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Lack of rain and recent fighting over grazing land and water between Afar and Kereyus, Ittu and Issa make survival more difficult for pastoralists in Afar and Oromiya regions. Particularly hard hit are Awash Fentale woreda in Afar Region and Fentale woreda in Oromiya Region. Cattle and even the more drought resistant camels started dying. Luckily no malnutrition has been reported yet. Recent news reports claiming Ethiopians are starving contain inaccurate information. Nevertheless, people will face serious problems in the next few weeks if they are not addressed quickly and efficiently.   

Twenty camel and cattle carcasses were observed near the hot springs in the Awash National Park and towards the “Aware Malka” State Farm in the back of “Fentale“ mountain. People in both woredas have started to move. In Fentale Awash woreda only 500 people are left out of a settlement that usually accommodates 2,000 people. A quarter of these people went to urban areas especially Awash town or tried to find work in the various commercial farms along Awash River. The remaining 1,000 herders left the area with their livestock.

The most important reason for the crisis in Afar Region and surroundings are the various long-standing conflicts over resources among the Afar, the Issa, the Kereyu, and the Ittu. These conflicts forced pastoralists to change their usual migration patterns and most importantly were denied access to traditional water points and wells and grazing areas. Present negotiations between elders of the various clashing groups were unable to arrive at a resolution.

On top of this rather complex conflict situation, rains have now been delayed by more than two weeks all over Afar Region. The Ethiopia News Network on Food Security reported that the late start and slightly earlier withdrawal of the main karma rainy season (mid-July to mid-September), the absence of the dadaa rains in October and November in 2001 has resulted into an extended dry season putting pressure on the limited available pasture and water resources in Afar Region. 

Accordingly, the minor sugum rainy season (March-May) was below normal. In determining further developments in terms of food security in the Afar Region the coming karma rains will be critical. FEWS reported that the weather forecast for northeastern Ethiopia including Afar for the upcoming three months until the end of September does not look very promising because rains could be much delayed or below normal or both. Even if rains arrive in a couple of weeks, it is very unlikely that the weak animals will survive excessive moisture stress, a phenomenon well known from the Somali Region drought in 1999 and 2000.

The Kereyu pastoralists cope by cutting grass and sugar cane tops around the Metehara sugar cane plantation in Fentale woreda of Oromyia Region to feed livestock. In Awash Fentale woreda of Afar Region the Afar are facing a three month shortage of cow milk and now use sugar mixed with coffee shells and milk powder. Camel milk is also insufficient. Traditional migration patterns to cope with scarce resources such as grazing and water during the dry season failed due to conflicts that restricted movements of livestock and people.

A DPPC led multi agency assessment team is currently assessing needs in all belg and pastoral areas paying special attention to areas of concern such as the Afar Region. They will also be looking at areas that under the DPPC Assistance Requirements for 2002 did not require assistance. In addition, a team of experts has been sent to collect recent and more accurate data. In response to current needs the DPPC is sending grain and supplementary food to assist 32,000 new beneficiaries in Fentale woreda in Oromiya region and 32,000 in Afar region while still providing assistance to 225,000 existing beneficiaries in Afar.

The UN is waiting for the return of these assessment teams early next week in order to get an updated picture of the situation. In the meantime, the UN held an emergency meeting on Friday 5 July with key stakeholders from the UN, government, donor and NGO community to exchange information and provide a current overview. 

As a result of the meeting various suggestions were proposed to address the crisis. Among these, non-food proposals to improve livestock conditions such as destocking approaches, selected animal feeding for breeding stock, animal health interventions, water tankering and Birket (traditional underground water tank) constructions were suggested. Longer-term initiatives could focus on improving early warning capacity similar to what is being done for Somali Region and conflict resolution among the various warring parties. Donors are urged to support these non-food initiatives and implementing agencies such as NGOs and other organizations active in these areas.  
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For further information contact Dr. Fancois Piguet at the UN-EUE Tel. 444411, Dr. Kassaye Hadgu at FAO Tel. 515188, Angela Walker at UNICEF Tel. 444400 or at the DPPC Ato Mesfin Sheferaw Tel. 152395 or Ato Teshome Erkineh Tel. 158236. �� 
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