of resources. Thus as primary users they should be at 
the forefront of tackling this trend.  
 
In this chapter I want to explore these changes in rangeland management and the 
implications on gender relations. In particular I want to look at the charcoal 
industry as it has developed in Somali Regional State, as this is proving to have 
environmental and socio-economic consequences. A charcoal value and marketing 
chain, the impacts it is having on local social and environmental issues, and the 
roles women and men play in it are central concerns. Research was conducted 
during 2005 and 2006 predominantly around Harshin Town, which is located near 
the border with Somaliland. A thriving charcoal trade is evident in this area with 
much of it crossing the border to Hargeysa. 
 
3.2 Rights of Access & Gender Relations 
 
In the past the pastoral community around Harshin accessed and used rangeland 
as a common property resource, which was regulated through clan allegiance. By 
determining who could exploit a given resource and how, this helped to prevent 
degradation and maintain productivity by imposing a form of clan guilt as well as 
the threat of reprisal (Unruh 2006). Community elders held authority over this 
resource use pattern, which was exercised in times of conflict. They would be 
elected to a council based on their age, lineage, seniority and wealth. In this 
customary system women held no official decision making roles despite having the 
rights to exploit natural resources within their own or their husband’s clan lands.  
 
This pattern of inter-clan resource management has begun to be disrupted in 
recent years by the proliferation of water tanks (birka), the establishment of 
grazing and crop enclosures (discussed below), the growth of permanent urban 
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centres and also persistent regional insecurity (Hogg 1997; Unruh 2006). In 
general this has led to the spread of privatisation. For instance, natural water 
sources tended to be communally owned but birkas are now built by individuals 
and owned only by him. However, in either case women do not control access to 
these or other resources.  
 
While Somali society adheres to the fundamental principles of Islam regarding the 
equality of women and men, customary laws or xeer are less progressive. Property 
rights remain biased against women although they are not static and there is some 
evidence of change. Women’s rights of inheritance are often ignored in order to 
keep 'household' property within the husband’s family. If she were to inherit land 
or other assets and then remarry the property would most likely pass out of her 
clan and into that of her new husband. For this reason, in practice women are 
rarely able to inherit property or make major decisions over livestock or land 
(APD 2002). 
 
3.3 Changing Patterns of Land Management 
 
Over recent years patterns of land access and use have been drastically altered 
with the expansion of land enclosures. Dividing large communal rangeland 
resources into small private enclosures is a significant step towards adopting more 
sedentary settlement and land use patterns. It has major repercussions on access 
to land and resources for both men and women. As well as representing an 
expansion of agriculture, this gradual pattern of sedentarisation is part of a 
historic shift in Harshin’s pastoral economy (Hagmann 2006). It is clear that 
different factors, direct and indirect, have contributed to this gradual 
transformation.  
 
Most significantly, natural population growth as well as large refugee flows due to 
regional insecurity has increased pressure on and competition over resources. As 
competition increased some individuals and groups fenced off land. Comparisons 
can be drawn here with the Kereyu who, for fear of losing land to agricultural 
expansion, began fencing off plots. While this was initially for their own use they 
began enclosing as much land as possible irrespective of their own needs in the 
hope that one day they would be able to profit (Ayalew Gebre 2004). 
 
This has been further intensified by recurrent droughts since the beginning of the 
1990s as well as the 1998 livestock ban of the Middle East. This has decreased 
livestock numbers and boosted the market for high quality animals. As a result 
fewer animals are kept under more intensified production conditions. For 
example, camels are increasingly held and fattened in enclosures.  
 
Not only have these changes had an impact on range resources, restricting 
livestock to enclosures has created extra workload for women who now have to 
manage these, as well as small stock like shoats, around the enclosure. Women 
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now face a huge burden during the dry season in finding feed for livestock, as they 
cannot move from place to place as in the past. When the nearby village has no 
feed, women have to travel long distances in search of fodder or are forced to 
buy it from other enclosure owners. One woman in Harshin stated:  
 

Land enclosures are a curse on the community as they stop the animals 
from moving around. In the past they could feed from all the trees, 
shrubs and grasses and it was also good for their physical condition as 
staying in one area for a long time will affect their body condition.   

 
3.4 Developments in the Charcoal Industry 
 
Charcoal production in Somali Region has existed for the last 50 years but for 
most of this time it was on a very small scale and for domestic purposes only. It 
was only after the 1998 export ban to the Middle East that charcoal production 
began to be undertaken on a commercial level. By this time the expanding urban 
population in nearby towns over the border in Somaliland had increased demand 
for charcoal and promoted the cross-border charcoal trade in places such as 
Harshin that is so evident today.  
 
Before this growth in the late 1990s, charcoal production and trade were seen as 
a last resort for destitute pastoralists. Society looked down upon charcoal 
producers who were subject to insults such as “…a charcoal producer never wears 
a white shirt”. However, nowadays the main operators in the charcoal trade are 
not poor pastoralists but wealthy businessmen, often from Somaliland, who 
organise and finance mass production through the mobilisation of local 
communities.  
 
The involvement of Somali pastoralists in new livelihoods should come as no 
surprise to us. Customarily the Somali pastoral economy has of course relied 
heavily on livestock herds but it has always been linked to the wider regional 
markets. This economy has steadily diversified as a result of the growing 
uncertainty of 'pure' pastoralism although it has often been women rather than 
men who have ventured into new avenues of income generation.  
 
Previously providing for a household was solely the responsibility of men but with 
recurrent droughts the livestock component of household income has been 
eroded. In many households today women provide some or even all of the 
income through small scale trading. The reluctance of men to move into more 
commercial activities (with the exception of large livestock) means that women 
sell the majority of shoats as well as khat and control a significant proportion of 
the charcoal trade (Devereux 2006).  
 
In general we can identify a number of push and pull factors that explain the 
attraction of the charcoal business for different stakeholders. For some groups it 
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is a livelihood necessity, whereas for others it is for asset saving and wealth 
accumulation. However, the main reason for this change has been a rapid increase 
in demand for charcoal. Following the downfall of Said Barre in 1991 there has 
been a phenomenal change in the lifestyles of many Somalis with rapid 
urbanisation and an increased dependence on purchased fuel. In the latter half of 
2003 for example, the Hargeysa population used approximately 516,000 sacks of 
charcoal (APD & Interpeace 2006). 
 
Border regions in Ethiopia, including Harshin, have supplied this demand. The ease 
with which producers in these areas can export charcoal across the border due 
to the lack of controls on both sides make the business accessible to many people. 
Oxfam GB in 2005 calculated that roughly 63,000 sacks of charcoal are 
harvested from Harshin woreda alone and are transported across the border to 
Hargeiysa on a monthly basis utilising 27,300 trees (ibid). As well as those who 
were already involved in the business the recent growth has attracted people 
from various backgrounds including khat sellers, soldiers, professional 
businessmen, haulage companies, women and youth. 
 
Around Harshin itself it is possible to identify four main groups involved in the 
charcoal business. The first group are poor pastoralists who continue to be 
dependent on such activities due to their limited livestock resources. In most 
cases they are permanently settled near villages or in private enclosures and 
mostly comprise of returnees from refugee camps. The second group have 
adequate livestock assets to meet subsistence but try to generate additional 
income from the freely available communal resources as an income buffer and 
guarantee against shocks. The third group consists mainly of women who own 
small retail businesses and sell charcoal in the towns and villages. And the fourth 
category is made up mostly of young people aged between 17 and 22 who have 
abandoned livestock rearing to live in the towns and villages. For this final group 
much of what they gain from charcoal production is spent on their personal needs 
such as khat and cigarettes.  
 
3.5 Resources & Techniques of Charcoal Production  
 
In Somali Region various acacia species are used predominantly in charcoal 
production. The rate of destruction of these trees is high, which is not helped by 
the extreme inefficiency of the production and use of charcoal in the area. This 
was confirmed during this study when two types of harvesting were observed 
during fieldwork. These involved either setting a fire at the base of the tree or 
cutting it at around 40cm above its base. Harvesting in these ways makes it 
impossible for the tree to grow again. The demand for charcoal and the 
dependence of some people on the industry was made clear at a site around 2km 
southwest of Balli-Ahmed Village. Here one man was seen digging up the stumps 
left by charcoal producers in order to sell. This has also been reported in 
Arawelo, Jab-dhurwaa, Masajidkaand and Gula’a of Harshin woreda.  
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Wood burning is done in one of two types of kiln. These are the pit or trench kiln 
and the surface mound kiln. The pit or trench kiln is only used in mountainous 
areas where there is not enough soil to cover a surface kiln. Despite variations in 
size, the average pit kiln is 1.30m deep, 1.70m wide and 2.60m long. Before wood 
is stacked into the pit, it is cut into stumps of about 1m in length to avoid too 
many air pockets. The wood is arranged horizontally leaving an open space in the 
centre of the pit where a combustible material is placed. Afterwards, three or 
four strong iron bars or some strong metal just a little longer than the pit are laid 
over the top to prop corrugated iron sheets over the top. The average 
production of a medium kiln is ten sacks of charcoal. To produce this quantity 
requires two or three days to dig the pit, one day for arranging the wood, one 
day for burning and one for cooling. 
 
Surface mound kilns are designed like Somali traditional houses with a strong pole 
erected at the centre (1.50m high) to hold it from the ground. Wood that has 
been cut to lengths of 1m is positioned around the centre pole. It is then covered 
with sand and iron sheets, and finally set on fire from the top. Both kilns need to 
be closely supervised during the carbonation process to prevent the charcoal 
from being incinerated. With the pit kiln, when the wind blows strongly the air 
inlets must be reduced and vice versa (ibid).  
 
When the two different kilns were examined, they were both found to have very 
low energy conversion rate compared with the theoretical maximum and also 
compared to sub-surface kilns used in southern Somalia which have 40 per cent 
efficiency or improved models such as the dome-shaped types that are said to 
have 95 per cent efficiency. The pit kiln has the lowest energy conversion rate 
(less than ten per cent). During carbonation, a great deal of energy is lost through 
the top of the metal sheets, which are uncovered, and the control of air supply is 
very difficult in this model. The surface mound kiln is an improvement on the pit 
kiln. The energy conversion rate is higher but still under 20 per cent. 
Nevertheless, there are still chances to improve it further particularly the number 
of air inlets, type of ignition and even insulation of the entire kiln (ibid). 
 
3.6 The Charcoal Marketing Chain 
 
Most of the charcoal produced around Harshin is destined for the towns and 
cities of Somaliland and form a lucrative cross-border trade. To make charcoal 
requires a number of different groups of people starting with local ‘owners’ of 
enclosures and ending with big investors who export charcoal to the Gulf States. 
Other major actors are village level traders, charcoal cooperatives and individual 
charcoal license holders. The latter two are found only in Somaliland whereas the 
first is present in both countries.  
 
It is the private enclosures, reserved by their ‘owners’ either for fodder or rain-
fed farming, which are currently the main source of charcoal. Most of those who 
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hold these areas do not usually produce charcoal themselves, but sell live or dead 
wood remaining in their plots to the charcoal traders. It is these local traders who 
carry out the production and packaging. They earn around USD 20-26 for every 
100 sacks. Sometimes pastoralists hold their livestock in one part of the enclosure 
while charcoal production is going on in another part. When asked why they sold 
the trees despite the negative impact on livestock production they remarked: 
 

…livestock production is no longer enough to support us and we are 
trying to earn some extra money from selling this wood. Besides, when 
we move from this place, the charcoal producers will not spare the 
trees, and so we should make the most profit from the land. 

 
At the village level, the groups who are most actively involved in the charcoal 
business are women who have unemployed husbands or are the heads of their 
own families. They forward the charcoal to urban centres by trucks that also 
carry milk, or they rent their own trucks for transportation depending on the size 
of the load. These groups are usually limited to areas close to the main towns and 
are increasing in number. They earn on average USD 28 for every 100 sacks.  
 
Above the village level are cooperatives, which are government licensed in 
Somaliland. In recent times many cooperative members have left due to a 
reduction in profits. It was noted that with the livestock export ban pastoralists 
have been forced to seek alternative livelihood options and have turned to 
enclosing more land. This means that charcoal producers are forced to rent out 
the land in order to access trees. As a result they are forced to work exclusively 
in Ethiopia where this process is not as advanced. Today, only those who can 
subsidise the trade by using their own trucks for haulage can cope with the 
narrowing margins. However, they still manage a profit of USD 100-350 per 
month (ibid).  
 
The final stage of the marketing chain rests with individual charcoal trade license 
owners who are registered with the Ministry of Pastoral Development & 
Environment of the Somaliland Government. It is estimated that there are 170 
license holders of whom 40 have a cross-border charcoal business. They 
transport charcoal to the main urban centres such as Hargeysa and Berbera and 
have also started extending their business to Arabsiyo, Gebiley and Tog-Wajaale 
since 2002. This group seemed to be the most successful and many have 
accumulated assets including vehicles and buildings. The involvement of these big 
businessmen has further increased the status of charcoal production signifying that 
it is not only for the poor. These license holders can expect to make anywhere 
between USD 280-980 per month.  
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Figure 3.1 The Charcoal Marketing Value Chain 
 

 
 
As Figure 3.1 demonstrates the profits from charcoal production increase as we 
move up the marketing chain. For those pastoralists who sell live or dead trees 
from their enclosures only a small income is earned and they are left to negotiate 
the environmental consequences that will follow.  
 
3.7 Conflict over Charcoal Production  
 
As can be expected conflicts over resources arise when several groups use them 
differently. The rapid increase in demand for charcoal is creating considerable 
pressure on the remaining and limited forest resources. Because of charcoal 
production, many border areas between Ethiopia and Somaliland have been 
severely deforested. The depletion of forests is one of the significant sources of 
conflict in Harshin woreda and centres on the sale and utilisation of trees from 
both inside land enclosures as well as from the remaining communal lands. 
Conflict often arises among traditional resource users (pastoralists) and emerging 
stakeholders (charcoal producers, district authorities, farmers etc.). 
 
As resources become scarcer traders compete to access the remaining forest 
resources pushing up prices, reducing profits and leading to confrontations. Village 
elders, acting as community representatives, often voice their displeasure at the 
negative effects of charcoal production. Unfortunately, this is often ignored as the 
traders mobilise their workers from the village against them. It was recently 
reported that because of these conflicts access to resources has been tightened 
and is much more strictly enforced along clan lines. In many cases a charcoal 
producer must now either belong to that clan or work through an intermediary 
who is (ibid). 
 
Charcoal traders also exert an influence on the workers of development 
organisations, attracting them to take part in the business, which can earn them 



Rangeland and Resource Management in Ethiopia 

41 

more income than their projects. It has also been suggested that some 
government office workers have been paid to hide information on charcoal 
production in order to protect those involved and to help them avoid paying 
taxes. As a result various conflicts arise between different government offices and 
charcoal businessmen over the bribing of their workers.  
 
A specific factor exasperating many of these conflicts is the availability of weapons. 
According to the community and some district authorities, the charcoal 
producers as well as transporters are well armed with automatic rifles. On some 
occasions this has led to exchanges of fire between charcoal producers and 
government forces trying to confiscate their truck or to levy a tax on them while 
travelling to Somaliland.  
 
3.8 Impacts of Charcoal Production on the Pastoral Community 
 
The production and cross-border marketing of charcoal in Harshin woreda has 
resulted in various environmental and social consequences. According to the 
community's own perception, the various impacts of the charcoal industry are 
clearly visible in their day-to-day life. Some of these consequences have differential 
impacts on women and men.  
 
Environmentally, charcoal production is entirely unsustainable and depletes forest 
and rangeland resources. Rangeland degradation is already in evidence with 
increased soil erosion from wind and runoff. In addition to the trees burnt for 
charcoal, other plants and shrubs are used to fuel the fire reducing the availability 
of natural resources in general. As a result some species are becoming extinct and 
many animals are no longer seen in such great numbers. Kilns also make the soils 
around them infertile needing a long time to recover. Over many years this may 
lead to climatic change and a further increase in droughts and other 
environmental shocks. 
 
Economically, the livestock sector will suffer from reduced forage resources 
leading to a drop in the major pastoral products (milk, meat and hides). Fuelwood 
and construction materials will also become increasingly difficult to find increasing 
workloads particularly of women. In general, it is believed that charcoal 
production is more severe than overgrazing as a cause of rangeland degradation, 
because acacia species that are important fodder resources for goats and camels 
are more rapidly depleted. Many of the community members state that the socio-
economic status of those in the study area has sharply declined during the last 3 
or 4 years due to a combination of factors such as the livestock export ban and 
drought. The spiralling process of land degradation brought about in part by 
charcoal production has aggravated this further.  
 
Further many young pastoralists are abandoning livestock rearing in preference of 
either charcoal production or urban employment. The older generation is left to 
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take care of the family's livestock assets. These, mainly male, youth find 
employment in the charcoal business year round leaving the livestock remaining in 
one area throughout the year without being taken to areas of better grazing. Thus 
the livestock herd, on which the pastoral economy depended, decreases in size 
and productivity due to shortage of fodder and tick-borne diseases. This also 
negatively impacts on the rangeland.  
 
Socially, many attribute charcoal production to increasing addictions to khat, 
alcohol and cigarettes among young people together with anti-social behaviour. In 
general, there has been a division created between the youth and the elders with 
the former turning away from their pastoral upbringing to engage in the new 
activities. Young people no longer obey community elders with some dropping 
out of school and there is said to be an increase in crime.  
 
There are also a number of discernable impacts on women specifically. It has been 
mainly their husbands and male clan members who have made decisions on the 
enclosing and ‘selling off’ of the Somali rangelands. During interviews with 
members of Derbiga and Elmi-Hirsi PAs, the women suggested that they have no 
role in the management and decision making over the utilisation of natural 
resources, and they have no say over the establishment of the land enclosures and 
the abandoning of the communal resource management regime:  
 

We women know nothing when it comes to the issue of natural 
resources like land. It is the men who are enclosing land and decide 
how to use resources but this does not mean that we have no access. 
We want to protect the environment from ruin as these changes affect 
us more than the men in many ways. But mostly it is the men who are 
responsible for the destruction of the environment in this area. These 
days, we find it difficult to get animal feed and fuelwood as well as 
other resources from the forests, which were easily available. It is the 
men who are selling the trees inside the enclosure for charcoal 
production and they are not listening to us when we tell them to stop 
this activity and find other alternative jobs. 

 
And men do not deny their responsibility for the current high degradation of 
natural resources:  
 

We are producing charcoal and destroying trees because we have no 
other alternative to earn a living since the drought has affected our lives 
and killed all our livestock. We have no means to earn other incomes 
as our livestock are lost, we need to be restocked or we need to find 
other options that suit the way we live. We also need to get more 
markets to sell our livestock, as these are very bad at the moment. 
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Because of charcoal production activities a large number of trees have been 
cleared from nearby pastoral villages so that women, who are responsible for 
collecting fuelwood and animal feed, have to travel further distances away from 
their homes. During this time women are more vulnerable to risks such as sexual 
violence as they are a long way from their villages. The time taken to collect 
fuelwood and fodder has added extra burdens on other tasks performed by 
women, such as preparing food and health related activities, as suggested during 
the focus group discussion with female community members from the Harshin 
woreda. Children may be taken out of school to assist with the extra workloads. 
 
A further problem is that charcoal producers who came from other areas arrange 
marriages of convenience with local Somali women and girls in order to gain 
access to forest resources. After staying for a short period of time they will move 
away to another location without informing their wives and often leaving them 
with children to care for on their own. In Somali society an unmarried mother is 
stigmatised and in many cases they are forced to move away and will be subjected 
to various social, economical and cultural problems unnecessarily. 
 
3.9 Recommendations  
 
During the course of this research work, all the participants from the community, 
as well as GOs and NGOs emphasised the importance of regulating resource use 
to forestall the collapse of pastoral livelihoods. The issues are many and complex, 
but the most drastic and most far-reaching is the clearance of forest cover for 
charcoal production as well as indiscriminate enclosure of communal resources 
which are incompatible with pastoral livelihoods. Addressing land enclosure and 
charcoal production is central in preventing the occurrence and recurrence of 
resource-based conflicts.  
 
While there is a clear link between land privatisation as well as the indiscriminate 
destruction of resources for charcoal production with an increase in conflict little 
has been done to tackle the trend (Hagmann 2006). Many in the community no 
longer respect customary authorities expressed through clan elders. In particular 
pastoral youth no longer adhere to the expectations and restrictions imposed by 
their communities. The gulf that has emerged between generations threatens to 
continue the cycle of resource degradation.  
 
There is a tendency for interventions to work with and through the existing 
structures of power in a society. This can lead to the marginalisation of many 
other groups including women. What this research highlights however is the 
importance of including younger members in decision making. Pastoral youth are 
often active in their communities and may have wider and more diverse 
experiences than their elders. This knowledge base should not be ignored.  
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Charcoal production is currently seen as a perfectly legitimate, viable not to 
mention profitable business for many. While advocating against these beliefs is 
obviously important it will mean nothing without addressing alternative livelihood 
options (see Chapter 2 in Volume 2 of this series). Being predominantly a cross-
border trade cooperation between governments should help to restrict or 
impose regulations on producers. However, on both sides there is a distinct lack 
of capacity and willpower to address the issue. Strengthening customary 
institutions could be an effective alternative although men dominate these, which 
means that women's interests will most likely be overlooked.   
 
However, in the absence of strong government authorities in the case of 
Somaliland and negligence in the case of Ethiopian authorities (in bordering areas 
like Harshin woreda), there are calls for customary institutions to play a bigger 
role. In some areas, these institutions are currently weak and they have little or 
no response to the pastoral degradations observed in border areas of Ethiopia 
like Harshin woreda. NGOs and GOs need to work with these traditional 
institutions to assist them in (re)taking greater control over rangeland 
management and resources.  
 
There are a number of major challenges facing the pastoral community of Harshin 
woreda in particular and the Somali Regional State in general. The current high 
level of deforestation due to charcoal production along with no significant 
reforestation plans threatens the pastoral economy. Enclosing communal grazing 
lands for private ownership and mobility restriction will lead to increased 
rangeland degradation. There is an absence of interventions addressing 
substitutable energy sources other than charcoal in urban areas on either side of 
the border by GOs or NGOs: this needs to be addressed. Further alternative 
income generation sources need to be promoted for those involved in the 
charcoal trade. 
 
Finally this crisis highlights the need for a more comprehensive land use planning 
system in pastoral areas. The issue of enclosures needs to be addressed and if 
support can be gained then effective and protected communal property regimes 
reinstated. Conflict resolution and negotiation processes need to be carried out 
between the different stakeholders involved. Clear rights of access and control 
need to be defined and protected. The pastoralists must be at the centre of these 
processes and both men and women, young and old, must be involved. 
 
 



Rangeland and Resource Management in Ethiopia 

45 

4 
 
Dynamics of Rangeland & Water Management in Afar 

   Samuel Tefera Alemu & Fiona Flintan 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
Sustainable rangeland management in the Afar Region is challenging. With extreme 
temperatures and low rainfall, it is one of the most arid, hostile terrains in the 
Horn of Africa. Primarily Afar Region is comprised of arid sand and stone deserts, 
low lying salt pans as well as some arable land along the banks of the Awash. The 
long rainy season is from June to September while a short and unreliable rainy 
season occurs between March and May. In total, rainfall is less than 500mm 
annually with evapotranspiration exceeding precipitation during many parts of the 
year (Flood 1975; Lewis 1998 cited in Unruh 2006; Yayneshet & Kelemework 
2004).  
 
Within this barren environment the Afar people practice a highly adapted mode of 
transhumant pastoralism. As in other areas, Afar pastoralists have their own well-
developed management regimes, which ensure the sustainability of resources, 
including complex sets of rights that allow access to water points and grazing 
areas. While the Afar territory is probably considered more ethnically 
homogeneous than some other pastoral areas in Ethiopia, conflicts have been 
increasing in recent decades. These have occurred between Afar clans and sub-
clans but most worryingly with the neighbouring Issa Somali. Kereyu Oromo can 
also be found to the southwest although conflict between these groups appears to 
be less problematic (Unruh 2006).  
 
Conflicts are often based on natural resources. This is due to different groups 
being pushed closer together as land and water, which are viewed as communal 
property, have been taken by large-scale government supported farms, 
smallholders keen to expand their agricultural enterprises, national parks and 
protected areas, and settlers moving into the area. There is also a growing trend 
for water found in pastoral areas to be bought and sold, especially during 
droughts, making it increasingly difficult for poorer and less powerful groups in 
society to access it. This includes women, who then become more dependent on 
their husbands to provide money and access.  
 
In this chapter we will discuss the changes occurring in the Afar Region and their 
impact on natural resource availability and management. In turn it will discuss 
what impact this has on women's and men's use of and access to natural 
resources. Further it will consider the impact that GO and NGO interventions 
are having on Natural Resource Management (NRM), and on the relations, roles 
and responsibilities of the Afar people. The information is based on research 
carried out at various sites covered by the Pastoral Livelihood Initiative-Enhancing 
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Afar & Borana Livelihood Efforts (PLI-ENABLE) intervention. Most of these sites 
are found in the Afar Region (Elidaar, Awash Fentale, Amibara and Dalifagie 
woredas), however additional research was carried out in Fentale woreda in 
Oromiya Regional State, due to project partners also working there. 
 
Figure 4.0 Map of Afar Region  
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4.2 Use of & Access to Natural Resources 
 
The Afar rangelands encompass diverse elements such as forest and bushland, hot 
spring water sites, large permanent rivers including the Awash, Borkena and Bulga 
and grazing plains like Dakaakae, Degadage, Lahlai, Madala and Samayu. Over the 
last 50 years significant changes in the status of many of these resources have 
occurred. Forests have been depleted and grasses are no longer in abundance 
while invasive plants have expanded alarmingly, stifling native species. The access 
to many key grazing and water sites has been removed or curtailed by the growth 
of state cotton and sugarcane farms. Like most pastoralists, the Afar did not own 
these resources and customary access and use rights were communal.  
 
In order to supplement animal grazing, fodder is collected and fed to livestock 
kept around the homestead, particularly during the dry season. Grass may be 
collected from state farms or from the edges of irrigation canals. Also some 
NGOs such as CARE Awash are introducing new haymaking techniques in 
Fentale, although it is too early to see the impact of these. Many useful grass 
species can be found in different areas of the Afar ranges. However, some like 
durfu and isisu, which can be stored for 2 years, are now at the verge of 
extinction. A grass called melif is already extinct as livestock were allowed to 
graze it before it had seeded. Local elders also suggested that it disappeared 
because of a shortage of rain. Usually it is the duty of women to collect these 
resources.  
 
Forests provide important food and household supplies for Afar and Kereyu 
pastoralists. Both humans and livestock eat many fruits and leaves. Several trees 
have multiple purposes. For example the fruits of the wangeyo tree are used as 
feed for goats. The dry wood is used for fuel and the green branches for 
construction of houses. The wild date palm (Hyphaene thebaica) is also used for a 
number of different purposes (see Table 4.1). The use of the leaves for aunga 
(mat) making is an important income generation source for women and will be 
described in Chapter 4 of Volume 2 of this series.  
 
Many trees and shrubs provide fruit and leaves to supplement diets of both 
communities, especially in times of food shortage. Shrubs with edible fruits include 
aeka, oudukeble and mudguard. Kiltu has a milky fluid and is used as a chewing gum. 
It has a sweet taste and is elastic. Natural chewing gum is also derived from a tree 
called bedero, which has edible fruits. The pastoralists protect these trees from 
destruction, as they believe that cutting them will result in a shortage of rain. 
 
There are also medicinal plants that are used to treat snakebites, liver diseases 
and skin problems. Most of these medicines are derived from shrubs and grass 
species. For example, in Saboure a species of acacia known as kesselto is ground 
and boiled to treat gastric complaints and applied to the skin of livestock. 
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Medicinal plants and other products are not only used within the household, but 
also sold, thus being important sources of income.  
 
Table 4.1: Uses of the Wild Date Palm 
 

Tree Part Use Processor 
Leaves (ayuffa) Aunga, Kraal & House Construction, 

Mats 
Girls, Women 

Fruit (xaylo) Food (immediate) - 
Branch (loyola) Bed Linings Women 
Bark Rope Women, Boys 
Alcoholic Extract Treating Rheumatism Women 

 
Indeed the study carried out by the GAPP revealed over 100 named trees and 
shrubs that were used by the Afar and Kereyu for different purposes.  However, 
most of these were known only by their local names and it was beyond the scope 
of this study to fully document them and identify species etc. Nevertheless it is 
clear that the pastoralists still greatly rely on them for everyday use and 
particularly in times of drought. 
 
4.3 Access to Water 
 
For much of the year water is scarce in the majority of the Afar Region. Access to 
water has been further aggravated by the development of commercial and state 
farms. While services such as schools and water wells were promised by the 
developments, these have not materialised. The Afar lost access to the Awash 
River. Although they are able to use irrigation waters occasionally, it was reported 
that salty water is dispersed on the grazing lands when the irrigation canals flood, 
destroying grasses. Further, irrigation water transports Prosopis seeds to the 
wetland areas and the forest.  
 
As there are few alternatives many Afar rely on drinking water from the rivers, 
which are often dirty and polluted. As one man put it: “The Borkena River is like an 
enemy that you cannot take revenge on. I am forced to drink from its water just 30 
minutes after it took my brother.” Not only is the water poor quality, but also 
community members (mainly women) have to travel between 2-3 hours each way 
to collect it. The water is collected in afleyita, 25 litre water bags made of goat 
hide, as well as plastic containers. Donkeys are often used to carry the water. In 
one trip a household collects between 1-4 afleyita depending if a donkey is 
available or not.  
 
Other rivers in Afar are also polluted, for instance, chemicals from the sugarcane 
factory and Merti Camp toilet flow into the Awash River, which local communities 
use. Some women went to Adama with samples to show the government the 
dangerous quality of the water, however nothing happened. As one water 
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committee member put it: “By the generosity of God we are still living despite still 
drinking this type of water”. The community have also appealed to local NGOs to 
assist them, but to this day, there has been little support.  
 
Both women and men collect and use this water. Women tend to be responsible 
for domestic requirements while men water the livestock. However, women will 
also manage and water weak and sick animals. Many women have to travel long 
distances to fetch water spending more than 3 or 4 hours and travelling up to 20 
km. However, throughout many areas of the Afar rangelands, GO and NGO 
financed projects have contributed towards improvements in water supplies 
ensuring access close to villages. Water management committees control these 
water points (see Box 4.1).   
 
Although in the past access to water was free and a ‘right’ for clan members, 
today the introduction of pumps, taps and other water points has also meant the 
introduction of payments for water, collected by the water committee to finance 
maintenance etc. This has put pressure on women in particular to find money in 
order to access the water. In many cases this is simply not possible and will 
probably mean asking their husbands. Moreover, the collection of water from 
water points still takes time. For example, in Elidaar, community members collect 
water from a pump built initially for the National Defence Force. Despite this it 
still takes 8-10 hours to collect the water, 2 hours of which is spent queuing. The 
water costs ETB 12 for 200 litres. 
 
Further, communities reported a number of other problems with water 
interventions. A number of wells and water tanks (including those funded by 
government bodies) have only been partly constructed, the reasons for which are 
not clear to the community. Springs and ponds have dried up. Pumps have silted 
and floods have broken up irrigation canals. Some pumps have been constructed 
without any clear establishment of a committee or rules and regulations of use. As 
a result when something goes wrong such as a malfunction of the machinery there 
is no clear chain of command or responsibility. Consequently the pump will often 
simply remain broken.  
 
A water management committee in Gelcha complained that many committees 
have been formed but subsequently collapsed as water points have stopped 
working and/or there has been no NGO/GO follow-up. Further, the community 
members all contributed a sum of money that was to be used to buy a water 
pump. However, when the local pastoral office delivered the pump it was found to 
be unsuitable for the purpose and was actually a pump for a grinding mill. When 
this machinery failed the local DPPA bought them a new one at a cost of ETB 
255,000. However, this pump sat at the government office for a prolonged time 
before delivery and as a result had lost many of its parts by the time it reached 
the community. Again, the committee have not yet been able to use it.  
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Box 4.1 Establishing Water Points and Management Committees 
 
In Fentale the community selected committee members being people that they 
believed would serve them well. After the selection CARE Awash provided 
training for the water committee to assist them in managing the resource 
effectively and fairly, and to ensure that they maintained the water pumps. These 
training sessions were given a number of times to ensure that everyone had 
acquired the new skills. The committee is made up of both male and female 
members and youth were included to ensure its sustainability. While it is always 
useful to have at least one member who can read and write, it was not necessary 
that all members could do so. Subsequently a 7 metre well was dug and hand 
pumps were fitted with community participation. However, at the time of writing 
these were not operational.   
 
Likewise in Saboure one of the pumps was not functioning and the community 
was waiting for CARE to respond. Despite this the new facility is benefiting 
everyone in the community especially women who are now saving time and 
energy. So far there has been no conflicts over the use of the new water supplies 
in either Fentale or Saboure. However, some in Fentale feel that the location of 
their well is not to the benefit of everybody. Committee members expressed that 
it was the engineer in charge of the construction who made the final decision 
concerning location rather than the community. They would have liked it to be 
nearer Mount Fentale at a place called Mahendo. 
  
4.4 Changes in Resource Utilisation 
 
The last 50 years has witnessed significant changes to access rights, resource use 
and the pastoral economy in general. Changes in land tenure have primarily 
occurred along the Awash River with the construction of the Koka Dam, the 
establishment of irrigation schemes and the gazetting of the 830 km2 Awash 
National Park.  
 
The Awash Valley Authority (AVA) was set up by the state in 1962 as an 
autonomous public authority, with the responsibility to coordinate and administer 
the development of natural resources in the Valley and particularly that of the 
Upper and Middle areas. Although the AVA was mandated to involve local 
communities in the development programmes, this did not take place and 
development took a top-down approach (Nicol et al 2000). Thus, the authorities 
embarked on a programme of granting land to concessionaires on the basis of the 
constitutional provision making nomadic land the property of the state. By the 
mid-1990s an area of 69,000 hectares was being irrigated, including Metahara and 
Abadir (Said 1997).  
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As a result the prime land "corridor of survival" of the Awash River, which was 
used strategically by pastoralists in the height of the dry season when the grass 
was depleted in other areas was no longer available to them (Fecadu Gadamu 
2001). At the same time flooding was prevented through the construction of 
dykes that reduced grazing availability in the plains and prevented annual 
fertilisation of the land through the deposition of silt. Furthermore, there was an 
increased incidence of livestock diseases (internal parasites and others) and ill 
effects on livestock health from the agro-chemicals used in the plantations (Flintan 
& Imeru Tamrat 2002). 
 
Under the Civil Code introduced in 1960 the right to claim land titles could only 
exist if it could be proven that land taxes had been paid for 15 consecutive years. 
As the pastoralists had paid no land tax due to their 'ownership' not being 
officially recognised, the state could claim the land was abandoned (Ayalew Gebre 
1997; Nicol et al 2000). With the granting of land concessions came the expansion 
and development of irrigated agriculture, which deprived the indigenous Afar and 
others of their prime dry season grazing land. Sporadic invasions of the plantations 
by pastoralists and their cattle were carried out (Fecadu Gadamu 2001). 
 
The long term impacts of this marginalisation of the Afar and Kereyu have been 
widespread bush encroachment, the in-migration of non-Afar/Kereyu populations, 
the pervasive presence of light weapons and a reduction in the proximity of 
insurgences. Combined with changing national policies in Ethiopia, Eritrea and 
Djibouti this has “…altered resource access, especially in the dry season and drought 
grazing commons” (Unruh 2006). 
 
Indeed, many of the community members stressed that the forests that had 
existed twenty years ago were rapidly disappearing, as were other natural 
resources. For example, one community described how three tree species used 
to be common on mountainous areas in Hassoba. Adedo is a spiny tree with gums 
and edible fruit that resist the cold. Eeab/Tedecha is useful for humans, goats, 
cattle and camels. Herders eat its fruit while moving their livestock. Keselto bears 
fruits in the dry season. Its fruit keeps hide water bags clean and is used to purify 
water. However, all of them are becoming extinct, and those that are left have 
stopped producing fruit. Moreover, large areas of land have been covered with 
adayetu (a tree used for tooth cleaning), which extend up to Melkasedi. The land 
between Hassoba and Worer used to be a grazing plain with adayetu trees around 
Ambash. However, today the area extending all the way from Melkasedi to Buri 
and up to the hot springs is covered with scrub.  
 
Other changes are also taking place: pastoralists from Amibara explained that 
previously, before the downfall of the Derg regime in 1991, Gelseremro was a 
dense grazing area where they grazed their livestock. However, now it is covered 
by Prosopis juliflora (known locally as woyene) and a toxic liana called halimero 
(Cryptostegia grandiflora) that kill livestock while they try to graze grasses 
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intertwined in its stem and branches. It even kills hyenas feeding on the dead 
livestock flesh.  
 
Elders reported that halimero entered the Afar ranges 50 years ago and today is 
associated with the coming of outsiders to Saboure to establish the state farms. 
These newcomers used to grow halimero to make rope out of the bark. Welahauel 
is also an invasive weed brought with commercial fertilizers. Though attempts 
have been made to control the Prosopis it is rapidly taking over the rangelands.  
One scheme started by a youth group to turn the Prosopis into charcoal was 
thwarted by the local government who refused a license. However in other parts 
of the region FARM Africa has had more success in turning the bush into charcoal 
though still faces great bureaucratic challenges to allow its sale. 
 
At the moment the communities feel that they do not have the expertise to deal 
with these invasive species nor to halt the degradation of the forests and the 
rangelands. As such nothing is being done to address the problems. As one elder 
from Hassoba PA, Amibara woreda lamented: “Nothing is done to conserve these 
resources and of course we are losing different species from the rangelands in Hassoba.” 
And another suggested: “No one has intervened. The Afar community has not the 
capacity and the knowledge to rehabilitate the degraded land.” 
 
However, some changes can be more directly linked to the changed needs and 
practices of the pastoralists themselves and not external interventions. Resource 
use patterns differ from season to season and this has an impact on gender 
relations, roles and responsibilities. For example, the division of labour was found 
to change seasonally among households in Hassoba PA, Amibara woreda (see 
Tables 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5).  
 
We found many communities who had started protecting their resources more 
closely by 'privatising' areas. The Kereyu, for example, are restricting access to 
others through establishing enclosures known as kellos around their semi-
permanent households. Anyone can enclose a kello, the only thing expected of 
them is to inform the local kebele administration office. Closed during the wet 
season, during the dry season these are used for rotational grazing and for the 
production of grasses collected for fodder. Women provide most of the labour 
for the establishment of the kello.  
 
Further, when surplus is available and particularly during drier periods, the Kereyu 
women sell the grass at a high price rather than selling their livestock. In times of 
drought livestock would only receive a low price due to oversupply. Those who 
do not have access to an enclosure are forced to purchase grass or move to areas 
where non-restricted grass is found: the Kereyu around Metahara for example will 
walk two days to find and collect fodder. 
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Table 4.2 Labour Division During Kerma (June-August) 
 

Division of Labour Roles/Activities 
Female Male 

Food Preparation  X  
House Construction X  
House Moving X  
Milking Cattle X  
Childcare X  
Guarding  X 
Herding Camels   X 
Constructing Kraals  X 
Chewing khat  X 
Conflict Resolution   X 
Bed Construction  X 

 
Table 4.3 Labour Division During Gilel (September-November) 
 

Division of Labour 
Roles/Activities 

Female Male 
Childcare X  
House Chores X  
House Moving & Repair X  
Collecting Grass for House Construction X  
Cutting Wood for House Construction X  
Cutting Wood for Bed Construction X  
Collecting Fodder X  
Herding  X 
Collecting Wood   X 

 
Table 4.4 Labour Division During Sugum (December-February) 
 

Division of Labour Roles/Activities 
Female Male 

Building Temporary House  X  
Churning Milk  X  
Preparing Food for Men & Boys  X  
Tending Livestock  X 

 
Table 4.5 Labour Division During Hagay (March-May) 
 

Division of Labour Roles/Activities 
Female Male 

Collecting Tree Leaves for Fodder  X 
Cutting Grass for Fodder X  
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4.5 Impacts of Resource Degradation 
 
Though one may question and even argue against such ‘privatisation of the 
rangelands’ it does appear to be having positive impacts on some localised 
degradation of resources allowing more controlled provision of fodder and 
protection from ‘outsiders’ such as charcoal makers (though in Somali Region the 
trees are being sold off for charcoal as described in Chapter 3). This fodder can 
be particularly useful during times of stress when other sources are likely to be 
under greater pressure and risk of overuse. Further collecting fodder from 
enclosures can save women time and energy. 
 
Changes in resource availability are also having other impacts. Many households 
now purchase materials such as plastic sheets to cover their houses rather than 
spend time looking for grass, which has become scarce. This may reduce women's 
workloads with regards to resource collection but increase the pressure to earn 
alternative incomes. Also there is some evidence to suggest that men are taking 
up some of women’s workloads, as they have to spend more time collecting 
fuelwood, fodder etc. As one community member suggested: “In the past if a man 
supported a woman then his friends would humiliate him but now we have begun to 
work together”. However, the problem of khat chewing is becoming prevalent and 
is an excuse for many men to leave most of the work to the women.  
 
In general it is women's workloads that are increasing, as they have to travel 
further for resources such as fuelwood and water. In Gelcha, Fentale woreda there 
used to be a forest close by, but today this has all but disappeared. As a result 
while a house would take 4 days to build in the past, today it takes more than 10 
days to collect the grass, cut the wood and mobilise the women into a 
construction group. If women work as a group it will take less time. From the 
village of Ajotere it takes a woman 8 hours to collect water, and from Gelcha the 
women travel 5 hours per day. Additionally because children are going to school 
more often, there is less labour at home:  
 

In the old days girls used to help their mothers in the home. Boys 
helped their fathers with the herding. But now as children start to 
join school, the workload of mothers has increased. An elder 
speaking to the research team. 

 
4.6 Management of Rangeland Resources 
 
Within Afar communities, decision making and conflict resolution rests largely 
with elders and religious leaders, through institutions known as xeraa (Nicol et al 
2000) and sanction executing structures called finna (Getachew Kassa cited in 
PCAE 2000). As Nicol et al (2000: 16) describe, "…they are generally very effective 
in the mediation function in intra-group conflicts. They also take on the role of appealing 
to the government in the event of large-scale conflicts between their respective groups 
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and negotiate on behalf of their respective parties at peace conferences often organised 
by the government."    
 
Similar structures exist with the Kereyu for amongst other things, the protection 
of water from contamination and restriction of access to it. Sanctions for misuse 
are imposed by the leaders of the offenders' clan, which can include exclusion 
from meetings, a fine of livestock and/or if the offender is a single man he can be 
banned from marriage until the case is resolved. Trees (muka) are the property of 
the village/settlement. Anyone living in the olla may cut those trees, but before any 
living part of the tree can be cut permission must be obtained from the Aba Ganda 
(village head). It is forbidden to cut a tree of another olla. Acacia trees are almost 
never cut as they provide important dry season fodder. Those who cut timber for 
fuelwood and produce charcoal are only able to do so on the perimeter of 
Kereyu territory or far from traditional authority (Lane 1993). 
 
Indeed, pastoralists have been assumed to be unorganised and uncontrolled and 
little attention has been paid to traditional patterns of allocation of rights to land 
and other resources. This is despite the existence of strong traditional pastoral 
institutions such as the Gadaa of the Borana and Guji and the Finna that we find 
among the Afar. These have formed the basis on which the social, economic and 
political organisation of the respective communities has survived for centuries 
(Yacob Arsano 2000; Getachew Kassa cited in PCAE 2000). 
 
For example, a communal tenure system is an essential form of land ownership 
among the Afar. As Ayalew Gebre (1997) describes, usufructary rights to land are 
implied by communal ownership and cannot be bought or sold. All Afar through 
birth have a right to land, which is guaranteed to pass on to their children. The 
Afar are aware of territorial boundaries since every clan has its own clearly 
demarcated territory with each boundary guarded by scouting parties called giba. 
Grazing land is divided among clans and sub-clans in accordance with customary 
law in which case one clan is not allowed to use the resources of the other 
without their knowledge and permission. In times of difficulty clan resources are 
often shared, resulting in a strong principle of reciprocity and consensus.  
 
Today rights to access and use resources remain governed in part by various Afar 
customary institutions. Along with the Sultanate system, which was totally 
destroyed and is now beginning to make a come back, the Afar are governed by 
the various clan heads (kebo abba or balabbat), elders' councils (daar idola), law 
enforcing bodies (damtu), sanction executing bodies (finna) and the various 
assemblies (mablo), which serve as repositories of Afar culture, customary 
administration and customary rules and regulations (afar madaa).   
 
The clan heads and elders not only administrate the clan territory but usually they 
are also entitled to the authority of allocating and leasing land under their 
management (they being in turn nominees of the state) to private and communal 
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users. This includes the utilisation and management of natural resources, 
supervising the redistribution of resources and livestock, and the adjudication of 
conflicts (Getachew Kassa cited in PCAE 2000). In Hassoba, for example, land is 
equally distributed between four sub-clans called Dinihamedo, Seka, Sehimsars and 
Bereti. The land and social affairs are administered by the mekabentu, a group of 
elders who are leaders of the clans. Different social support and redistribution 
networks (hato and harayi) also remain effective (see Table 4.6). 
 
Table 4.6 Relative Strength of Customary Institutions according to Afar 

Youth 
 

Timeline 
Menelik II 

(before 1913) 
Haile Selassie 

(1916-74) 
Derg 

(1974-91) 
EPRDF 
(1991-) 

Institution 

Ranking (where 0 is non-existent and 10 has full authority) 
Damtu 10 7 2 5 
Finna 10 7 2 5 
Balabbat 10 7 2 5 
Mekabentu 10 7 2 5 
Sultanate 10 7 0 0 
Hato 10 10 10 10 
Harayi 10 10 10 10 

 
Although these traditional institutions can be described as ‘democratic’, the 
patriarchal nature of the system does exclude the majority of female members of 
the clan from the decision making and consensus building that takes place (Nicol 
et al 2000). Ultimately, therefore, they fail the test of true democracy.  
 
Patriarchal laws and practices in Afar guarantee that most rangeland resources are 
not under the control of women. Usually women attain access to resources 
through their male relatives and clan members. Furthermore, they are not entitled 
to inherit, own or make decisions over land. As an Afar women showed her 
frustration to a development agent in Hassoba: “You ignore women. Do not value us. 
Your expectation for us is too low. We listen to what you say, but you do not listen to 
what we say.” 
 
Indeed, women can be said to have a secondary status in this structure and seem 
not to be afforded full rights of membership. At the household level men are 
considered as the household head and have the majority of rights over both 
children and property. At birth girls will receive fewer goats than boys and in 
matters of inheritance sons receive twice as much as daughters. Decision making 
likewise remains with men who choose when to move and sell livestock although 
the latter is usually in consultation with his wife. Further up the social structure all 
customary titles are held by men at the clan level and consequently decision 
making bodies such as the madaa. In matters of arbitration a woman’s testimony is 
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considered half that of a man’s. Similarly the blood price for a woman is half that 
of a man (Kelemework Tafere 2006).   
 
4.7 Impacts of Drought 
 
A pending drought is first indicated by shortage of rains and grasses. However, the 
Afar also use a number of other ways to predict the weather including astrology. 
As one elder from Dalifage commented: “If a star called Dehora is seen during the 
subisolat when it dawns in the west, it rains. If the star shows up in the east a drought 
will come.” Additionally there is stone counting called remeri and the use of 
diviners. These diviners can be male (ginele) or female (kiluwelie). Community 
members will form a circle around the diviner whilst they foretell what will 
happen in relation to drought, conflicts and even deaths calling out the names of 
those who will face an imminent demise! In recent years people have begun to 
believe less in these traditional methods of prophecy and have turned to systems 
set up by the local government such as early warning committees.  
 
Women will carryout a number of strategies to cope with the drought. These 
include dietary changes. In Hassoba PA of Amibara woreda, the women will 
prepare fura, the root of a potato-like plant and burie, a powder made from a 
flower, which is ground to make bread. The plant grows in the wetland areas. 
Women will also save butter from the good seasons and will sell it in times of 
drought to raise income to buy cereals. While traditionally goat’s milk is not 
drunk to any great degree, in times of drought it forms a large part of the diet, as 
goats are more likely to survive than cattle.  
 
When grazing becomes scarce the pastoralists move to where better grass, 
browse and water can be found. Through their traditional means of 
communication, known as dagu, the pastoralists exchange information about 
where there is grass and rain. When necessary the household will move taking the 
hut, leaving only the young, old and sick behind in the village. The women will 
need to rebuild the hut when they have reached their destination: a source of 
water and grazing. The women will also be expected to carry most of the 
household goods. As one woman lamented: 
 

We women are like cars. We carry all our household goods 
and even our home with us. We even carry our babies. Our 
men do not even carry their sleeping mats. What they do is 
wake up and go where there is khat. Interview from 
Hassoba PA, Amibara woreda. 

 
Most often pastoralists in Afar will head for one of the large rivers such as the 
Awash. However, here their access may be curtailed by state farms increasingly 
being developed along the river to access the water for irrigation. Sometimes 
pastoralists will have managed to develop a reasonable relationship with the state 
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farm and be allowed to access the remaining crops after a harvest. For example, 
the sugar cane factory near Metahara allows pastoralists to feed cane tops to their 
livestock during the dry season: a small compensation for having taken away much 
of the pastoralists' land and access to pastures and water.  
 
4.8 Recommendations   
 
As this chapter has tried to indicate resource access, use and management is 
rapidly changing in the Afar rangelands. Many pastoralists have lost grazing lands 
and access to water resources through the development of state and commercial 
farms. In general very few benefits are gained from these farms and plantations for 
pastoralists despite promises to the contrary. 
 
Regardless of this, even within more settled forms of pastoralism sound NRM is 
required to sustain the many natural resources that are still relied upon. Afar, 
both men and women, have an intricate knowledge of their environment and 
natural resources and this allows them to survive in what some might suggest as 
impossible conditions: prolonged dry periods and high temperatures. As 
livelihoods and systems adapt so too will the relationships that men and women 
have with the environment. New opportunities to exploit the natural resources 
will arise, as will new opportunities to protect them. Likewise a changing 
environment will impact on gender relations and how men and women access and 
use resources: new processes of management may be required and/or alternative 
sources found.  
 
It is important to understand the current and potential impacts of the changes 
taking place in the Afar rangelands so that interventions can be supported that 
produce positive impacts for both men and women. Most importantly the rights 
of both men and women to the resources they depend upon must be secured and 
systems of management revitalised. Both NGOs and GOs can play a role in 
assisting pastoralists achieve this.  
 
Furthermore, future developments need to work more closely with the 
community to ensure sustainability and maximise impact. For example, many 
informants felt that water schemes have not had the full consent of those that use 
them or that effective maintenance systems had been put in place. It is important 
that both men and women as resource users are fully involved, receive benefits 
and are responsible for ensuring sustainable use. Also, where the community has 
attempted a novel way of tackling a problem, such as trying to turn Prosopis into 
charcoal, they have not been supported. In this regard lessons can be learnt from 
FARM Africa interventions in other parts of Afar where they have been working 
with the community to make charcoal from the plant.  
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5 
 
Coping with Drought in the Borana Rangelands 

   Lemlem Aregu & Yemane Belete 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Drought in the pastoral areas of Ethiopia is not an unexpected event but is rather 
a feature of these arid lowlands. In the past pastoralists were able to withstand 
the effects of drought and other environmental shocks relatively well using their 
own coping strategies that evolved over time to produce customary early warning 
systems, resource tracking strategies and so on. However, in recent years the 
Borana rangelands, like others elsewhere in the country, have been subject to 
more frequent and recurrent droughts. Further the ability of pastoralists to cope 
with drought appears to have been threatened as access to resources and stability 
of a livelihood based solely on livestock has reduced.  
 
The majority of drought interventions designed to counter this trend have 
focussed on emergency response rather than address the root causes of the 
crises or the reducing capacity of pastoralists to ‘cope’. In an attempt to respond 
to the emergency as quickly as possible, interventions act with little social 
assessment (relying more on nutritional indicators) nor investigation and 
understanding of the socio-political contexts. As a result drought response tends 
to work in a ‘band-aid’ manner, halting a crisis in the short term but doing little to 
prevent further crises in the future. Further without an understanding of local 
contexts and relations, such interventions are in danger of causing harm as well as 
doing good: without an understanding of gender relations for example, men could 
be favoured rather than women which could limit women’s access to necessary 
resources. 
 
In 2006 a drought affected communities in Arero, Dire, Miyo, Moyale and Teltele 
woredas in Borana and Guji Zones of Oromiya Regional State. NGOs working 
through the PLI-ENABLE Project amongst others responded to the drought with 
various interventions and activities. As a technical partner to these NGOs, SOS 
Sahel GAPP carried out an assessment of this response in order to identify the 
gender sensitivity of the approach and to identify the impacts on both male and 
female beneficiaries.  
 
The aim was to highlight the central importance of incorporating gender issues 
into emergency response as well as integrating them within a wider framework of 
livelihood diversification and security. Research was carried out mainly in Arbelle 
and Dillo PAs of Dire woreda and in Medo PA of Moyale woreda. Participatory 
tools were used to access information and assist respondents to consider issues in 
more depth. These included community resource mapping, timelines as well as 
focus group discussions with specific groups. 
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5.2 Vulnerability to Drought in the Borana Rangelands 
 
Today, what appear to be more regular and severe droughts acting in combination 
with higher populations both from natural growth and refuge flows, land alienation 
to agriculturalists and mechanised farms, conflicting government policies of the 
past, weakening of customary institutions and poor market integration have 
resulted in more vulnerable pastoral livelihoods in the Borana rangelands. For 
some, particularly marginal households such as those headed by women or those 
households who have been unable to restock livestock after losing them in a 
drought, the strain has proved too great and they have dropped out of the 
pastoral economy to continue their lives in urban or peri-urban areas in a 
sedentarised manner. For those that remain, the same problems continue.  
 
Some might suggest that women are particularly vulnerable to drought, however 
this is not always the case and many are very successful in coping with it. Despite 
this women face many challenges that might increase their vulnerability. For 
example, both traditional and modern systems of control over access to 
resources tend to be dominated by men (Mwangi 2007). This can compromise 
women’s ability to access resources particularly in times of scarcity.  
 
Several major droughts have occurred in the Borana rangelands over recent 
decades (see Table 5.1). When these occur resources are depleted and the 
livelihoods that depend on them are significantly challenged. As a normal dry 
season gradually turns into drought with the failure of crucial rains, pasture and 
water resources slowly decrease. Herds converge on whatever remains leading to 
rapid overgrazing. Without external inputs those cattle that have not been sold at 
market will lose weight, become less disease resistant and may die. 
 
As the pressure increases management systems organised under the Gadaa lose 
their authority due to the increased competition for resources. Conflict becomes 
more common both within and between groups. In many cases this has erupted 
between the Oromo and the Somali, which has been complicated by internal 
boundary changes and hostilities across international borders. Many seek 
alternative incomes as a temporary measure although few opportunities exist. As 
well as migrating into urban areas this includes increasing the exploitation on 
natural resources by turning to options such as the charcoal trade. 
 
The poor are particularly vulnerable to drought and other crises. A wealth ranking 
exercise revealed that the community considered ‘poor’ households as those with 
less than 5 animals in Arbelle and Dillo (one-half of the community) and less than 
10 in Medo (84 per cent). The higher level of classification in Medo helps to 
explain the significantly higher figure of poor households in that community. 
Conversely, to be considered as ‘rich’ a household must own at least 20 cattle as 
well as other animals (goats, camels and donkeys) although in Arbelle the number 
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was as high as 50. In each case they are in the minority representing around one-
fifth in Arbelle and Dillo but only 4 percent in Medo.  
 
Table 5.1 Recent Droughts in the Borana Rangelands 
 

Drought Characteristics Responses 
1984 Olla Midhan 
Haro  

No short rains & limited long rains 
affected all Borana leading to 
widespread human & livestock 
mortality 

Food Aid 

1991-2 Olla Tite 
Guracha (the drought 
of black flies) 

No short rains & two years of poor 
long rains were followed by epidemics 
of malaria & hepatitis. Livestock 
suffered from foot & mouth disease & 
black flies covered their carcasses. 
Conflict between Boran, Gabbra, 
Garri & Guji. 

Food Aid 

To 1996 No rain for three seasons destroyed 
all crops & milk production declined 
sharply. Moving herds into Hamar 
territory led to conflict. People were 
so weak they were unable to draw 
water from deep wells. 

Food Aid 

2000 Olla Bubbee (the 
wind drought) 

Scarcity in pasture & water led to 
livestock death. Increased livestock 
supply to market reduced prices while 
grain increased greatly.  

Food Aid, 
Animal 
Feed, 
Water 

2004 Erratic long rains led to localised 
shortages of water & high 
concentrations of livestock around 
water points. Foot & mouth disease 
was again common & market terms of 
trade for livestock were unfavourable. 

Food Aid, 
Animal 
Feed, 
Water 

2005/6 Critical shortage of water & pasture 
led to futile migrations. The old & 
young became susceptible to malaria 
& other diseases. Schools & clinics 
closed & large numbers of livestock 
were taken to market. 

Food Aid, 
Animal 
Feed, 
Water, 
Destocking 

 
With fewer assets these ‘poor’ households feel the affects of drought much 
sooner and are less able to recover afterwards. However, within these 
households it is women, children and the elderly who are more vulnerable than 
men. Dependent groups such as children and elders are forced to rely on other 
household members and the wider community, as they are unable to supply their 
own needs. Much of this burden falls on women who are assigned to care for 
family members and manage small and sick animals left at the homestead. Men 
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tend to be responsible for securing household livelihoods and maintaining the 
livestock by increasing herd mobility in order to utilise areas where there is 
enough pasture and water.  
 
During dry periods and drought women’s and girl’s workloads increase 
dramatically, usually taking more time to fetch water and collect grass for 
household use and for sale.  Table 5.2 shows the activities carried out by men and 
women under normal conditions and under drought conditions. According to our 
women key informants during the dry season they get up around 3am and start 
their journey to collect grass, returning around 2pm. However, when there is a 
drought they are often forced to travel much longer distances and spend the night 
wherever they find grass before travelling home the next day. As there is a high 
risk they might get attacked they travel in groups. Likewise watering livestock also 
takes longer – half a day – as the animals are too weak to travel to water points 
leaving women to fetch the water for them. 
 
Table 5.2 Gender Roles & Responsibilities during Normal Conditions & 

Drought Conditions 
 

Normal Conditions Drought Conditions Activity 
Men Women Boys Girls Men Women Boys Girls 

Fetching Water  X  X  XX  X 
Collecting Grass  X  X  XX  X 
House Management  X    X  X 
Food Preparation  X  X  X  X 
Childcare  X    X   
Collecting Fuelwood  X  X  X  X 
Pond Construction X    X  X  
Ploughing X        
Sowing X        
Harvesting X        
Moving Cattle X  X  XX  XX  
House Construction X X    XX  XX 
House Moving      XX   
Milking X X  X     
Moving the Harvest X X X X     
Collecting Wild Foods  X  X  X  X 
Collecting Leaves X  X  X  X  
Fencing Farmland X  X      
 
5.3 Customary Coping Strategies  
 
Pastoral communities have developed their own coping strategies to buffer the 
impacts of environmental shocks (see Box 5.1). However, the mechanisms 
adopted to cope with drought vary depending on gender roles and responsibilities 
(Wawire 2003). In the Borana rangelands, as elsewhere, the key to successful 
drought management seems to be in the diversity of responses. Increasing the 
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mobility of herds and their drinking intervals is usually the first and most effective 
strategy although if a drought intensifies this will not be sufficient. In Borana this is 
achieved through herd splitting.  
 

Box 5.1 Common ‘Coping’ Strategies to Overcome Drought 
 
The following are common ‘coping’ strategies found in the pastoral areas of Ethiopia, 
involving men and women in different ways: 
• Collection of bush (wild) foods including boiled bark of trees: usually collected by 

women who may have to walk long distances to find them. 
• Supplementing diet with grain and other purchased foods, however as prices rise 

this becomes more difficult. Grain is likely to need longer cooking time and thus 
more fuelwood, increasing burdens on women. 

• Sale of small livestock may allow larger assets to be preserved, but it may affect 
women more than men, as small stock are likely to belong to them.  

• Women may reduce their consumption levels more than men – eating last and 
least. Other members of the household e.g. girls and the elderly, may also get less 
food.  

• Movement from the area in crisis – herds and families may be split to access 
different resources, opportunities and spread risks. This could be to an area 
where water and feed is available and/or to a centre where food aid is being 
distributed including perhaps a refugee camp. Often men will move whilst women, 
small children and the elderly stay close to the homestead. If the whole family 
moves it is often the women who will be responsible for dismantling and 
rebuilding the hut. 

• Older men take over herding from children who become too weak to herd. It is 
increasingly necessary to access water from deep wells, which can result in more 
labour required from women. Traditional rules of access to water are likely to be 
tightened during times of drought, which can cause conflicts. 

• Women are likely to be able to spend less time with their children. They may 
have to leave them alone when going to collect food aid or water. Older children 
may be taken out of school to help with increased household tasks.  

• Income generating activities increase in importance e.g. charcoal making. Men may 
move to salt and gold mines to try to earn money, but a deteriorating situation 
can reduce demand for the goods. Women may attempt small trading activities 
such as basket making, once again increasing their workload. Some may move to 
urban areas to seek employment. This ‘dropping out’ of the pastoral system 
should be temporary with men and women returning to their traditional pastoral 
roles once the crisis is over. However, in some cases this may not be possible and 
the changed livelihoods may be more permanent.  

• Destocking of animals can create income generation activities for women e.g. 
butchering (commonly considered women’s work in areas such as Borana). 

 
Combinations of these mechanisms are usually employed depending on the local 
situation in order to avert famine or development of the crisis. 
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During a normal dry season only men and boys tend to move with the livestock 
leaving women and dependents behind. Although women will return home 
afterwards they still accompany the men in order to construct a temporary 
dwelling. At these times livestock are split into a fora herd of dry animals that are 
taken by the men and a warra herd of milking and sick animals that remain behind 
under the responsibility of the women and/or elderly. If a drought develops then 
the whole household will move. Migrations become more frequent as the search 
for pasture and water intensifies leaving women with the burden of regularly 
taking down, moving and putting up the household's shelter.  
 
Both men and women will be concerned with decisions to move and/or sell 
livestock, however, men will have the final say. Women make daily household 
decisions such as finding alternative foods and water supplies, which are crucial in 
preventing a drought from turning into a famine. In the absence of men, effectively 
many women become household heads. However, these decisions are rarely 
recognised or valued by those planning interventions and as such women’s role in 
and contribution to coping strategies are often undermined and sometimes 
overridden.  
 
One of the key areas that pastoral women assert themselves is through the 
distribution of food. In times of drought this plays a decisive role. Milk, which for 
example is normally consumed twice a day, is only drunk once a day in times of 
drought – the rest being kept back for children and/or the calves. However, while 
these measures can delay the consequences of drought, if no rains come more 
extreme measures must be taken. Livestock, which are the principle asset for 
most households in Borana, are taken to market and sold. However, because so 
many animals are taken to market the price drops rapidly while at the same time 
grain and animal feed increase in price. 
 
Even though all households adopt these mechanisms, it was found that 
polygamous households tend to be more severely affected by the drought, as their 
limited resources must be shared among many family members. It has been 
observed elsewhere that this often leads to the temporary break-up of 
households with wives returning to their parent's homes. Over time relationships 
between wives also deteriorates as each tries to secure enough food and water 
for her children (Wawire 2003). It is not uncommon for children of polygamous 
households as well as those from monogamy ones to be temporarily adopted by 
relatives, friends or clan members who are in a better position. 
 
A major part of drought management in the Borana rangelands is the set of 
institutions that act as social support mechanisms. These assist those households 
that have lost their livestock and other assets to survive the drought and to 
recover afterwards. Busa gonofa is a system that redistributes wealth, mainly in the 
form of livestock assets, from those with large herds to those that have few or no 
animals. Clan leaders manage this exchange and while all members of the clan are 
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expected to contribute in recent years only a few households have had sufficient 
herds to do so (see Box 5.2).  
 

Box 5.2 Interview with Oba Sarite Kura, Boran, aged 96 years in 1987 
 
“During the famine…of the gada of Harero Gedho (1921-1929)…[m]y father, one of the 
richest stock owners, whose name is still remembered in cattle songs and my elder brother, 
died during the famine. I was also on the verge of death. The only members of my family 
who went about gathering wild food were my wife and my son Jirmo. She collected buuri, biis 
gumbo and other roots….Efftiira is easy to cook. It is chopped up like potatoes, while 
d’eend’e is scrubbed with sharp sticks and cooked with soda ash. These foods were not 
nourishing. They were only meant to fill the stomach. Actually, the people who ate them died 
of starvation. The reason was that these roots did not cook well without use of soda ash 
[magadi]. The magadi was responsible for making people collect water in their body tissues, 
swell and die. The other fruits which were usually eaten were not available....We went to beg 
the Gabra for camel milk. It was during this period, while my wife was gathering roots, that 
she came across Elema Boru, one of the Gabra ethnic group, whose husband was my bond-
friend….They gave us milk every day until my children and I recuperated. This was because 
we had fifteen years earlier helped them when they were under difficulties….”  
Source: Oba 2001: 106  
 
Further some redistribution processes favour certain groups above others. For 
example the gubissa ceremony takes place following the naming of a household's 
first son at the age of seven. Gifts of livestock and money are given to the 
household and become the property of the son when he prepares to begin his 
own family. However, this does not occur for girls as men are considered as 
household heads and those who control a household's assets. 
 
In addition to these formal institutions friends, relatives and neighbours will 
support each other throughout the year. Women in particular establish social 
networks whereby milk can be distributed to those in need. Moreover women 
provide labour in the form of fuelwood and water collection for those who are 
pregnant or sick. Though these redistribution networks are a feature of Boran 
society throughout the year, they are vital during times of drought and help to 
lessen the effects of environmental and other shocks on poorer households. It is 
at these times, and when men are often absent for long periods, that women are 
given greater opportunities to organise and assert themselves in decision making 
than they would under normal conditions. Given the opportunity this can 
contribute to greater social equity in the long run.  
 
Furthermore, unlike many external drought coping mechanisms, these 
redistribution networks are a feature of society in the Borana rangelands 
throughout the year and not simply an emergency response following drought. In 
the past this has helped to ensure a relative equality and lessen the effects of 
environmental shocks on those poorer households although today they appear to 
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be becoming less effective as individualism rises over mutual support: this has 
been influenced by increasing privatisation and commercialisation processes. 
 
5.4 Predicting a Drought 
 
While coping mechanisms are crucial at times of shortage it is also important to 
be able to predict when a drought will come. A number of traditional techniques 
are used to predict a coming drought although these are rarely recognised by 
development planners and are not used by the Early Warning Unit of the DPPA. 
To begin with in Borana there is the belief that a drought will occur during each 
Gadaa cycle of 8 years. Within this system a ritual expert called Qaalluu is able to 
make predictions about weather patterns using a form of astrology and also by 
divining with animal fat.  
 
More scientific approaches are also taken using local knowledge. By examining 
their livestock people can see when they begin to lose disease resistance, which is 
evident before other drought indicators. A close relationship with the rangeland 
also allows pastoralists to recognise changes before others. Recently CARE 
Borana in collaboration with OXFAM Canada has begun trying to incorporate 
some of this knowledge into formal early warning systems. 
 
In the past these customary prediction and coping mechanisms were effective in 
lessening the impacts of drought. However, today the community's capacity to 
respond has been diminished. Livestock holdings have steadily decreased and the 
Borana no longer have sufficient time between shocks to recover. While they still 
play a role in reducing the vulnerability of poor households, customary coping 
strategies are no longer sufficient on their own and require additional capacity.  
 
5.5 The 2006 Drought Response  
 
The failure of the hagaya, or short rains, at the end of 2005 slowly gave way to 
drought conditions in 2006. This led to large-scale food and water insecurity, 
hunger, weakness, death of livestock and migration (some pastoralists moving 250 
km) (Morton 2006). As a result the PLI-ENABLE project partners, coordinated by 
CARE, turned their attention from long term livelihood development to 
emergency response. Early on the response was designed to be more diverse than 
that experienced in the area previously (see Table 5.3) As well as emergency food 
and water supplies three types of livestock assistance were implemented: 
supplementary feed, destocking and slaughtering, as well as vaccination and 
treatment (Fasil Demeke 2007; Morton 2006). The meat from slaughtered animals 
was processed to make quanta, cured strips of meat, and distributed to the 
poorest households in the area. 
 
Community coping strategies included migration to areas less affected by drought 
(mainly the men) and increased collection of water and fodder (mainly the 
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women). As a result women in particular found themselves with extra household 
burdens being left at home with small, sick and lactating livestock as well as the 
children. There was a small amount of male migration to towns to find 
employment and some petty trading and income generation through sale of 
fuelwood and charcoal. Though some households attempted to sell livestock at 
local markets, a significant off take was not seen until the emergency responses of 
NGOs and GOs were in place. 
 
The emergency responses to the 2006 drought, the PLI-ENABLE efforts being a 
significant part, were more varied and targeted than anything experienced before. 
The previous emphasis on food aid relieved the immediate needs of pastoralists 
but did not provide for their well-being when the drought was over and their 
herds had been decimated. Food aid of course remained a central concern and 
continued to be distributed by both GOs and NGOs. Allocations were based on 
criteria drawn up by the community drought response committee. While this 
helped to target supplies there remained shortages and just under half of the 
population in Dire and Moyale woredas, which were severely affected, received 
food aid throughout the programme. However, it was noted that the community 
subsequently redistributed supplies themselves in a manner similar to the 
customary mechanisms described above. 

 
Table 5.3 Emergency Interventions in Borana  (Abay Bekele 2006) 
 

Intervention Unit Quantity Target Number 
Livestock Feed (CARE) Bales 18,126 Livestock 10,763 
Water Rationing (CARE) Litres 1,396,000 People  
Destocking & Slaughtering 
(CARE) Head 2,411 People 1,091 

Water Rationing (GoE) Litres 1,672,624 People 142,937 
Food Aid (GoE) Quintals 1765.425 People 97,000 
Food Oil (GoE) Litres 20375.97   
Supplementary Food 
(CSB/Sugar) (CARE) Quintals 166.81 People 2,440 

Animal Health (FAO, 
SORDU, CARE) Head 744,018 Household 14,441 

 
The informants to this assessment had never experienced destocking before and it 
was a welcome addition. It allowed livestock owners to transfer emaciated 
livestock into money, realising at least some of the potential of an animal that 
would otherwise have died. Previously the lack of nearby markets meant that 
livestock had to trek long distances, which caused them to lose weight or even die 
before reaching their destination. Participants noted that cattle lost 2kg per day 
and shoats 1kg per day. For the communities in Arbelle and Dillo the nearest 
markets were Dubluk and Mega, which were four or five days away.  
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Destocking went some way to alleviate this problem although with only one 
centre in each PA the same issues applied for those that found themselves further 
away. Additionally, destocking was also late in starting meaning that many animals 
had already died with one participant reporting that he could have changed ten of 
his cattle into cash if the intervention had started earlier. Also the women 
employed to butcher and process the meat complained of the low payment 
considering the difficulty of the job. Despite these complaints the drought 
response attempted to consider women’s roles and responsibilities within 
interventions and support. Not only were jobs generated for women but the 
provision of animal feed reduced women’s workloads, and the targeting of food 
aid for pregnant women and children significantly reduced mortality.  
 
5.6 Lessons Learnt 
 
Using a number of participatory tools the communities in the study area identified 
a number of lessons they had learnt from their most recent drought experience. 
This included the need for closer management of resources during the wet season 
to ensure a sufficient reserve such as the creation of area enclosures. Crop 
residue, rather than being burnt to replenish soil nutrients, could be saved for 
livestock feed. The importance of groups or cooperatives has also been realised 
and their benefits in allowing a greater diversification of livelihoods. With the 
support of the woreda cooperative office the community in Meddo had established 
three groups with 85 members accumulating ETB 2500 for income generation 
activities.  
 
In addition the community had resolved to curb spending on alcohol and 
strengthen social support networks between households. They also agreed to 
continue the redistribution of food aid amongst themselves where necessary. 
Indeed it was clear that the community have the capacity, knowledge and skills to 
continue their livelihoods despite more frequent droughts and the importance of 
assisting them to capitalise on their own initiatives in drought cycle management is 
clear. 
 
5.7 Recommendations 
 
Some of the ways that women and men cope with drought in relation to both 
customary and external mechanisms have been discussed. We have tried to show 
the importance of the different approaches undertaken by women and men at 
these times and how these need to be better understood and integrated into 
emergency response mechanisms. Further with women recognised as crucial 
actors in the well-being and security of their households, ignoring their role in 
drought management not only increases their own vulnerability but also that of 
the wider community including dependents. In this regard we believe a 
fundamental change should take place through the inclusion of participatory 
gender analyses within the planning of drought interventions. By gaining an 
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understanding of gender issues drought response is likely to have a more 
equitable outcome.  
 
An overriding theme that emerged through the research was the capacity of 
pastoralists in the Borana rangelands to manage drought situations and that 
external interventions can undermine these efforts. In particular customary 
institutions and social networks have always acted to distribute supplies 
throughout the community in times of hardship. Women, due in part to their 
domestic responsibilities, often have a leading role in social or kinship networks. 
By assisting these groups they can be central to a targeted drought response 
based on local knowledge. In the same vain, assisting local conflict resolution 
systems could be crucial in reducing the violence that often accompanies drought. 
 
By understanding the customary coping strategies of women and men, drought 
interventions can work to supplement what pastoral communities have already 
achieved, or are trying to achieve, based on their own perceptions and 
knowledge. Supplying mountains of food aid relieves an immediate crisis but with 
the ample experience of past interventions we should now be aware of the long 
term (often negative) impacts this is having. By spending relief funds locally 
interventions such as destocking help to secure pastoral livelihoods for the future.  
 
Diversifying drought responses in these ways also has a significant impact on 
gender relations. Past interventions that focused solely on emergency food aid 
have sometimes been seen to strengthen the status of women but to the 
detriment of men. Food aid was, and still is, targeted at women who quickly 
become the sole 'provider' for the family as the household's livestock, under the 
control of men, perish (Wawire 2003). In many cases men are threatened by such 
a drastic change, which can lead to conflicts within the household. Diversifying 
drought responses to include livestock should help to balance this out. In essence 
the 2006 drought management intervention went some way to supplementing the 
coping strategies of both women and men. 
 
Of all the interventions destocking, slaughtering, and dry meat preparation was 
the most successful gender-sensitive livestock intervention as it involved women 
and men and allowed them to earn an income at a critical time. Dried meat also 
served as a nutritious local food aid source to the local community. One of the 
lessons drawn from the destocking intervention by CARE Borana is that women 
were identified and supported as livestock owners and mangers contrary to the 
dominant view of pastoralists in much of the literature. The implementation of 
such a gender responsive intervention should be credited.  
 
Finally, a specific issue that we want to raise is that of early warning. Ethiopia's 
disaster and preparedness policy has tended to overlook the capacity of local 
pastoral groups to accurately predict environmental shocks based on their close 
relationship with the rangelands. While modern technology should obviously not 
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be overlooked to gauge and analyse climatic trends we believe that this process 
should begin with the pastoralists themselves and then move up to regional, 
national and international bodies. This type of synchronisation, which is currently 
being attempted by CARE Borana and OXFAM Canada, can help to increase the 
speed and accuracy of early warning.   
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6 
Implications for Gender, Pastoralism & Rangeland 
Management 

   Fiona Flintan 
 
As this volume has verified, pastoralist communities still greatly rely on natural 
resources for fulfilling many of their needs: both on a day-to-day basis and 
occasionally such as during times of drought. In fact natural resources are vital to 
the pastoral livelihood system, the most important being grazing, browse and 
water without which livestock cannot survive. But further natural resources are 
needed to provide shelter and other structures, household and farming 
implements, to supplement diets and human/veterinary treatments, and to 
contribute necessary items for occasions such as cultural ceremonies.  
 
The uses of natural resources are diverse and often there are overlapping users 
competing for the same resource. Indeed, as has been shown men and women, 
young and old, use different resources in different ways. Their access to and use 
of the resources is often linked to gender norms and values and resulting 
‘acceptable’ roles, responsibilities and rights of access. Often men will have 
priority of use, with women and other less powerful groups having to wait in turn 
and/or use those resources that men do not have a use for.  
 
Development interventions should, at the very least, attempt to ‘do no harm’ to 
gender relations amongst communities. More positively they should attempt to 
actively open up opportunities for greater gender equitable social change. Many 
organisations (NGO and GO) are still struggling with how to achieve this. The 
contributions found in this volume have attempted to overcome these challenges 
and incorporate gender. Lessons learnt from these studies and from other 
experiences have been used to develop the set of recommendations found below 
that suggest how to move forward. It should be realised however that all 
recommendations be adapted to the local context: what may work in one context 
may not work in the same way in another. As such, the recommendations should 
be viewed only as guidelines and more detailed local specific activities and support 
is necessary.  
 
6.1 Changes in Natural Resource Use & Management 
 
The chapters found in this volume have highlighted the changes taking place both 
in the rangelands and in how men and women use and manage them. Most 
dramatically many rangelands are degrading due to bush encroachment and the 
invasion of non-native species such as Prosopis Juliflora. Further this volume has 
described how socio-economical and political changes are also having an impact 
through changes in regional boundaries, land access, promotion of large-scale 
farms and commercial enterprises, and opening or closing of livestock markets 
and resulting changes in demand.  
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Indeed, increasingly pastoralists are finding that a reliance on livestock alone as a 
livelihood system is proving too difficult in the face of these changes. As a result, 
in the absence of other income generating activities, they have turned to the 
‘selling off’ of natural resources to raise funds. This has been most clearly seen in 
the massive increase of charcoal production, and most dramatically in the Somali 
Region (see Chapter 3). Several of the studies indicated that where income is high 
from activities exploiting natural resources then the well off and traders will be 
involved. However, arduous and low-return activities such as fuelwood collection 
are not of interest to them (unless in times of stress as an asset saving strategy) 
and are left to poorer households or individuals such as women. Often for these, 
money from the sale of natural resources is their sole monetary income.  
 
Women are primary resource users and as such changes in availability will have a 
direct impact on them. As Getachew Mamo (this volume) describes: “The multiple 
roles played by women have created conditions whereby they influence and are 
influenced by the environment. As the environment degrades and the forests are 
depleted this relationship becomes increasingly negative; the scarcity of resources 
increases, demanding more time and energy to secure them”. 
 
Diversification of livelihoods has also resulted in a more settled existence, with 
pastoralists taking up agricultural and/or business activities that demand at least a 
semi-permanent household to tend to and harvest crops or to access markets. 
This has had a large impact on the availability of natural resources with demand 
being more concentrated around settlements than previously. However, it has 
also resulted in a more ‘hands-on’ management of some resources such as 
enclosures that protect grasses and other resources for times of need.  
 
Where women have been given long term support, encouragement and 
opportunities to take a more active role in decision making processes, they have 
slowly taken up the challenge. Often this has been assisted by key role models 
who have led women’s participation, as well as a reliance on group power. By 
focussing on user groups as the means for mobilising communities in conservation 
and NRM, some of the social constraints that inhibit women’s participation can be 
overcome. For example, it can prove less politically sensitive and more socially 
acceptable to bring women together because they are a user group (such as 
fuelwood collectors) rather than because they are women.  
 

 
6.2 Impact of the ‘Privatisation’ of Resources 
 
Increasingly in pastoral rangelands a ‘privatisation’ of resources is being seen. 
Though there may be some positive impacts of both enclosures and increased 
water points, one can argue that there are also negative ones too. Primarily 
enclosures are destroying the fundamental core of pastoral systems: freedom of 
mobility. Putting up fences hinders people and livestock moving from one place to 
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another. In Somali and Oromiya Regions evidence shows that this has greatly 
increased the workload of women who now have to walk further to find water 
and fodder for livestock and household. 
 
Not only are enclosures rapidly carving up what were previously communal 
rangelands but also individuals are controlling water and other resources rather 
than communities. Water points (taps, wells and pumps) are being established by 
GOs and NGOs with the introduction of water management committees, tap 
attendants and accompanying charges. Also individuals are building birkas, ponds 
and pumps and charging community members to use the water that in the past 
would have been communally managed and free of charge.  
 
Charging for water raises the danger that only those with money can purchase it. 
Often and particularly in the more traditional pastoralist systems that still rely 
greatly on non-monetary exchange and bartering rather than a ETB (or otherwise) 
economy, money may not be readily available. Further women are even less likely 
to have ready access to cash and therefore will have to ask their husbands to 
purchase resources that in the past were totally under their domain of control as 
they were free. This can fundamentally change household and husband/wife 
dynamics.  
 
Further it promotes individualistic values destroying the communal nature of open 
rangelands. In time this will have knock-on impacts encouraging individuals and 
households to only think of themselves rather than their neighbours, clan 
members etc. Again this hits at the very centre of pastoralism, which highly 
depends on reciprocity and mutual assistance (as this volume highlights in Chapter 
5). Women in particular complained that today people are helping each other less.  
 
Negative social impacts are also arising from the increased money available 
through the sale of natural resources, particularly amongst those who might not 
normally have access to it. For example, Chapter 3 described how many of the 
Somali youth are involved in the charcoal trade and as a result have got involved 
in anti-social behaviour whilst showing little respect for the authority of elders. 
Dealing with these issues will need a response that tackles the lack of 
opportunities for the youth and how authority can be reinstated and/or another 
authority developed to replace it that the youth recognises and respects.  
 
It is vital to include a focus on the inclusion of the youth within NRM and 
environmental change: it is they who shall manage and protect the environment in 
the future and thus should be included in activities such as the development of 
management plans. Further they may be more open to change and/or the uptake 
of new technology than other groups in the community such as the elders.  
 
Commercial resource use should be balanced with community resource use. 
Often men control commercial use that generates income whereas non-
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commercial activities for household consumption are usually the preserve of 
women. Negotiation and conflict resolution processes may be necessary to 
ensure that all actors have a place to voice their needs, concerns etc. and have an 
equal role in developing solutions and conclusions.  
 
6.3 Need for Sound Management & Protection 
 
The success of the Gadaa as an institution managing forest resources has been 
described in Chapter 2, though again its continued authority is a matter of debate. 
Further its limitations in providing a forum for the representation of women has 
been highlighted. Other systems such as that described in the Somali Region have 
to rely on clan allegiance to regulate natural resources. In these customary 
systems women held no official decision making roles despite having the rights to 
exploit natural resources within their own clan lands or within that of their 
husband’s (Sead Oumer, this volume). 
 
The use of natural resources to supplement pastoral livelihoods is not going to 
stop, and in all likelihood is going to increase as challenges to the ‘pure’ pastoralist 
way of living persist. Therefore it is vital that issues related to more sustainable 
management are addressed, quickly. It should be ensured that there is a 
commitment from local groups i.e. government and local communities (including 
the women themselves) for supporting change. There is a need for true 
representation of communities with specific attention to different gender groups. 
 
The right forum for mobilising pastoralists to access, control and manage 
rangelands needs to be found. Questions need to be asked as to whether this 
forum is gender equitable and whether women have a place within the decision 
making processes, and if not should they, and if they should how can they? The 
problems of depending on traditionally male-dominated institutions and forums 
such as the Gadaa have been highlighted, and there is a need to think more 
innovatively and sensitively to identify alternatives for women’s representation. A 
starting point could be identifying exactly where women do have some power, for 
example domains in the household, and build upon these. One NGO for example 
has been using the traditional coffee ceremony, where women gather on a daily 
basis, as a forum for discussing sensitive issues such as violence.  
 
Women tend to feel more comfortable than men to form cooperatives and self-
mobilise as a group to share responsibilities, provide support and perhaps to 
initiate change. Women can see the advantage of ‘group power’. Such groups are 
often of an informal nature and may not be readily visible. However, they can 
provide a strong basis on which to build cooperation and provide a good entry 
point for mobilising women into a more formal or active institution. Single-sex 
groups may prove advantageous; however the implications on gender relations of 
such groups should be monitored.  
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Further it is important that those in most need are benefiting from the natural 
resources that they are closest to and most greatly rely on. At the moment this is 
not the case and those harvesting the resources in the first instance tend to be 
those who make the smallest margins on their sale. This means that in order to 
raise adequate funds they are under pressure to harvest more and more of the 
resource. If the resource was of greater value then they would need to harvest 
less of it to raise the same funds and there would be more incentive to conserve 
it for longer term use. However this can only work if those accessing the 
resource also have control and responsibility over it and have the ability to 
manage it effectively. This involves ensuring that communities/individuals have 
rights to the resource, either strengthened or returned. Further the marketing 
chain needs to be made shorter, with less room for middle men/women or 
traders. This could mean that pastoralists more directly deal with those who are 
the end users of the resource and should be supported in identifying ways to ‘add 
value’ to the resource before it leaves their control.  
 
6.4 Development & Environment Interventions 
 
This volume has described a number of interventions that have attempted to 
address some of the challenges arising from natural resource use and 
environmental shocks and stresses. However, the majority of these have not 
thought carefully enough about gender relations prior to the intervention, nor 
what impact the intervention will have on them. Though organisations have 
recognised that ‘gender’ is important they have done little to promote and include 
gender sensitivity and/or mainstreaming. As a result although women have been 
involved in activities or committees for example, the entrenched gender inequities 
that exist in the communities have remained untouched. Therefore ‘involving’ 
women has not meant their full participation, particularly at higher levels of 
decision making or within the public domain. This means that interventions, 
activities and resulting impacts have reflected the priorities of men rather than 
women, and as such benefited men to a greater degree. As Getachew Mamo (this 
volume) concludes: “Unless gender issues are taken into account, transferring power to 
the local level could potentially exclude women from their rights to control natural 
resources”. 
 
This is despite the fact that it is women who tend to be more adaptable, 
entrepreneurial and willing to get involved in activities other than livestock 
herding. Women are often the ones to try out livelihood diversification first, 
though once an activity becomes successful and generating high value income, men 
may be more willing to get involved. As we have seen women are at the centre of 
the fuelwood trade and if this is not going to result in a total decimation of 
dryland forests, they need to be included in negotiations over forest use and 
establishing more sustainable management.  
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Further people are not going to change their habits unless alternatives are found, 
for example introducing fuel-efficient stoves to replace the use of charcoal. 
However, just providing the stoves is unlikely to stop people using charcoal: it 
also needs an attitude change and this takes time. Changing things by example also 
helps to initiate change, thus one should attempt to identify role models who are 
willing to experiment and educate others.  
 
NGOs are in a position to advocate for less powerful groups whether they are 
pastoralists as a whole, women or those facing drought. NGOs can access the 
powerful and/or assist in bringing the less powerful to the negotiating table whilst 
supporting them to access resources and rights. However, often NGOs prefer 
not to get involved in any activities that may compromise their working 
relationships with government and donors, and as such will avoid the more 
sensitive issues such as pastoral and women’s rights. However if fairer and more 
equitable development is to occur, which many NGOs promote, then these issues 
must be tackled.  
 
More care must also be taken in the design of interventions. Organisations must 
think long term, for example how community members might mend a water point 
in the future, rather than thinking in the short term i.e. only about supplying the 
water point. It is important that both men and women as resource users are fully 
involved in planning and implementation, and that they receive fair benefits and 
are responsible for ensuring sustainable use. Often adequate planning is 
compromised because of tight deadlines, too few resources etc. however these 
compromises should be considered and justified because in the long term they can 
only risk the success of the interventions.  
 
The planning of drought and emergency interventions suffer the most in the race 
to address the problem at hand and it has been shown that inadequate planning 
can have negative impacts and for example risk damaging gender relations and/or 
‘do harm’ whether it be to the coping strategies of men and women or to long 
term livelihoods. Where more effort is spent in thinking beyond the emergency 
response and its impact on livelihoods after the drought or crises it has been 
appreciated by the communities, and positive benefits have been seen such as the 
destocking components of the 2006 Borana drought response (Lemlem Aregu & 
Yemane Belete, this volume). 
 
A sound rational for focusing on gender issues, how and why, should be 
developed by projects/interventions preferably before design, or at the very least 
prior to commencement of activities. A detailed gender analysis should be carried 
out ensuring that all those involved in projects and activities, management 
processes etc. have a clear and equal understanding of local gender relations and 
issues. Gender analyses should be ongoing as needs require: they should not be 
seen as a one-off but carried out as questions and problems arise. Gender 
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analyses should be carried out in a participatory manner as a shared learning and 
exploratory, even experimental process, with communities (or other actors). 
 
Adequate monitoring and adaptive management is needed. Change needs to be 
monitored, particularly that involving social (attitudinal and cultural) change. 
Negative consequences as well as positive may occur and action may be needed 
to mitigate them. There should be enough flexibility in project design to allow 
adaptations to take place. Community monitoring should be considered: a 
successful example of a community based NRM project that has initiated a 
women’s monitoring system is the Community Resource Monitors Project in 
Namibia (see Flintan 2001).  
 
6.5 Promoting Greater Gender Equity 
 
Tinkering on the surface of unequal gender relations is going to achieve little in 
the long term. Without dealing with the institutionalised and embedded 
inequalities no real change is going to be achieved. It may be necessary to 
promote small but quick changes as an initial first step to fulfil 
project/management requirements, however this should be accompanied with 
commitment to longer term and deeper changes where people are taking more 
control of their lives, the impact of which may not be seen within the project 
lifetime.  
 
The latter will involve dealing with sensitive issues such as power, control and 
access to resources. The scope for improving livelihoods on the basis of NRM is 
reliant on producers having secure tenure rights (amongst other things). If women 
are to be included then their security of rights needs to be improved. Further it 
will take time and support for women to play a truly participatory role in decision 
making processes and is likely to need a process of capacity and confidence 
building, as well as a more collective approach. Where traditional (male 
dominated) institutions are supported, it is likely to be necessary to look outside 
these to find the right forum for women to voice their concerns and needs. And 
new linkages will then have to be established between these groups and traditional 
decision making bodies to ensure communication and inclusion. 
 
Finally the rangelands are still highly productive due to the sustainable 
management processes that pastoralists have implemented over the centuries. 
Thus it is vital for further protection that pastoralists (both men and women as 
rangeland users) should be at the very centre of new and revitalised management 
controls and utilisation regimes. Without them we will continue to watch the 
degradation of Ethiopia’s rangelands and the demise of pastoralism as an effective 
if not the only effective productive system for these dryland areas. 
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Gender & Pastoralism Vol 1: Rangeland & Resource Management in Ethiopia is a book about how natural resources in
Ethiopia’s pastoral and agro-pastoral areas are managed by women and men. It describes how local people often in
cooperation with development organisations attempt to pursue their livelihoods from the rangelands while at the
same time sustaining and conserving their environments. The book’s emphasis is on pastoral gender relations and the
different ways women and men access, use and manage natural resources, and what impact changes in resource
patterns have on these. Case studies, commentaries and firsthand testimonies pave the way for a series of
suggestions aimed at development planners that frame pastoral natural resource management in its gendered context. 
 
The book contains six independent but interrelated chapters. Chapter 1, A Sharing of Past Experiences, (Fiona Flintan)
provides a synthesis of comparative information from other countries and presents an overview of Ethiopian gender
and pastoralism. Chapter 2, “Community?” Forest Management in Borana, (Getachew Mamo) reviews the gender impacts
of a collaborative forest management intervention among two Boran communities in Southern Ethiopia. Chapter 3,
The ‘Privatisation’ of Somali Region’s Rangelands, (Sead Oumer) assesses the environmental and social consequences of a
growing charcoal industry on Ethiopia’s Somali pastoralists. Chapter 4, The Dynamics of Rangeland and Water
Management in Afar, (Samuel Tefera Alemu & Fiona Flintan) presents how natural resources in Ethiopia’s northeastern
lowlands are exploited in a sustainable manner. Chapter 5, Coping with Drought in the Borana Rangelands, (Lemlem
Aregu & Yemane Belete) returns to the Borana rangelands to review the coping strategies and development
interventions experienced during times of environmental shock. And Chapter 6, Implications for Gender, Pastoralism and
Rangeland Management, (Fiona Flintan) concludes by forwarding recommendations for future developments based
around the gender considerations emphasised in the text. 
 
Far from being exhaustive, this book is written with the aim that it will further promote the importance of gender
mainstreaming in development interventions in Ethiopia’s pastoral and agro-pastoral areas. While it addresses specific
issues the themes covered have much broader implications that will be valuable for government departments, non-
governmental organisations and local community groups who are engaged in pastoral development in Ethiopia and
beyond.  
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