
Addis Ababa University 
AfJDl~ A B 

I 
ALU UNIY,,' , I 

AKA ' "" 
KI CAMPUS LI.!lHAJ( Y 

School of Graduate Studies 

Pastoral Land Tenure Issues and Development in the Middle Awash Valley: 

Case Study on Amibara and Gewane Woredas 

BY 

Y ASlN MOHAMMED 

Faculty of Business and Economics 

Approval by Board of Examiners 

Dr. Abdulhamid Bedri 

Advisor / UP, t'f'''''t<.II 

Dr. Yihenew Zewdie 

Examiner 

Dr. Kassahnn Berhanu 

Examiner 

Signature 

~lX~_u\Qu1r. -
Signature 

~~ 
Signature 



ADDIS ABABA UNIVERSITY , ________ 
SCHOOL OF GRADUATAE STUDIES A.DDIS ,--:-----.. 

/ 

A AnA.~ ~- - _ 
. iC4.rQ CJ.. trNI]/f:;lI ' . 

"""/>trs ::ilry / 
______ .. LJElI,lliY / 

. -----
----------

PASTORAL LAND TENURE ISSUES AND DEVELOPMENT IN THE MIDDLE 
AWASH VALLEY: CASE STUDY ON AMIBARA AND GEWANE WOREDAS 

BY 
YASIN MOHAMMED 

A Thesis Submitted to the School of Graduate Studies, Addis Ababa University, in 

Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of Master of Arts in Regional 

and Local Development Studies 

ADDIS ABABA 

I 
J 



Contents 

Acknowledgements ......... .. ...... .. .... ..... .. .. ..... ........ .. . ........ .... ........ ... ..... .. ... ..... . .. 

Acronyms..... . .. . ... ..... ....... ....... .. ............. .. ........ ... ...... ...... ...... ....... ......... ...... .. 11 

Maps... .. .... ........... . ......... .. ... . .......... .. .... .. .. ...... .... ............ ..... . .... ..... .. . .. . .. .. .. ... iii 

Abstrflct.. . .. . . .. .. . . .. .. . .. . .. .. .. . .. .. . .. .. .. .. . . .. .. . .. . .. . .. .. .. .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . ... . .. . .. .. . .. . .. . .. . ... .. .. .. IV 

1. Introduction..... ... . .. .. .......... .... ..... . .. . ... ... .. . ... .. .. ..... .. .. .. .. ...... ..... .. .. ... . . .... .. .. .... 1 

1.1 Aim and scope of the study............... .. .. .. .. ... .... ......... .. ...... .. .... . .. .... ....... 1 

1.2 The research problem in the context.... .. ................... ..... .. . .. .. ... ... .. ... ....... 7 

1.30bjectives of the study and working hypotheses. ........... .. . ......... ..... ......... . 11 

1.4 The research methodology... ... ... ... ......... ............ ... ...... ... .... ........ .... ... ... 12 

1.5 Structure of the study.. ....... .. . ... ... ... ... ..... . ......... .. . ... .... .. ...... .. .. .. ..... .. .... . 15 

2. Socio-economic characteristics of the study area .......... .. ...... .. ....................... ..... 16 

2.1 The research area..... ...... . .. . ....... .... .......... ... .. .. .... .... ..... .. .. ........ ... .. .. ... 16 

2.1.1 Geographical setting ........ ........... .... ...... .. ........... ... .. ... .. .. ..... .. .... . 16 

2.1.2 Population characteristics. .. ......... ... ... ...... ... ... ......... ....... ... . .. .... . ... 21 

2.1.3 Socia-economic infrastructures development........ .. .... .. .. .... .. . .. .. ...... 29 

2.2The People...... ... .. . ............... ..... ..... .. ..... ....... ... ... ... ..... . ...... .. .... ..... ..... 31 

2.2.1 Social characteristics ... ..... . .. . .... .. .... .. .... .... .. ...... .. .. ..... ........... .. ... . 31 

2.2.2 Economic characteristics ... ... .. .......... .... ........... .. .. .. ... ... ... .. .. ........ 40 

3. Review of Theoretical Literatures on Communal Tenure System and Sharecropping 

on Pastoral Lands. .... .. ........... ....... ......... ............ ... ... .......................... ... . .... .. 45 

4. Introduction to the history and land of the Afar... ... ....... ........... .. . ..... .. .. ........... .... 48 

4.1 The Middle Awash Valley and the Regime of the Haile Selassie...... ........ ..... 49 

4.2The Derg and land tenure in the Middle Awash Valley.............. ...... .. ...... .. .. 53 

4:3 Post- 1991 land tenure situation in the Middle Awash Valley............ ... .. .. .. .. 58 



, 
5. Private agricultural investment on the study woredas........... .... ......... ........ ..... .. 69 

5.1 Currently cultivating land by private investors in the study woredas...... ......... 69 

5.1.1 Land size and location. .......................... ..... ................. ........ . 72 

5.1 .2 Contractual agreement.. ... ...... .. .. ... ... ............... ... .... .... .... ...... 73 

5.2 The expected and actual contribution of Private Agricultural Investment on 

pastoral lands in the study woredas. ..... .. .. ... ..... ... ...... ...... ... .... .. ... ..... . ... 74 

5.2.1 Income generation to pastoral households.... ........... .... ... ... ........ 74 

5.2.2 Employment opportunity... ... .... .. ... ... .... .. .. . ... ...... ... .... .. .... ... .. ... 76 

5.2.3 Revenue generated by the regional government. .... ..... .. .... ......... 76 

5.2.4 Socio-economic infrastructures expansion. .. ......... ... .... ........ ...... 77 

5.3The drawbacks of private agricultural investment in the study area .. . ....... ..... 78 

5.3.1 Income lost due to fa9ade benefits. .... . .. .......................... .. ...... 78 

5.3.2 Environmental degradation ... ..... . ...... ... .. . ...... .... ..... ... .. .. ... .. .... 80 

5.3.3 Intra-ethnic conflicts ... .. ....... .. . ..... ... . ... ... ... ... ... ..... . ... .. .. .. .... ... 81 

5.3.4 Dependency attitude ... ... ... .... .. ...... ... ......... .................. .. .... ... 84 

6. Conclusion and policy implications .. ..... .... .. .... ...... . ... .. . .. .......... ..... : ...... ...... .. . 86 

References ............ .. ..... ...... .. ........ ... ... .. .. .. ... ................ .. ... .... .... ... .. .......... .... . 91 

Appendices. .......................... ... .. ...... ......... ...... ..... ..... .. . ......... ... ... .. ................ 95 



Acknowledgement 

In preparing this MA thesis research, there are many people and institutions that 

contributed to bring this work to fruition and to whom I would like to use this space to 

express my gratitude. I am grateful to sultan Alimirah Hanfare for sharing with me an 

invaluable wealth of his collective life experience and detailed knowledge of the land 

issue that he posses. I must thank Awal Arba and Hassan Abdulkadier for the 
, 
important role they played as key informants in supplying primary and secondary data 

for the study. 

My first intellectual debt is to my advisor Dr. Abdulhamid Bedri Kello who has guided 

me throughout my fieldwork and the writing . lowe a lot to Abdrahman Arne for his 

wise questions, suggestions, and constructive critiques and for his continuous 

encouragement right from the inception of my idea for this study. 

I must express my wholehearted gratitude to the Afar in general for sharing with me 

the wealth of their collective life experience and the hospitability shown to me during 

the period of the work It will be difficult to single out all the Afar who assisted me with 

my study during my stay in the Afar region. However, I am particularly indebted to 

Ahmed Alawis, Jemal Nur, Kalid Jemal, Jafar Mohammed, Ali Mustafa, Numeri Bori 

and Hassen Yussuf for their co-operation and assistance through the entire exercise 

of the field research. 

I wish to acknowledge the support provided by the administration of the Middle Awash 

Agricultural Development Enterprise, Awash Basin Water Resources Administration 

Agency, Investment, Agricultural, Plan and Finance Bureaus of the Afa r region for 

allowing me to have unhindered access to their materials and documents. 

I am grateful to Nesserdien Sherif for the scholarly suggestions and comments 

he made on the draft manuscript. I also benefited from the support of Mesert and 

Red iate in the production of the manuscript. Finally, my thanks go to my family, for 

their moral and financial support during my study. 

Yasin Mohammed 

July, 2004 

Addis Ababa 



Abstract 

The study focuses on the pastoralist Afar in the Amibara and Gewane districts, in the Middle 

Awash Valley, northeastern Ethiopia. The Afar survives for centuries through practicing their 

traditional production system and way of life that is friendly to the Socio-economic and ecology 

of the area they inhabit. However, since the Imperial regime, the Middle Awash Valley were 

incorporated in large scale commercial and state farms which refused to recognize the land 

rights of the Afar and have had severe impact on the Afar and their land. After the EPRDF 

government took power in 1991, some change has taken place in Awash. As per the strong 

quest of the Afar for the return of their land, the transitional government of Ethiopia has 

returned about 7000 hectares of irrigated and mechanized lands in the Middle Awash to the 

traditional owners i.e., the Afar. However due to lack of attitudinal change among the Afar 

pastoralists toward farming practice in general and crop production in particular, shortage of 

skilled manpower, inadequate financial capital and weak technical support from the federal 

government, both the Afar and the regional government could not maintain the farms. 

Consequently, the ANRS re-allocated the land among different clans in the Afar. And hence, 

each clan lease-out its territory to private cultivators through net profit sharecropping as well 

as fixed-rental price. This study is stimulated by the current controversy that whether or not 

the Afars become benefiCiary from the private agricultural investment undertaken on their 

land. The findings of this study indicates that the private agricultural investment in the Middle 

Awash do not bring any socio-economic benefit to the Afar rather it make the Afarland to be 

exploited for "free". The Afars' share from the income and employment opportunities 

generated from operation of the private cultivators is insignificant. Besides the regional 

government could not generate revenue from tax, as it should have been collected. The 

Afarland becomes degraded due to high toxic chemicals used by private cultivators as well as 

their refusal to practice fallowing and crop rotation to conserve the productivity of the land for 

some years. As a consequence, the Afars become dependent with others and th is time some 

clan leaders and influential elders are intensively competing to expand their clan land territory 

inorder to lease-out more land to private cultivators and receive fa~ade benefit at the expense 

of the majority of Afar pastoralists and their land. The study recommend5 that regional 

government should design compatible land use policy with the objectives of attracting private 

agricultural investment on the Afar land as well as real izing the transformation of the Afar 

pastoralists into agro-pastoralists. 

Key words- Pastoral Land Tenure: Private Ag ricultural Investment: Development: 

Afar:Amibara: Gewane 
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Alasler Thesis Introduction 

their land rights by legal instruments. There has never been re-investment of cotton revenue into 

the development of the pastoral sub-sector in the area. Resources have always flowed from the 

periphery to the centre in order to meet the growing state bureaucracy and expanding military. To 

the Afar this always meant social injustice. (Ali 1997). 

The federal government of Ethiopia that took power after the over-through of the former government 

(i.e., Derg) believes that the development schemes implemented during the pre-1991 period never 

achieved thei r intended goals. The study of Industrial Project Service (IPS) that operates under the 

prime minister office states that past attempts to establish settlement schemes with the intention of 

compensating the Afar society for the vast land taken up by large scale agricultural enterprises and 

consequently, 'settling ' the nomadic pastoralist were not successful. (IPS 1999). 

Generally, the accumulated effect of external interventions remains Afar pastoralists relegating in 

the waiting room of development. Following the over-through the Derg Regime, about 16, 547 

hectare of irrigated and mechanized lands owned by the state fa rms located in the Middle and 

Lower Awash Valley were handed over to the pastoralists of the Afar region as a response to their 

demand for long time . Even though , the federal government cla imed to solve the pastoral land 

question, so far the state has maintained control over most of the irrigable farms. 

Moreover, the federal government control additional wet season grazing land of the pastoralist 

particularly in the middle Awash for expansion of military camps . So far, neither the community nor 

the regiona l governments have shown their capacity to manage the returned farmlands in any form . 

Therefore, the clan leaders and the local government authorities have made most of the recently 

returned lands, as well as those which were under the control of the pastoral Afar in the study areas 

which were accessible through the lease system to private commercial farms. 

Page 4 of 13 1 4 



Masfer Thesis IntroduClion 

So far, government officials at any level preach the contribution of commercial agricultural 

investment to enhance the regional revenue generating capacity as well as pastoralists' livelihood. 

Hence, the private investors cu ltivate mainly maize and cotton on a considerable portion of the 

returned land and other pastoral land. However, despite the justification of the regional government 

regarding effective management of returned land, there are very limited studies conducted on the 

investigation of the ecological , socio-cultural , and politico-economical transformations of the Afar 

pastoralist post 1991 . 

Among these studies Abdurahman (2002) presented the paper on the informal land market in the 

Middle Awash, in Amibara district. The findings of his study shows that share-cropping is the most 

informal market in this area and the landowners have weak barging power due to low capacity of 

Zonal administration in effectively enforcing contracts between private cultivators and sub-clans, 

limited entrepreneurial skills in managing modern irrigated farms by the pastoralists, absence of 

credit institutions in the area and so on. 

Finally, this study concluded by remarking "the direct government intervention in the control of 

access to and management of the flood fields seems unwarranted. And the government showed 

endeavor to recognize and strengthen institutional capacity of existing local management systems" 

(Abdurahman 2002) 

Another study conducted by Yirgalem (2002) on the challenges, opportunities and prospects of 

common property resources management in Gewane woreda focuses on macro and meso-level 

resource - use conflict resolving mechanism. In this case study, Yirgalem, compare the weak 

pastoral household capacity to be involved in small scale irrigation with total hecta·re of land 

allocated to each household in one Kebele, and he concluded that leasing the remaining "surplus" 

hectares of land by vision of taking over the land after the lease period is justifiable . (yi rgalem 

2002) 
Page 5 of 13 1 5 



Master Thesis Imrodllction 

However the trend for the last 12 years clearly shows the future prospect of the Afar pastoralsists to 

take over the land after the lease period seems dim. The IPS study also observed that the Afar 

communities were unable to use the land handed-over by the ex-state farms beyond the traditional 

way of raising animals and hence, recommended government intervention in agricultural extension 

programme and settlement schemes. (IPS 1996) But these intervention schemes has tested and 

failed for long time since the imperial regime in the Afar pastoral areas. 

One more research output presented by Getachew (2001) indicates internal conflict among the Afar 

become more intense since the recent return of state farms because "the returned land is hold by 

the new elite in the administration and clan leadership and was not returned to private farm 

investors." He concluded that the expansion of farming, the imposition of alien land tenure system 

and the rules as to their uses, and the increasing individualization of clan lands in Afar land, have 

cumulatively led to the marginalization and impoverishment of the majority of pastoral households. 

(Getachew 2001) 

Even if, studies on the post -1991 socio-cultural and politico-economical changes among the Afar 

conclude by suggesting the mismanagement of returned state farms, there are very limited studies, 

which focus on the investment pattern on the returned lands. It seems sensible, therefore, to 

attempt to do further research, concerning the contribution and drawbacks of private investment on 

the returned lands and other pastoral lands by using primary data in sample areas where there is 

relatively large number of private agricu ltural investments. 

The time framework for the study covers the period of post 1991 to the present. This is because 

private agricu ltural investment on Afar pastoral land has restarted since 1991 when the then 

transitional government has returned some hectors of ex-state farms. Based on these premises the 

significance of th is study lies on the following points. 

Page 6 of 13 1 6 



MaSler Thesis Introduction 

• The findings and recommendations of the study may serve as a reference to governments 

at any level (federal, regional and local) , to private investors, and other stakeholders that 

would like to deploy interventions in these pastoral areas; 

• The study could initiate other pastoralist areas in the FORE to carry out extensive studies on 

the relation between communal pool pastoral land resources and investment on land in the 

regional as well as national economic growth from the perspective of pastoralist development 

agenda. It may also serve as stepping -stone for those who intend to do further studies on 

this particular topics. 

• Ultimately, all these efforts may help to draw policy implications and conclusions that may be 

crucial to policy makers in their endeavor to bring rapid transformation and economic 

development in the nomadic pastoralist areas. 

1.2. The Research Problem in Context 

Prior to irrigation development in the Awash Valley, the area utilized by the Afar seasonal 

migrations ranged from the foothills of the Ethiopian highlands in the west to the Red sea in the 

east. Movement to the south was contained by the ISSA (Somali), who then covered much of the 

Awash Valley. The pattern of migration followed the availability of seasonal grazing and water 

supply during the dry months from December to June. In the rainy period from July to October, the 

Afar spread outward to seasonal watering points and fresh pasture growth. In the crucial dry 

months the Awash River and its immediate environs provided the main sustenance for the Afar 

herds. In order to survive a dry season, which can last from mid-September to mid-June, access to 

flooded grazing areas is crucial to Afar pastoralists. (Maknun 1993) 
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Master Thesis Introduction 

Against this background different development schemes was under taken by the central 

government aimed at national economic growth by ignoring traditional sustenance of the Afar 

pastoralists. Partner (1979) quoted by Maknun states that "after 1941, the Ethiopian government 

began to view the Afar territory as politically important by virtue of its strategic location at the 

entrance to the Red Sea and economically important because of the agricultural resources of the 

Awash Valley". (Maknun 1993) 

According ly, big irrigation schemes were launched first at Tendaho in 1961 in Lower Awash Valley. 

Later, in 1962, the Imperial Government of Ethiopia formed the Awash Valley Authority as an 

autonomous authority to administer all schemes in the valley. 

Since the 1960s as well as recently the Afar's high potential (Awash va lley Basins) have been lost 

to agricultural encroachment, to private and state irrigated development schemes, to conservation 

schemes and to planned and spontaneous settlement schemes as well as to a tribal grazing 

reserve to ISSA Somali. These changes have together seriously affected the lives of the Afar 

pastoralists through expropriation of grazing land, vu lnerability to drought and other health and 

ecological hazardous. (Ali 1997) 

Presently, many Afar clans are contained at the Awash River side under life and death struggle to 

safeguard their only Oasis (Awash River) . Consequently, after the Derg , the Afar pastorals cl2imed 

to the return of their irrigated dry season grazing land and the federal state returned 16,547 hectare 

of irrigated state farms in both Middle and Lower Awash Valley. 

Even though, the only accessible resources in most parts of the Awash Valley are the returned 

state farms, they have managerial problems attributable to land use conflicts, environmenta l 

degradation and other related socio-economic damage. 
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Moreover, there is a debate regarding the initiation of the federal government to return portion of the 

state farms to the Afar pastoralists. Some argue that the 16,547 hectare of land were handed over 

to the Afar pastoralist post -1991 in response to their demand for longtime and it aimed at 

contributing to food self-sufficiency in the region through the participation of Afars in irrigated 

agriculture. On the other hand, there are some elites who argued that the then transitional 

government has decided to return a portion of the state-owned farms to the traditional owners i.e . 

the Afar pastoralist merely for political reasons . These groups supported their argument by 

indicating the under capacity of the regional state in 1991/92 to administer the returned ex-state 

farms. Hitherto , there is no indication whereby the Afar pastoralists fully participate in the cultivation 

of their returned plots of lands. Private investors currently manage the land. 

The regional government tries to emphasis the current situation being the fruit of their own effort in 

response to the quest for pastoral land, and enhancing private investment in the region . Strangely 

enough, no farm is currently cultivated under the full participation and ownership of the Afar. Some 

returned state farms are out of production for the last 12 years and hence, at present dry land 

adaptive plant species (prosopis juliflura ) invading the returned land which re sulted in land 

degradation. On the other hand, in most farms shelters, social services and machineries are 

shamelessly looted or destroyed. 

Among other challenges, cultivation by private investors who unofficially concluded agreement with 

clan leaders makes the situation worse. For the last 12 years private investors , clan leaders and 

some influential pastoral ists have got the lion share from the agricultural investment on the Afar 

pastoral land while majority of the Afar pastoralists have got little or no benefit from their land rather 

they face with intra-ethnic conflict, they develop dependency attitude , and their land is de9radin9 

gradually. 
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