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Abstract in English

In East African countries drought-related famine has been a number one risk. Ethiopia is among those
countries that are repeatedly stricken by recurrent famine. Agricultural and pastoral households have
increasingly become vulnerable to famine. The successive Ethiopian governments attributed the
recurring famine and hunger to natural events, particularly to droughts. However, though drought
triggers famines, it does not necessarily lead to famine disaster in every context. This is the current
tone of literature in disaster causation. Each famine has its own specific causes in each context and
this requires exploring the causal factors thereof. This study in the Afar region, in north-east Ethiopia,
attempts to explain the root causes of vulnerability to famine, and assess the local and external
responses.

The central argument of the research is that pastoralists’ vulnerability to famine and food crisis has
increased overtime because of the complex interplay of multiple factors such as environmental or
ecological degradation, socio-economic destabilization, and political processes. It is also stated that
despite efforts of internal and external actors, vulnerability of the pastoral groups to famine has
increased over time. In that respect the study attempts to explain how these factors have led to an
increase of vulnerability and livelihood insecurity among the Afar pastoralists. Three specific
arguments are addressed through analyzing both secondary and primary data. These are:

(1) The Afar pastoralists’ vulnerability to famine has increased over the past decades because
of the combined effects of drought, ecological crisis and external pressures
(encroachments, loss of key pastoral resources, violent conflict and political instability).

(i1) Pastoral households/communities are currently less able to cope with stresses through
their traditional coping and adaptive strategies.

(iii))  Consequently, pastoral households/communities have become more dependent on public
transfer (food aid) to cope with recurring food crisis.

The empirical research used both qualitative and quantitative data in addressing the basic research
questions. The outline of the research is structured to suit an approach of presenting discussions at
macro and micro levels. An assessment of factors both, at macro (regional/national) and micro
(community) levels, is made on the basis of secondary and primary data respectively. Accordingly,
factors related to ecological degradation, socio-political processes and recurrent droughts, etc. are
examined. The extent of these problems at the macro level is assessed mainly based on secondary
data, while the magnitude of these problems at micro (community) level is assessed on the basis of
primary data gathered through a household survey, and individual and focus group interviews.

The main focus of the analysis at the community level is on the local people’s perception about
livelihood resources, well-being trends and risk factors which affect their traditional subsistence. This
research has also dealt with the examination of traditional early warning systems, indigenous
responses, and risk communication among local people and to external actors. In this respect an
attempt is made to identify indigenous early warning systems and to assess external interventions and
disaster responses with emphasis on the local people’s view on state responses in times of food crisis.
Moreover, an attempt is made to show how the local people have shaped and reshaped their adaptive
responses and coping mechanisms over time. In this connection analyses of traditional adaptive
responses to the variable environment, ecological changes and of coping mechanisms to food crisis are
made using mainly the primary data gathered from the local pastoral community.

Based on the analyses of both primary and secondary data the research attempts to answer the question

why the Afar pastoralists’ vulnerability to famine has increased over time and how the local and
external actors have responded to recurring famine. The search for explanations of vulnerability to
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famine focuses on highlighting the interplay of multiple causal factors at different levels within
historical socio-political and economic processes overlapping with ecological crisis and recurrent
drought. Accordingly the research highlights the major factors that have created vulnerability to
famine. These include:

@) External pressures which include state intervention, land alienation, encroachment by
cultivators, loss of dry season/drought retreats, curtailment of mobility and unfavourable
terms of trade.

(ii) Stresses which include frequent drought, conflicts, political instability, weakening mutual
support systems, lack of trust in formal government institutions due to non-participatory,
lack of commitment, patron-client relationship, and corruption.

(ii1) Ecological/environmental crises which are reflected in terms of loss of key pastoral
resources (grass, natural fodder vegetation, and water).

The research also attempts to assess the local and external responses to famine. The local people are
highly aware of the drought-related famine, degradation of rangelands and mounting conflicts. Thus
pastoral households gradually began to incorporate into their livelihood activity some response
strategies such as trade, wage labour and growing food crops. There are further adaptive responses
stimulated by drought consequences and ecological crisis. These include adjustment in the
composition of stocks, forging stock alliance, enhanced mobility and seeking external support, etc.
These responses constitute risk management strategies. However, the extreme dryness and prolonged
drought periods combined with external pressures, conflict and political destabilizations have
undermined pastoralists’ adaptive strategies (mobility) and weakened traditional coping mechanisms.
Therefore, prolonged and frequent droughts and their consequences within the context of political and
economic marginalization, conflict and political instability have put pastoralists at risk of famine
disaster. In this respect famine can be understood as a peak point to the long-term process of
marginalization that has led to the failure of traditional coping mechanisms. This goes with perception
of local people who often referred to the inability of their traditional strategies to overcome recurrent
severe food crisis. Consequently, external support has been vital to save life, whenever pastoral
communities are hit by a drought, as it often triggers food crisis that may lead into famine disaster.

Government representatives usually attribute famines to drought and/or failure of rainfall that have led
to crop failure and livestock mortality. Therefore, famine disaster has been theorized mainly as failure
of food availability because of natural events (drought, pest). Accordingly, the government’s and
NGOs response to the famines has been emergency response (food aid) to save the lives of victims.
Inappropriate theorization of famine causation and insufficient studies have resulted in ineffective
external interventions or responses which so far mainly focus on emergency food aid without
considering livelihood protection. Therefore, the recovery and development aspects, and livelihood
protection are missing. There was no single year, when there was no food crisis in the last two
decades. At the country level every year about 5-6 million people were in need of food assistance.
This indicates the structural vulnerability of rural households to food crisis. Therefore, external actors
have so far not addressed the root causes of vulnerability to famine.

The conclusion of the research is that famine and the increase of vulnerability are not primarily the
consequences of drought, but of external domination and uneven development. This suggests that the
genesis of food crisis (famine) must be understood as an interaction of institutional, economic and
political variables. Natural events like droughts don’t necessarily lead to famine in all contexts. It is
only when livelihood assets are eroded, opportunities are constrained and people are not well-prepared
that the consequences of natural events develop into famine or food crisis. This suggests that
production or yield failures caused by drought do not become famines unless other conditions are
propitious. Therefore, the current approach in social science research with regard to disaster causation
is to look at the interrelationship between natural risks and social vulnerability.
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Zusammenfassung in Deutsch (Abstract in German)

In Ostafrikanischen Landern sind mit Diirre einhergehende Hungersnite ein groBer Risikofaktor.
Athiopien gehdrt dabei zu denjenigen Lindern, die wiederholt von periodischen Hungersnten
betroffen sind. Auf Landesebene bendtigten jedes Jahr etwas 5-6 Millionen Menschen
Nahrungsmittelhilfe. Landwirtschaftliche und pastorale Haushalte sind stirker verwundbar gegeniiber
Diirren, was zu Hungersndten fithrt. Mehrere dthiopische Regierungen haben fiir die wiederkehrenden
Hungersnote natiirliche Ursachen verantwortlich gemacht, insbesondere Diirren. Jedoch fiihrt
diirreinduzierter Hunger nicht notwendig zu einer Hungerkatastrophe. Jede Hungersnot hat ihre
spezifischen Ursachen und die Griinde dafiir miissen jeweils untersucht werden. Diese Studie der
Afar-Region im Nordosten Athiopiens versucht die grundsitzlichen Ursachen der Vulnerabilitiit fiir
Hunger zu erkldren, und mochte die lokalen und externen Reaktionen auf Hungersndte aufdecken.

Das zentrale Argument der Forschung ist, dass die Vulnerabilitdt von Pastoralisten gegeniiber
Hungersnten und Nahrungsmittelkrisen als Folge des komplexen Zusammenspiels von multiplen
Faktoren wie Umweltzerstorung oder 6kologischer Degradation, sozio-6konomischer Destabilisierung
und politischer Prozesse zugenommen hat. Zudem wird dargelegt, dass diese Zunahme trotz
Anstrengungen internationaler und externer Akteure stattgefunden hat. Die Studie versucht zu
erkldren, wie diese Faktoren zu einem Anstieg von Vulnerabilitdt und Livelihood-Unsicherheit bei den
Afar-Pastoralisten gefiihrt haben. Drei spezifische Argumente werden durch die Analyse sekundérer
und primérer Daten angesprochen. Das sind:

(1) Die Vulnerabilitit der Afar Pastoralisten gegeniiber Hungersndten hat in den letzten
Jahren durch die kombinierten Folgen von Diirren, 6kologischer Krise (Verlust von
pastoralen Schliisselressourcen) externem Druck und Stressfaktoren (Ubergriffe,
gewaltsame Konflikte, politische Instabilitdt u.a.) zugenommen.

(i1) Parstorale Haushalte/Gesellschaften sind gegenwirtig schlechter in der Lage anhand
ihrer traditionellen Bewdéltigungs- und Anpassungsstrategien mit Stressfaktoren
umzugehen.

(iii) Infolgedessen sind pastorale Haushalte/Gesellschaften stirker von externer
Unterstlitzung  (Nahrungsmittelhilfe) abhéngig geworden, um der immer
wiederkehrenden Nahrungsmittelkrise zu begegnen.

Die empirische Arbeit basiert auf qualitativen sowie quantitativen Daten und zielt darauf ab,
Diskussionen auf der Mikro- und Makroebene zu erfassen. Weiterhin werden zentrale Faktoren der
okologischen Degradation, Diirren und damit in Verbindung stehende sozio-politische Prozesse auf
nationaler, regionaler und kommunaler Ebene anhand von Primédr- und Sekundirdaten analysiert.
Wohingegen zur Analyse der Makroebene vor allem Sekundirdaten verwendet wurden, wurde die
Mikroebene (Kommunen) insbesondere anhand einer Haushaltsumfrage, individuellen Interviews und
Fokusgruppen untersucht.

Das zentrale Anliegen der empirischen Untersuchung auf kommunaler Ebene ist die Wahrnehmung
der lokalen Bevdlkerung hinsichtlich der vorhandenen livelihood-Ressourcen,
Wohlstandsverinderungen (well-being trends) und den Risikofaktoren, die ihre traditionelle
Subsistenzwirtschaft beeinflussen. Dariliber hinaus setzt sich die Arbeit mit traditionellen
Frithwarnsystemen, indigenen Antworten darauf und der Risikokommunikation zwischen lokalen und
externen Akteuren auseinander. In diesem Zusammenhang wird versucht, indigene Frithwarnsysteme
zu identifizieren, sowie externe Interventionen als Reaktion auf Katastrophen zu bewerten. Im
Zentrum steht dabei die Perspektive der lokalen Bevolkerung auf die staatlichen Eingriffe in Zeiten
von Nahrungsmittelknappheit. Weiterhin werden die unterschiedlichen und sich im Laufe der Zeit
verandernden Strategien der lokalen Bevolkerung im Umgang mit Katastrophen und ihre
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Bewiltigungsmechanismen untersucht. Dabei werden die Anpassungsmechanismen an eine sich
verandernde Umwelt, der Okologischen Wandel und die Bewiltigungsmechanismen von
Nahrungsmittelkrisen auf Basis der empirischen Ergebnisse aus der lokalen pastoralen Gesellschaft
miteinander in Verbindung gestellt.

Auf Grundlage der primdren und sekundidren Daten, beschiftigt sich diese Arbeit mit der Frage,
warum die Vulnerabilitdt der Afar Pastoralisten beziiglich Hungerkatastrophen mit der Zeit
zugenommen hat und wie die lokale Bevolkerung sowie externe Akteure auf wiederkehrende
Hungerkatastrophen reagiert haben. Die Suche nach der Erkldrung von Vulnerabilitit konzentriert sich
dabei vorrangig darauf, das Zusammenspiel zahlreicher Kausalfaktoren auf unterschiedlichen Ebenen
im Kontext von historischen, sozio-politischen und wirtschaftlichen Prozessen aufzuzeigen, und in
Verbindung mit o6kologischen Krisen und Diirreereignissen zu stellen. Entsprechend werden
wesentliche Faktoren, die die Vulnerabilitdt gegeniiber Hungerkrisen beeinflussen, hervorgehoben.

(1) Externer Druck bestehend aus staatlichen Interventionen, Landumverteilungen,
Beeintrdchtigungen durch sesshafte Bauern, Verlust von Riickzugsrdumen bei
Trockenheit, Mobilitdtseinschrankungen und nachteilige Handelsbedingungen.

(i1) Stressfaktoren bestehend aus hédufigen Diirren, gewaltsamen Konflikten, politischer
Instabilitdt, der Schwichung lokaler Solidarititssysteme, Vertrauensverlust in
Regierungsinstitutionen, Patron-Klient-Beziehungen und Korruption

(iii)  Okologische ~Umweltprobleme, die sich in dem Verlust von pastoralen
Schliisselressourcen wie Weidefldche und Wasser ausdriicken

Im Rahmen der Auseinandersetzung mit den lokalen und externen Reaktionen auf Hungerkrisen ist
festzustellen, dass die lokale Bevolkerung sich des Zusammenhangs zwischen Diirre, Hungerkrise, der
Degradation von Weideland und den Nutzungskonflikten bewusst ist. Im Laufe der Zeit wurden daher
Anpassungsstrategien, wie der Einstieg in Handel, Lohnarbeit und der Anbau von Nahrungsmitteln in
die Aktivitdten zur Sicherung des Lebensunterhalts integriert. Dariiber hinaus kénnen die Anlage von
Lagern, zunehmende Mobilitdt und die Suche nach externer Unterstiitzung u.a. als weitere Strategien
des Risikomanagements gesehen werden, mit Hilfe derer versucht wird, sich auf Diirreereignisse
einzustellen.

Jedoch haben extreme Trockenheit und anhaltende Diirreperioden in Kombination u.a. mit externem
Druck, Konflikten und politischer Destabilisierung pastorale Anpassungsstrategien (Mobilitét)
untergraben und damit traditionelle Bewiltigungsmechanismen geschwicht. In dieser Hinsicht kann
Hungersnot als der Hohepunkt eines langfristigen Marginalisierungsprozesses verstanden werden der
letztlich zum Zusammenbruch traditioneller Bewéltigungsstrategien gefiihrt hat. Dies geht auch mit
der lokalen Wahrnehmung einher, welche oft auf die Unfahigkeit ihrer traditionalen Strategien
verweisen, die immer wiederkehrenden Nahrungsmittelkrisen zu iiberwinden. Infolgedessen wurde
externe Unterstiitzung unerlésslich zur Uberlebenssicherung wenn pastorale Gemeinschaften von einer
Diirre betroffen sind, da diese oft Nahrungsmittelkrisen auslosen, die zu Hungerkatastrophen fiihren.

Regierungsvertreter filhren Hungersnote oft auf Diirren und/oder das Ausbleiben von Regen zuriick,
die zu Ernteausfall und hoher Viehsterblichkeit fiihren. Deshalb wurden Hungerkatastrophen
hauptsédchlich als Zusammenbruch von Nahrungsmittelverfiigbarkeit als Folge von natiirlichen
Ereignissen (Diirre, Schidlinge) gesehen. Dementsprechend war die Reaktion von Regierungen und
NGOs auf Hungersnote Nothilfe zu geben, um das Leben der Opfer zu retten. Unangemessene
Theoretisierung der Ursachen von Hungersnéten und unzureichende Studien haben ineffektive externe
Interventionen zur Folge gehabt, die sich hauptséchlich auf Nothilfe konzentrierten, ohne den Schutz
von Livelihoods in Betracht zu ziehen. Deshalb fehlen Aspekte von Wiederherstellung (recovery) und
Entwicklung, sowie der Schutz von Lebenshaltungssystemen (livelihoods) bei Interventionen. In den
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letzten zwei Jahrzehnten kam es jedes Jahr zu Nahrungsmittelkrisen und dazu, dass Menschen auf
Nahrungsmittelhilfe angewiesen waren. Dies weist auf die strukturelle Vulnerabilitit ldndlicher
Haushalte in Bezug auf Nahrungsmittelkrisen hin. Externe Akteure haben bisher die grundlegenden
Ursachen der Vulnerabilitit gegeniiber Hungersnéten nicht beriicksichtigt.

Zusammenfassend ist das Ergebnis der Forschung, dass Hungersnéte und eine Zunahme von
Vulnerabilitdt nicht in erster Linie die Konsequenzen von Diirren sind, sondern von externer
Vorherrschaft und ungleicher Entwicklung. Nahrungsmittelkrisen (Hungersnote) miissen somit als das
Zusammenspiel von institutionellen, okonomischen und politischen Variablen gesehen werden.
Naturereignisse wie Diirren fithren nicht notwendiger Weise zu einer Hungersnot. Nur wenn
“livelihood assets* erodiert sind, sind die Moglichkeiten eingeschrankt und die Menschen schlecht
vorbereitet, so dass sich als Konsequenz von Naturereignissen Hungersnéte oder Nahrungsmittelkrisen
entwickeln koénnen. Ernteeinbriiche durch Diirren werden nicht zu einer Hungersnot, so lange die
anderen Gegebenheiten giinstig sind. Deshalb muss sich ein sozialwissenschaftlicher Ansatz zur
Untersuchung von Katastrophenursachen mit dem Zusammenhang von Naturrisiken und sozialer
Vulnerabilitit befassen.
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Chapter One

Introduction
1.1 Overview

Countries of East Africa have been faced with hunger and recurrent food crises (famines)
since the 1970s. The failure of these countries to feed their population is attributed to a
number of factors such as drought, disease epidemics, ecological crisis, land degradation,
poor governance, inappropriate national policies, civil unrest, political instabilities, etc.
Ethiopia is one of the countries that has been facing most of these problems, of which
drought-related famines, hunger (food insecurity), increased poverty, population pressure,
conflicts and civil unrest remain the most prevalent ones since the 1960s (Webb et al., 1994;
1992; Markos, 1997; Mesfin, 1999; Degefa, 2005; Fassil, 2005).

The most severe and well-documented famine' years included the 1829, 1888-1892, 1958,
1965-1967, 1973-1974, 1984-1985, 2002-2003 (Fassil, 2005, Lautze et al., 2003; Webb et al.,
1994; Pankhurst, 1985). Some of these famine years indicated that the history of drought and
famine goes back to 19" century. But it is mainly in the past three to four decades that the
country has tragically been trapped by recurrent famines (Fassil, 2005:19, 25; Pankhurst,
1985). The 1984-85 famine alone killed about 800,000 people” (Hareide, 1991).

The 20" century has gone with severe famine memories, and the 21 century has greeted
Ethiopia with alarming food crisis. Famine persists, and just at the dawn of the new century
(i.e. 1999-2000) more than ten million people received relief assistance (Fassil, 2005:28;
Maxwell, 2002:48). In general, cycles of drought, famine and pestilence have always
characterized Ethiopia’s past and present (Lautze et al., 2003, Dereveux, 2004).

In spite of all the efforts made by the government, international agencies and NGOs” since the
1973-74 famine, the recurrent famines have been debilitating the country’s natural resource
base, economy, and human resource (Fassil, 2005:32-45, Degefa, 2005; Markos, 1997). These
problems coupled with a myriad of social, political, economic and ecological crises have
made the country dependent on foreign relief food aid and development assistance since the
1980s (World Bank, 1999 as quoted by Stephen, 2004:104).

In recent decades the number of rural population affected by drought-related famines or food
crisis has increased. Various researchers indicated that vulnerability to famine and chronic
food insecurity in the country is increasing from time to time especially in severely degraded
localities of highlands and peripheral lowlands (Mesfin, 1991:192, Lautze et al., 2003;
Markos, 1997, Sharp et al., 2003; Hareide, 1991; Degefa, 2005). There is evidence that the
level of destitution in rural Ethiopia has increased in recent decades (Sharp et al., 2003).

'For the details and chronology of earlier droughts and famines see Webb ez al., 1992:20; Fassil, 2005:18-24.

? According to some sources, number of deaths ranges from 590,000 to 1 million (e.g. cited in Dereveux,
2000:6).

3 Instances of such efforts included Food Security Programs, Rural Development Programs, and other income
generating activities (FFW/CFW, EGS, etc).



The Ethiopian government, NGOs and international agencies/donors have long recognized
the problem and taken some measures in response to this crisis. At various times huge
resources, particularly in the form of relief assistance have been transferred to the country.
However, both the past and the current intervention strategies have remained insufficient to
avoid recurrent food crisis among the rural communities. The external interventions were
mainly short-term transfers (i.e. relief assistance) during crisis. Thus they lacked
comprehensive conceptualization of the causes of the problem and often focused on curing
symptoms rather than addressing the root causes of food crisis (Devereux et al., 2002:10;
Mesfin, 1991).

Moreover, approaches used to study and explain famine disasters were more of subject-
centred searching for a single factor in natural resources or economic sector (Hogg,
1997a:17). Thus, previous studies have not fully addressed the multifaceted nature of famine
causation (i.e. socio-cultural factors, entitlement and political economy)* and prevention. In
other words the vulnerability situation of the people (social groups) and their livelihood
systems have not been adequately addressed. Consequently, they were unable to come up
with context-specific disaster prevention strategies.

In the current literature, the term vulnerability appears as a catch-all concept in disaster-
related studies (Blaikie et al., 2004; Bankoff et al., 2004; Alwang et al., 2001; Moser, 1997;
Ribot ef al., 1996). It has emerged from researches on natural disaster and famine (hunger)
putting emphasis on the social dimension of disasters, and trying to explain the socially
differentiated impacts of disaster (Davis, 2004:128-144). There is also a shift from ‘impact
analysis’ to ‘vulnerability analysis’, which provides a basis for tracing social causality. While
the former is a way of looking at a range of the consequences of an event, the later examines
the multiple causes and critical outcomes rather than the multiple outcome of a single event
(Ribot et al., 1996). Regarding disaster response, the current direction is from the ‘culture of
reaction’ to ‘prevention’ (Annan, 1999). In this case, vulnerability analysis is the first step for
moving towards potential responses and durable policy, since it enables us to trace the root
causes of climate-related crises in social and political-economic relations and processes
(Ribot et al., 1996).

The means of risk reduction or coping with crisis are material stocks, assets as well as formal
and informal safety nets which can be mobilized by individuals, groups or communities.
Therefore, households’ or communities’ capacity to buffer against shocks or disasters is
highly dependent on availability of and access to productive resources and informal/formal
safety nets. The resulting distribution of material stocks and of access to income
opportunities, assets as well to formal and informal social security arrangements spells out the
material and social conditions circumscribing vulnerability for some households/communities
and security for others (Ribot ef al., 1996:12). This also suggests the importance of capacity
(resilience) and livelihood strategies where the livelihood approach fits in.

In general the main argument in the literature is that the underlying causes of famine are
primarily rooted in social and political-economic relations and processes, but not in weather

*Some works (e.g. Abdul-Mejidi, 1976:9; Mesfin, 1986:129-143; 1991:192; 2004:1-7; Degefa; 2005:351) looked
at some aspects of political economy of famine/food crisis in Ethiopia.



extreme events (e.g. droughts). Weather extreme events (droughts) can trigger subsistence
crises. But such crises come at the confluence of historical processes as well as actions and
events that make households and communities vulnerable (Ribot et al., 1996:12). The concept
of vulnerability is used to understand the social, political and economic events that make
agricultural and pastoral households vulnerable to recurrent food crisis/ famine.

Vulnerability to hunger/famine results from the dynamics of the social system in which
agricultural and pastoral households are located. Therefore, vulnerability is shaped by
historical and ongoing processes of social differentiation and marginalization, within a
specific social history of access to productive resources (assets), formal and informal safety
nets; state development policies; conflicts, etc. (Ribot et al, 1996:12). Accordingly this
research is guided by the theoretical orientations drawn from political economy and livelihood
framework.

1.2 The Study Area

Between 250 BC and 1994, about 40 periods of famine were identified in Ethiopia. Most of
these crises occurred within the past 200 years (the period for which most detailed records
exist), some lasted just a year or two and others apparently persisted for more than a decade
(Webb et al, 1994). Areas that were hit hardest by famines during these periods included the
central and north-eastern highlands, which stretch from northern Shewa through Wello up to
Tigray. Although the most known area for its drought and famine history is the north-eastern
highland of Ethiopia (i.e. the present southern and central Tigray zones; Waghemira zone;
south and north Wello zones), famine crisis has expanded its horizon and has been affecting
nearly many parts of the country, particularly since the 1980s.

The most often affected areas include the severely degraded highland areas and the lowlands
that are inhabited by farm and pastoral populations respectively. Following the 1970s and
1980s famines, the Ethiopian Government, international agencies and NGOs have been
striving to provide food aid to prevent drought-related famine crises. At the same time, both
the problem of recurrent famine and the efforts to tackle it have attracted many studies on
famines, public response and indigenous coping mechanisms (Dessalegn, 1991; Hareide,
1991; Markos, 1997; Webb et al., 1994; Fassil, 2005; Mesfin, 1986). Most of the studies,
however, have largely focused on highland areas and peasant households, although the
peripheral lowlands and pastoralists are equally affected by recurrent famines. Therefore,
historical famines that have swept through pastoral communities have remained hidden,
except some incomplete records of impacts of rinderpests in pastoral areas (Pankhurst, 1985
cited in Lautze et al., 2003).

Moreover, pastoral areas have been neglected in terms of development/investment and are
characterized by different types of conflicts which have influences on peoples’ mobility and
their livelihoods, natural resource base and access to resources (Gamaledin, 1992, 1993; Ali,
1996, 1997; Getachew; 1997, 2000a; 2001a; Ayalew, 1997, 2001). Besides, the formal early
warning systems have remained inactive in pastoral areas. Especially, pastoral traditional
early warning systems providing early indications of crisis have been overlooked and/or
ignored by a range of formal early warning and surveillance systems (Lautze et al., 2003;
Maxwell, 2002:53).



The Afar Region is one of the pastoral areas that has been threatened by drought-related
famines, marginalization, negative impacts of development schemes, environmental crisis,
ethnic and resource conflicts and political instability (Getachew, 2001a; Ayalew, 1997, 2001;
Ali, 1996, 1997; Gamaledin, 1992, 1993; Bekele, 2006). Given the above-stated lacuna, the
selection of the Afar pastoralists as subject of the study merits priority and is relevant to study
vulnerability to famine crises; adaptive responses and coping strategies that have evolved in
shaping Afar pastoralists’ livelihood system.

The case study area is located in the interface zone between pastoral area and sedentary area
where pastoralists and cultivators interact. The study has taken up one sub-clan group of Afar
called Aghini for in-depth study. The Aghini clan has its own traditional territory and
historical relation with the neighbouring Oromo, Amhara and Argoba ethnic groups.
Therefore, this makes possible to discern the economic and social relations of the Afar with
their neighbours as well as inter-ethnic cooperation and conflict at the buffer zone. In general
this community has been selected at least for four reasons:

i.  The clan group is one cohesive community residing in the interface of highland and
lowland where pastoralists/agro-pastoralists and crop cultivators interact for various
reasons. This has given an opportunity to elucidate relations between these livelihood
systems.

ii.  Since it is difficult to cover large area in terms of cost and time, taking one clan has an
advantage to make an in-depth study of changes emanated from internal factors and
external inferences.

iii. The Aghini clan has its own district administration which is established on the bases
of clan and clan territory. Administrative units and social units have overlapped in
space. This has made easier the collection and organization of both primary and
secondary data.

iv. The last reason, but not the least, is that the clan group is a transhumance pastoral
community which the researcher is interested to study.

1.3 The Research Problem in Context

1.3.1 Background to the Problem

Ethiopia is frequently threatened by drought-related famines. The rural people suffer from
chronic hunger and undernutrition®. Both peasants and pastoralists have been stricken mainly
by recurrent droughts, which in many cases triggered famines and chronic hunger. In response
to these crises, the government, international agencies, and NGOs have been striving not only
to save lives, but also to prevent famine disaster. However, external responses have been

3 The terms like famine, hunger and undernutrition might be defined in many ways by various authors. In this
study relevant definitions given by Webb et al. (1992, 1994) are adopted:- (i) Famine is a widespread and
extreme hunger that results for individuals in a drastic loss of body weight and increase in morbidity, and at the
community level in a rise in death rate and massive social dysfunctions and dislocation; (ii) Aunger is defined as
the condition resulting from an individual’s inability to eat sufficient food, to lead a healthy and active life; and
(iil) undernutrition is defined as measurable nutrient deficiencies in a diet that can lead to illness (lack of energy,
retardation, blindness).



limited mainly to short-term transfers (e.g. emergency relief assistance) when crises are
apparent. Furthermore, no significant effort has been made to investigate the underlying
causes of vulnerability to famine disasters and the preventions thereof. In fact there is
progress in terms of preparedness to avert famine since the 1990s. And yet the structural
vulnerability of the rural households to chronic food insecurity is not addressed.

Furthermore peoples’ assets and coping mechanisms have not received adequate attention
(Maxwel, 2005:53). This suggests the need to understand people’s capacity or resilience.
Communities and households have their own methods of crisis anticipation, risk management
and coping strategies (Dessalegn, 1991; Ahmed et al., 2002:30) which vary from household
to household and community to community over time (Yared, 1999). Despite these, very few
area-specific studies have been conducted on coping strategies especially in crop dependent
areas (Yared, 1999, Dessalegn, 1991). Particularly, studies on the underlying cause of
vulnerability to famines; local peoples’ perception of risk; coping strategies; and social capital
are few with regard to pastoral areas.

Both policy makers and researchers have given minimal attention to people’s risk perception,
local/traditional early warning systems and coping strategies. As a result, development
policies and strategies failed to consider local level crisis forecasting and coping mechanisms
and people’s capacity. Such gaps, therefore, generate the need to know about sources of
pastoral vulnerabilities, local indicators of impending stress, social capital, indigenous support
systems, and alternative sources of subsistence during crises. Because improved
understanding of these issues help for risk reduction and for mitigating effects of drought
through strengthening local capacity.

Nowadays, the direction in famine disaster studies has been to view famine primarily as social
rather than natural phenomenon (Blaikie et al., 2004:11,119). However, in Ethiopia the state
and practitioners alike hold the view that famine is caused by climatic events (e.g. drought)®.
But more than three decades have elapsed since such a view has been challenged (Abdul-
Mejidi, 1976; Sen, 1981; Mesfin, 1986, 1991; Webb et al., 1994). There are ample situations
where the occurrence of drought does not necessarily lead to famine. Rather, it is the failure
of social and economic organizations to absorb the shock that leads to famine and chronic
hunger. The sources of disasters are more related to social, economic, political and
environmental processes than the vagaries of nature (Blaikie et al., 2004).

In Ethiopia the resource poor farming and pastoral communities are forced to live under
constant vulnerability to famine, chronic hunger, dislocation and material losses. Their
vulnerability to famine is not caused primarily by climatic events, but by various forces that
shape the ability of peasants and pastoralists to produce and develop. For instance, the 1973-
1974 famine was notable in the north-eastern and southern parts of Ethiopia. According to

%In fact the role of drought in Ethiopian famines is high, but mainly as triggering factor. The underlying factors
for persistent famines are rooted in socio-political processes (political systems, ‘exploitation”) in which silence
or late action was envisaged be it either due to lack of information/competency or deliberate action of the then
governments. There are some evidences (especially about 1984 famine politics, see Clay, 1991:160&169; Watts,
1991:48-49; Mesfin, 1986:25, and 115-116; Devereux, 2000: 22; Devereux et al., 2002:4) that the two severe
famines of 1973/74 and 1984/85 occurred primary due to silence or inaction of the then Ethiopian governments
and very late international community action, both of which actions were driven by political considerations.



Sen, famine occurred then regardless of reduction of food production and no/little price
increase (Sen, 1981). Thus Sen related the 1973-74 famine to excessive entitlement failures of
various farm and pastoral populations.

Regarding pastoralists that were stricken by famine, Sen and other authors further argued that
the pastoral communities of the north-east and southern parts of the country were not merely
affected by drought but also by expansion of commercial agriculture, dislocation from
traditional dry season grazing lands and unfavourable terms of trade of animals for grains
(Sen, 1981; Ali, 1997). These factors that had been induced mainly by external forces
heightened the impacts of drought by threatening the capacity of pastoral community to cope
with consequences of the drought. This implies that vulnerability can be created by various
factors, and natural risks are reinforced and lead to a disaster at the end.

While looking at the history of droughts in lowland areas of Ethiopia, climatic extremes or
shocks have been the expected features of arid and semi-arid areas. The local people also
learn from past events and current situations about the frequency and the likely consequences
of various shocks, notably drought. Thus, the local people do not sit and wait for death to
come. Rather they tend to reshape their livelihood systems to buffer against potential
catastrophic events. They prepare themselves with all means at their disposal and with
whatever any external opportunity is available.

However, livelihood systems, and communities/socio-economic groups vary in their capacity
to prepare, and cope or recover from the aftermath. Therefore, in the current literature (e.g.
Ribot et al., 1996:1) various questions have been raised: Why are some livelihood systems
and socio-economic groups more vulnerable than others? Why are they less able to prepare
for or recover from? What shapes their exposure to disasters and resilience? What shapes their
vulnerability in the face of recurrent crises? In the light of the aforementioned general
questions, this study tries to investigate the relationships between recurrent famine (food
crisis) and Afar pastoralists’ vulnerability, and the evolving coping strategies and adaptation
systems they have pursued.

1.3.2. Statement of the Problem

Studies on pastoralists’ vulnerability to famine have been very limited in Ethiopia, and even
the existing ones focused on either climatic events or adaptation or on external responses.
Apart from lack of adequate treatment of vulnerability analysis in the face of recurrent crisis,
previous studies failed to integrate the three issues together (i.e. process of vulnerability,
indigenous adaptations and external responses). The author argues that the problem of
recurrent famine/chronic hunger, which has taken up permanent residence in Ethiopia since
the 1980s persists, and the vulnerability of pastoral societies is increasing over time. Thus
improved understanding of the underlying factors for persistence of food crisis is significant
for strengthening public action in risk reduction. Moreover, given the recurrent nature of
drought-related famines (food crises), it is imperative to investigate indigenous responses or
adaptive mechanisms that are adopted by pastoralists. While this is related to local adaptive
mechanisms, it is also equally crucial to look at the external responses and assess the degree
to which they are based on local specific situations, indigenous knowledge system, and their



responsiveness to local needs. In brief, the basic issues of pastoral areas worth investigating
include trends and changes in livelihood systems of pastoralists; historical process of
pastoralists’ vulnerability and their resilience to shocks; and external responses to persistent
famines and food crises.

1.3.3. Hypotheses

This study is not primarily focusing on theoretical aspects. Rather it is an empirical study but
grounded on the current theoretical debates focusing on social vulnerability factors, which
have not been given adequate attention in disaster studies. Given the background to the
research problem, the present research is guided by the following working hypotheses:

1. The severity and frequency of drought is increasing in the pastoral community. In
spite of efforts made so far, vulnerability to food crisis/famine has increased
primarily caused by changes in the natural environment and by external pressures
namely social, economic and political processes and conflicts.

il. The frequency and the likely consequences of extreme events are not new
phenomena to the pastoralists who experienced them in the past four to five
decades. Thus pastoral communities have been constantly reshaping their
livelihood systems, modes of adaptation and coping strategies to buffer against
risks or survive crises.

iil. Though pastoral communities and households have their own risk perceptions, and
indigenous adaptive and coping strategies that have evolved in the face of
environmental changes, extreme events and livelihood shocks, external actors have
not yet incorporated or utilized or anchored in the indigenous early warning
systems and coping strategies due to communication barriers between them and
the local actors.

14 Scope and Objective of the study

Previous studies took up aspects of pastoralism as their main focus. This study draws on
comprehensive framework or perspective of social vulnerability whereby underlying
vulnerability factors, modes of adaptation, and coping strategies or communities’ resilience
can be better captured. The central tenet of this study is that the pastoral communities’
vulnerability has been increasing primarily due to socio-political processes, mounting
resource and ethnic conflicts, environmental pressures and external encroachments.
Consequently pastoralists have been responding by reshaping their livelihood systems,
adaptive responses and strategies. These modes of adaptation in turn have led to changes in
resource management systems; pastoral mobility, way of life and settlement patterns, social
institutions, etc. Therefore, this study aims at understanding and explaining such changes
which have resulted from multiple causes and processes taking place at different levels.

The time framework for the study covers the past four to five decades and present. This is
because it has been during these decades and now that the Afar pastoralists have been
experiencing more external pressures and extreme natural events. Accordingly the study



attempts to record and analyze historical processes, and events (disasters, conflicts, disease
outbreaks, external interventions, environmental changes, etc.) that have occurred in the study
community.

Based on the research problem stated in section 1.3.2, this study has the following specific
objectives:

i. To investigate the livelihood systems of the study community.

ii. To explore the root causes of vulnerability to famine/food crises, and examining how
they are perceived at local level.

iii. To identify local peoples’ adaptive responses and coping strategies and investigate
their trends.

iv. To explore traditional early warning systems and risk communication in the study
community.

v. To analyze vulnerability factors, and responses of communities to extreme events and
external pressures.

vi. To discern ideas that could serve for improving risk reduction strategies.

1.5 Definitions of Concepts, Conceptual Framework /Approach of the Study

1.5.1 Conceptual Framework /Approach

In Chapter 2, a general review of theories, theoretical concepts and frameworks used in
disaster studies and vulnerability researches has been provided. Drawing on this literature
review, this section presents the approach to the present study and the operational definitions
of concepts.

In Chapter 2, I have also discussed the existing “theories” of famine causation and other
related frameworks/models. These include neo-Malthusian, environmental ‘supply side’
explanations, economic theories and the political-economy approach. Each of these
approaches is described in section 2.4 of Chapter 2. In the light of arguments established in
the research problem in section 1.3 above, this study has adopted a broad theoretical
orientation (i.e. political economy) which considers socio-political processes in its arguments
for vulnerability of societies or social groups. Therefore, this research has attempted to
examine social, political, and environmental processes and extreme events that create
vulnerability to famines/food crisis in the study community. At the centre of the discussion
are also natural risk (drought) and conflict; livelihoods; local resources and access; social
structure (relation between individuals and groups); social capitals (networks, trust, transfers);
state-society relations (government views, attitudes and policy to towards pastoralists);
perspectives of external interventions towards pastoralists and their livelihoods; local people’s
attitudes towards external actors and local formal leadership (governance). Key concepts
used in this study are defined in section below.



1.5.2 Definitions of Concepts

i. Vulnerability: As indicated in section 1.1, the concept of vulnerability has been an
important analytical tool to understand underlying causes leading to disaster. It has emerged
from researches on disasters, with a view of putting emphasis on social dimension of disasters
and trying to explain the socially differentiated vulnerability to disaster. In the area of disaster
response, the current direction is also from the ‘culture of reaction’ to ‘prevention’. Thus the
first step for moving towards potential responses and durable policy has to be analysis of
vulnerability which helps trace the root causes of disasters. Accordingly, in this study the
concept of vulnerability is used to understand pastoral communities’ vulnerability to famine
crisis and their responses.

Various writers and users have defined vulnerability in very many ways by focusing on
households’ or groups’ or social systems’ proneness to a certain shock or crisis (see box 2.3 in
Chapter 2). For the purpose of the current research vulnerability is defined in terms of
households’ and communities’ exposure to famine crisis, and insufficient capability to avoid
drought risk or rebound from the consequences of the crisis.

ii. Coping strategy: People/social groups at risk or ‘disaster victims’ act within the limits of
their resources (capacity) to cope with adverse events; and resources can be both physical and
social means of gaining livelihoods and access to safety (Blaikie ef al., 2004). Resources may
include labour, land, tools, livestock, cash, jewellery, market, skills, entitlement rights,
claims, networks, etc. Within the limits of their resources people employ a range of strategies
to avoid disasters or survive adverse events. In general terms all coping strategies for adverse
events often consist of actions before, during and after the event. In relation to this Davies
(1996) makes distinction between these actions: as ‘coping strategies’ and ‘adaptive
strategies’. The former are “the bundle of producers’ responses to declining food availability
and entitlements in abnormal seasons or years”, the later means “a permanent change in the
mix of ways in which food is acquired irrespective of the year in question” (Davies, 1996:45;
55). Elabourated theoretical discussion on coping and adaptive strategies is given in section
3.2.3.1 (Chapter 3). In this research coping strategies are defined as local people’s responses
to survive famine or food crisis.

iii. Adaptive capacity/Resilience: Adaptive capacity/response is equivalent to resilience. The
concept of resilience is central to the understating of vulnerability (IISD, 2003:6), as it
considers not only the capacity to respond or to absorb the impacts, but also essential and
non-essential elements of community systems able to adapt and survive the shocks.
Vulnerable people are not simply passive, and they “possess significant capacity as well”
(Blaikie et al., 2004:14; Morrow, 1999 cited in Wisner, 2004:188). The concept of resilience
is an important tool to understand community’s capacity to adapt and survive shocks.
Resilience varies from one social group to the other, and is determined by assets that
communities possess, and services provided by external infrastructures and institutions.
Assets embrace knowledge and labour in a household; physical and financial capital; social
relations and access to natural resources. Services comprise infrastructure, transport and
communication, credit services, markets, emergency relief systems, etc (IISD, 2003). This
indicates that resilience is the characteristics of local asset base and external services or
supports. Social capital and collective action are also property of resilience. In this research



emphasis is given to social capitals/networks which are characteristics of social resilience. For
the purpose of this research resilience/adaptive capacity is defined as ability of social groups
to adapt to trends and shocks absorbing them while maintaining function.

iv. Livelihood: When it comes to the understanding of vulnerability and resilience, the
concept of livelihood” is central and can be subjected to various interpretations. A livelihood
“comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities
required for a means of living. It is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from
stresses and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in future,
while not undermining the natural resource base” (Carney 1998:4). In this definition of
livelihood, assets are central and determine household resilience. Assets are the basis on
which individuals/households and communities can build their livelihoods or use them in
their livelihood activities. In the context of this study livelihood is defined as a means or a
series of activities through which households or groups gain income and meet their basic
needs and it includes the ability to exploit common resources for pastoralism or to farm for
crop cultivation.

1.6 Methodology and Data Collection Instruments
1.6.1 The Study Approach and Units of Data Collection

Communities and households are basic units of study and analysis for development works and
researches. Though communities and households vary enormously according to the
relationships, economic and political factors, they are often used as study units and analytical
tools. This study is mainly a micro level research that considers a pastoral community and
households as sampling units®. It has used both quantitative and qualitative data.

i. Household: Household or family is the basic production and management unit in the study
community. Decision making, labour division, household resource management and
allocation are made at household level. Therefore, information obtained from households is
essential to understand individual and/or group vulnerability, access and control over
productive assets, livelihood strategies and coping mechanisms pursued by pastoral
households. In order to obtain household level information structured household survey was
conducted in selected villages (for data collection questionnaire see appendix 4).

ii. Villages (sub-clan groups)’: They are the next unit in social structure of the study
community. It is a major part of the Afar social and political structure. It is through this
structure that collective action is pursued. Clan group and clan territory are important to
individual members, households and groups in different social, economic and political

7 The livelihood concept, depending on its usage, may embrace the assets mentioned as characteristics of
resilience. But here it is used mainly to elucidate the livelihood systems of households and groups in the study
community, and how the local people view the viability of existing livelihood system in the future given the
environmental changes, and external pressures.

¥ While simple random sampling is applied for selecting household survey interviewees; purposive or judgment
sampling is used for selecting participants of individual and group interviews. Informants were chosen on the
basis of their knowledge, social positions and roles in their community.

? Villages or settlements are mainly organized on the basis of lineage and kinship relations.
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contexts. Therefore, sub-clan groups and villages/settlements are used as unit of data
collection and analysis.

iii. The local formal leadership and staffs of sector offices: Data collection was also made
through group and individual interviews with local leaders and staffs from the sector offices.
These groups and individual informants responded to questions relating to local level
problems, development activities, early warning system, physical infrastructures and services,
clan leadership, inter and intra-clan conflicts, relation with neighbouring ethnic groups, etc.

1.6.2 Data Type and Collection Process

In this research data sources involve both secondary and primary information. While
secondary data are extracted from study reports, government documents, journals and books,
the primary data have been generated through qualitative and quantitative data collection
methods. The primary data are collected at households, community and formal institutions
levels. Household and community are used as the main units of data collection and analysis.
The process of data collection is described in the following paragraphs.

i. Secondary data: This body of data is of two types and provided by government and non-
government organizations, international organizations and research institutes. The first type of
data material on Afar society was obtained from government and non-government agencies.
This body of material included project documents, technical study reports, periodic evaluation
reports, and situations assessment reports, regulations and policies pertinent to pastoral sector
(see ANRS, 2004a, 2004b; World Bank, 2001; MCE, 2002; USAID, 2003; Sharp et a/, 2003;
Melaku, 2000; Tafesse, 2001; Mohammed, 2003; Beruk, 2003; FDRE, 2002a, 2002b). The
second type of data was obtained from empirical researches (sociological and anthropological
ones) done by various scholars on pastoral areas and communities. These materials are
available in published journals and books, theses, and proceedings (see Ayalew, 1997, 2000,
2004; Getachew, 1997, 1999, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2004; Ali, 1996, 1997; Assefa 1995;
Kelemework, 2000; Mitiku et al., 1999; Ayele, 1986; Fekadu et al., 1984; Voelkner, 1974).

The secondary sources were found useful for gaining knowledge on pastoral societies;
grasping theoretical knowledge and acquaintance with debates on pastoralism and pastoral
societies; understand government views and attitudes towards pastoral sector; identifying
research gaps with regard pastoralists’ vulnerabilities; designing the study and the data-
collecting instruments; and supplementing the primary data in addressing research questions.
In general the survey of secondary sources and literatures has provided essential information
on theoretical perspectives and for designing the study. (See references for general
literatures).

ii. Primary data collection: Before launching the actual fieldwork, the researcher made two
types of field visits. The first was made at regional level focusing on the potential research
localities which experienced extreme events (drought, flooding) and socio-economic and
political process (external development interventions and encroachments, conflict, political
instability, militarization, etc). The objective was to have an overview of Afar pastoral
communities in the Afar Regional State. During the first fieldwork regional officials, experts
from sector offices and research institute, and some district administrators were consulted. In
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general the first trip was an environmental assessment whereby issues like socio-economic
development issues, commercial farms, food insecurity, pastoral mobility, settlement pattern,
environmental issues, conflict areas, were looked into. Combining the preliminary knowledge
extracted from secondary sources and the regional level assessment, the second round
fieldwork, which focused on limited areas, was conducted from 25™ August to 8" September
2004. The second round fieldwork covered some parts of zone 3 of the region that has a long
history for commercial farm development, and zone 5 that is located at along the interface
zone between pastoral areas and peasant area. During this fieldwork more time was spent in
zone 5 from which the case study Woreda'® (district) called Telalak was selected and this
study was pursued latter. Then I held five rounds of fieldworks in order to generate both
qualitative and quantitative data from the case study community. In total the data collection
process took six months. While the qualitative data were organized into notes (protocols) ',
the quantitative data were coded and fed into the computer and processed using SPSS
software.

1.6.3 Data collection Instruments

In data collecting, combining several methods and data sources, which some authors called it
“triangulation” (Patton 1990, Babbie, 2001) is crucial as it yields many advantages than single
method could have provided. ‘Triangulation’ refers to “asking different questions, seeking
different sources and using different methods” (Babbie, 2001:277). In this research both
qualitative and quantitative methods and data sources are employed to address the research
problem. The data gathering instruments include focus group interviews, individual interviews
(key informant interviews), household history/life stories, observation and survey interview.
Focus group interviews and individual interviews'> were iterative, i.e. in most rounds of the
fieldwork the “basic process of data gathering, analyzing it, winnowing it and testing”
(Babbie, 2001) has been repeated to come to clear understanding of issues. In the following, a
brief description of the data collection instruments is given.

i. Focus Group Interview: This method has been widely used in generating data. Authors like
Patton (1990) suggest it as advantageous for generating data in homogenous groups of
participants. Therefore, focus group interview was found appropriate as the subjects of study
are homogenous - clan group residing in one district. Clan and sub-clan leaders and individual
clan members were interviewed in various villages or clan settlements. They were asked to
respond to questions relating to causes of famine/food crisis; risks and constraints to
livelihood; coping strategies; traditional early warning systems; local problems, needs and
preferences, priorities, etc. Each group interview was guided by structured checklist, of course
allowing some flexibility in raising questions. Since I used an interpreter'”, I conducted as

"Woreda is a local government administration next to Peasant or Pastoral Administration.

"The qualitative data are organised into seven protocols. (pro-1 with 7 pages; pro-2 with 63 pages; pro-3 with 53
pages; pro-4 with 51 pages; pro-5 with 151 pages; pro-6 with 17 pages and pro-7 with 61 pages). Likewise the
quantitative data is organized and converted into descriptive statistics (frequency, percentages, averages, etc).

"2 Focus group and individual interviews were also conducted in neighbouring non-Afar communities in 