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Fewer surpluses in Gojam and Awi and Severe shortages in lowland areas of Abaye River Gorge 

Assessment Mission: 13-20 October 2002

PRIVATE 
By Hugo Rämi, UN-Emergencies Unit for Ethiopia
1 Introduction and background

Most of the woredas of Eastern Gojam (14 woredas), Western Gojam (11) and Awi (five) have good to very good agricultural potential. In “normal” years these three zones produce substantial surpluses that are sold to other regions and are important for the food supply of the country as a whole. In times like now when drought strikes and famine threatens, the urban centres as well as the other more unfortunate parts of the country depend to a large extent on food shipments from these areas for survival, more then they already do in good years. 

This increased dependency is particularly true since some of the major donors prefer to purchase food aid locally with the intention to boost the local economies and agriculture of productive areas, instead of simply importing surpluses from abroad which can have detrimental effects on agricultural production and the livelihood of farmers in Ethiopia (Guinand, 2002). 


The vast surplus producing expanses of Gojam and Awi are mostly flat and relatively fertile midlands (woyna dega). Their main products are teff, wheat, maize, barley, oat and sorghum. Pulses (chickpeas, beans, haricot beans, niger seed for oil production) are impor-tant for double cropping or as substitutes when rains are delayed and long cycle crops cannot be planted or fail.  

Of all the three zones only four woredas are chronically food insecure and receive food aid, all of them in East Gojam (Enarji Enawga, Gonchasisso Enessie, Enessie Sar Midir and Shebel Berenta). The affected kebeles are situated in the lowlands (kolla) along the Abaye River Gorge and are extremely depleted, deforested and eroded. Products in these areas are mainly sorghum and maize, long cycle crops that require repeated periods of rain over several months. Pulses like chickpeas, which can survive with residual moisture are planted as substitutes during drought and are thus important for survival in times of crises. 

While livestock constitutes a major economic factor in many of the surplus producing areas, it only plays a minor role in the lowlands. This reduces the possibilities to cope in the food insecure areas should crises arise. 

No outright food insecure areas are known in Western Gojam or Awi where the woredas predominantly produce more than they consume. Four highland woredas of W-Gojam though have become vulnerable over the last couple of years but did not need or receive food aid so far (Sekala, Quarit, Dega Damot, Jawi). The problems of these woredas nevertheless are growing year by year. Reasons are the uncontrolled population growth and related causes, unsuitable and unsustainable agricultural practices in steep areas and depletion of the environment. This combined with frequent hailstorms and torrential rains during the wet season yearly increases the loss of arable land and may lead to chronic food insecurity in the long run if the issues are not addressed.

The mission’s objective was to conduct a rapid assessment of the state of the rains and food production in the area in order to get an overall impression of the extent of which surpluses can be harvested this year. Addressed were also humanitarian issues in the problem areas mentioned above. Information was obtained through field visits, interviews with experts from DPPC, BoA, NGO’s, woreda officials, farmers and traders. 

2 Delayed rains cause partial shift from long to short cycle crops in East Gojam: less yield per hectare expected   

Almost everywhere in the three zones of eastern and western Gojam and Awi the kiremt rains were delayed by about three to four weeks this year. Rains also varied widely from woreda to woreda. Some areas, mainly the northern part of East Gojam and almost all of West Gojam and Awi received good rains as late as last week. There, good harvests are expected but in relative terms only. Deficits in potential crop harvests, which are not related to climatic conditions, are caused by problems with credit availability, input use and formerly low cereals prices, especially for maize (see Chapter 3). 

The woredas in the southern part of East Gojam received insufficient precipitation and sometimes had no more rains since mid September. This has a negative impact on the performance of crops and their yields. In many places local varieties of wheat were planted as a second crop after harvesting barley, chickpeas or teff. To perform, the local wheat planted requires additional rainfall, which at the time of the assessment seemed uncertain. 

Severe problems face the four lowland woredas along the Abaye River Gorge (Enarji Enawga, Gonchasisso Enessie, Enessie Sar Midir and Shebel Berenta). These areas received only insignificant rainfall in late June and mid July followed by a drought which resulted in almost total loss of harvest (see also section 2.1) 

For the surplus producing areas of Gojam and Awi more important than the amount though was the timing of the rains. The delay has compromised land preparation for the Meher season all over the region. Farmers in the surplus producing midland (woyna dega) areas as well as those in the critical lowlands (kolla) were forced to plant short cycle crops such as teff, wheat and barley or pulses (mainly chickpeas), where they otherwise would have planted maize and to some extent sorghum. 

This shift has a substantial impact on the size of the total harvest. Although teff is the main crop of choice by most farmers in the midlands, there is still a sizable hectare-age planted to maize under normal conditions. Under good conditions and with adequate agricultural inputs maize yields 4.5 MT per hectare whereas teff yields only 1.5 MT, barley 1.7 MT and wheat 2.3 MT per hectare (BoA of Mota in Julet iju Enessie woreda). A shortfall in the overall production in terms of tonnage must therefore be expected.  

To some extent the shift from long to short cycle crops was compensated with double cropping – chickpeas and other pulses planted immediately after harvesting wheat or teff – normally done at the end of August and beginning of September. 

In the best performing surplus-producing woreda, Hulet iju Enessie (capital Mota) for example, the maize growing area was reduced from a planned 7000 hectares to only 5000 hectares. Nevertheless due to good and prolonged rainfall in this area double cropping is expected to almost compensate the loss created by the shift from long to short cycles according to the Bureau of Agriculture (BoA) in Mota.  Like in previous years close to 50,000 MT in surpluses are expected. Some of them (maize) could be used for relief purposes in the drought-hit areas nearby in the Abaye River Gorge (see recommendations). 

In many of the other areas the shortfall will be significant but not only due to the shift from long to short cycle crops, but also as a result of the debt crises which impacted in a dramatic decline in agricultural inputs (see chapter 3). In Awi the production of maize has declined more due to the low maize prices of last year than because of the delay in rainfall according to the BoA in Injibara.  

2.1 Serious drought creates crises and causes deaths along the Abaye River Gorge

The chronically food insecure kebeles of the woredas in East Gojam along the Abaye River Gorge received totally insufficient rains for crop production this season. In the 23 lowland kebeles of Enessie Sar Midir-woreda for example it rained only from the 3rd week of July until the 2nd week of August. The main crops maize, sorghum, wheat and teff failed completely, where planted. Whatever grew was fed to livestock. Even the drought resistant chickpeas wilted without producing any seeds. Farmers complained that all their crops were completely destroyed. A 100 percent failure of crops was also confirmed by the BoA in Mertule Maryam and Agriservice Ethiopia an NGO working in the area. According to farmers interviewed in the Gorge a lot of donkeys died with bloated bellies and people started eating wild food such as “Awot” (Solanium nigrum) leaves, which were last eaten during the drought of 1984. When S. nigrum leaves are consumed regularly and several times a week they cause stomachache and worse.
 Neighbours were also reported to have died due to weakness and draught related diseases.

While some people still have stocks for a couple of weeks, the survival of most already depends on timely delivery of food aid. In eight kebeles randomly studied, 2100 livestock deaths were reported and 64 people were assumed to have died due to draught related causes according to the DPPB in Mertule Maryam. The overall number must be higher for the entire area, but so far no detailed figures are available. A problem poses difficult access to the area.

As of now 20,504 people received about 1000 MT of food aid. The September ration arrived at the beginning of October, but has not yet been distributed. So far, food aid for approximately 50,000 people is lacking.

DPPB officials in Mertule Maryam reported that of the entire lowland population of 90,630 people at present a total of 70,926 persons are in need of an estimated 6710 MT of food aid. DPPB and the BoA in Mertule Maryam as well as Agriservice Ethiopia confirm that the affected population in Enessie Sar Midir woreda will need support until the end of the next Meher season! 

In order to reach the most needy, the woreda and kebele authorities have reassessed the household assets in the affected kebeles and the beneficiaries were retargeted. The zonal DPPC has been informed of the situation and requests for a continuation and expansion of food aid has been made, but so far no response has been received.  

The coping mechanisms of the affected population are extremely limited. Livestock, which could be sold, accounts for only 20 percent of the average household income. Another problem is the condition of the livestock such as cattle, donkeys and goats. Most of them are too week to climb the steep gorge to be sold at the market of Mertule Maryam. The making of charcoal is out of the question since the gorge is already denuded, one of the causes for the chronic food insecurity. The slopes are eroded, most of the topsoil was washed away and the remains are thin and sandy. Even if the rains were more abundant, the moisture retention and fertility of the ground would not be sufficient to produce enough crops to feed the population.

2.2 Demands for resettlement & spontaneous migration 

According to the woreda administration the entire population would like to be resettled and permanent out-migration has already started. Last year a recorded 839 people of 560 households left for good. This year the number increased until the end of June alone, to 1863 people, of whom many left with their entire families. Destinations are Southern Wellega, Kafar Zone, Humara and Western Gojam. As in other places the woreda council is awaiting notice from the authorities in Bahir Dar, which are in charge for resettlement.

The situation in Enessie Sar Midir-woreda is representative for all the four critical woredas in the Abaye River Gorge. In Gonchasisso Enefesse woreda the loss of crop in eleven lowland kebeles stands at 85-100%.  Two highland kebeles were affected by hailstorms that destroyed all the potatoes. In this woreda so far 20,800 beneficiaries, all from the lowland, receive food aid, short by about 18,000 beneficiaries. The food aid distributions are regularly two months late. Also in this woreda many people want to migrate according to the woreda authorities. 

2.3 Western Gojam highlands face disaster 

While the situation in the four vulnerable woredas of Western Gojam (Sekala, Quarit, Dega Damot, Jawi) is not yet as severe as in the Abaye River Gorge, it is getting worse year by year. As explained in the introduction, population pressure is responsible for increased settlement and agricultural activities in unsuitable places, which is not sustainable. In June torrential rains caused flooding and landslides in nine kebeles in Sekala and neighbouring woredas. They covered or completely washed away more than 1200 hectares of planted land and destroyed about 8600 quintals of harvest (potatoes, barley, wheat, beans). One person and more than a hundred animals died. The DPPC desk head in Gish Abay requested food aid for approximately 1500 households, but no assistance was given. People cope with migrant labour and the sale of livestock. Kebele officials claimed that the assets of some people will be depleted within one to two months. 

In Gish Abay, where agricultural labour previously used to be uncommon, the price for a days salary dropped to 4 ETB/day. Woreda authorities received hundreds of requests for resettlement. The petitioners have even identified kebele Shindi of Agew Awi Zone as a potential and preferred resettlement site.          

3 Less production due to debt crises and unsound repayment requirements

Major problems for food production in Gojam as elsewhere in the country are caused by the failure of the agricultural extension package and the heavy indebtedness of farmers due to low cereal prices last year (Piguet & Rämi, 2002). 

A regulation proclaimed by the Regional Rural Development Bureau in Bahir Dar requires all kebeles that they repay at least 85 percent of their debts encountered with the agricultural extension package in order to be eligible to receive new credits for the purchase of fertilizers and seeds. In practice that meant that kebeles, where less than 85% of farmers repaid their individual credits, were penalized collectively. In other words: all the farmers in a given kebele did not receive new credits, irrespective whether the individual farmer had repaid his credit or not. Farmers who did repay their credits but despite this did not get a new agricultural package also had no more means to buy from other sources in the private sector because now they were lacking the necessary cash.   

In contrast many farmers who did not repay their credits were able to buy fertilizers on cash bases. Some farmers we interviewed confirmed that they were deliberately waiting with their debt repayments. When it became apparent that the kebele as a whole was not able to comply with the 85% rule, they decided not to repay their debts and purchased inputs for cash on the market instead. 

According to Dr. Ato Abera, Deputy Head of the Rural Development Bureau in Bahir Dar, it was never intended that farmers should sell their fixed assets in order to repay their credits. Defaulting individuals nevertheless would be brought to justice.

Task force committees of the Rural Development Bureau at woreda level were supposed to investigate the problem and try to solve individual cases, by extending credits for example. But woreda officials stated that these committees had neither the flexibility nor the authority to do so.  

In general poorer kebeles with less agricultural output were suffering more than highly productive ones. As a result, the gap between productive “rich” kebeles and less productive poor kebeles is growing.

3.1 Fertilizer use declined dramatically, poor kebeles face the brunt of the problem

The 85% rule consequently also resulted in a dramatic decline in agricultural inputs this year. An example: Hulet iju Enessie is the best producing woreda in Eastern Gojam. Here the kebeles repaid 100% of their credits and practically all farmers were able to get new credits for agricultural inputs. Enemay woreda in southern East Gojam in contrast is less productive, drier and experienced an almost total failure of the maize crops this year. Here only 5 kebeles out of 21 were able to repay their credits.

In Hulet iju Enessie-woreda fertilizer consumption remained high and stable. But in Enemay woreda it fell dramatically. Out of 15,211 hectares planted with teff only 2091 hectares used the recommended amounts of DAP und Urea, much less than in previous years according to the BoA.

Overall, fertilizer consumption in Eastern Gojam declined from 24,000 MT in 2001 to 15,000 MT in 2002. Interestingly in 2001 only 15% of the fertilizers were bought cash compared to 33% this year (Source Ambassel Trading, Debre Markos). The use of fertilizers has also declined by about 50% in Western Gojam and Awi. 

3.2 Crop failures elsewhere and higher cereal prices benefit some surplus producers  
The income of the individual surplus producing farmer is affected by several factors such as the cost of inputs and if necessary labor, the price of cereals in the market and the yield of the crops. Except for teff, which rose only by about 20 percent this year (from 150 ETB in Oct 2001 to 190 ETB in Sept 2002), cereal prices have raised sharply in the Gojam area compared to last year. Wheat (50 ETB to 150 ETB) and sorghum (50 ETB to 135 ETB) rose by more than 100 percent, maize doubled in price (45 ETB to 90 ETB). 

This increase in price is mainly a result of short supply in the country as a whole and not caused by less production in the Gojam area (BoA Debre Markos), where food supplies are plentiful in the surplus producing areas. As a matter of fact, many farmers the UN-EUE mission met along the road and in market places, reported that they are selling remaining stocks of last years harvest in anticipation of a good harvest ahead. In the income of the individual surplus producer the higher prices presently somehow balance the reduction in output. Despite the problems caused by the delayed rains, some surplus farmers in Gojam benefit from the current situation. The majority though still suffers from the problems caused by credits and low cereal prices of previous years, and the loss of personal assets and wealth that went with it.    
4     Conclusions and recommended actions

Despite the unfavourable weather conditions at the beginning of this meher season in most of Gojam and Awi a relatively good harvest can be expected due to good and mostly sufficient rains in much of the area. Surpluses are likely to be produced in most of the traditionally surplus producing woredas, but clearly less than the weather conditions would have provided for. A significant reduction in surplus production is the result of: A) a partial shift from long to short cycle crops due to weather and B) unsound debt repayment regulations which, together with the after effects of last years drop in cereal prices, led to a sharp decline in the use of agricultural inputs. 

In order to brake the vicious cycle of debt and agricultural underperformance ways must be found by which surplus-producing farmers in one way or another are subsidised. The increased local purchase of food aid is one such way. Collective punishment for failed debt repayment is detrimental to production and must be abolished. Market conditions must be created in which farmers are benefiting from higher production and nut suffer from it due to oversupply, racketeering or lack of market opportunities.     

While the overall conditions in the surplus producing areas are predominantly good and stable, the situation in the four critical woredas in the Abaye River Gorge deteriorated completely this meher season. The number of people in dire need of food aid has increased sharply and it is imperative that the food aid is proportionately increased and maintained as long as needed. Food aid should be purchased as much as possible in the surplus producing woredas nearby in order to reduce cost and delays in shipment.

In the vulnerable areas of Western Gojam the long-term survival of the population in critical areas is less than certain if appropriate measures are not taken. Population growth and inherent depletion of natural resources already lead to an increase in natural disasters of which the root causes are man made. Should the process of growth and destruction continue, the problems will become chronic in nature and Ethiopia will have to put thousands of farmers more on the list of semi-permanent food aid-beneficiaries. Food aid cannot replace strong and effective family planning policies and other sustainable development programmes. 

The call for resettlement must be taken seriously. A lack of communication between decision makers, planners and the affected population is obvious and leads to insecurity and spontaneous migration born out of desolation, creating problems elsewhere.
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Annex

Abbreviations

DPPC



Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission (Federal 

 



Government level)

DPPB
   


Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Bureau (Regional level)

DPPD



Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Department (Zonal level)

ETB



Ethiopian Birr

NGO



Non-Governmental-Organisation

UN-EUE


United Nations Emergencies Unit for Ethiopia

WFP



World Food Programme

MT



Metric ton
Glossary

dega
Expression for one of the altitudinal agroecological belts in Ethiopia. In Tigray between 2500 to > 3400 m a.s.l.

kebele

Smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia

kolla
Expression for one of the altitudinal agroecological belts in Ethiopia. In Tigray between ~1400 to ~1800 m a.s.l.

tabia 

is the Tigrigna language name for 'kebele' that is the smallest administrative unit of the

Ethiopian Federal Government.

woreda

Local administrative unit

weyna dega
Expression for one of the altitudinal agroecological belts in Ethiopia. In Tigray between ~1800 to ~2400 m a.s.l.

quintal
Ethiopian measuring unit: 1 quintal equals 100kg

Glossary of important meteorological and seasonal terms used for Ethiopian highland areas

Meteorological Drought Defined

Drought is a period of insufficient water initiated by reduced precipitation. The impacts of drought on crops and society are critical but not easily quantified. The result is that "drought" does not have a universal definition. "Meteorological drought" is defined as a sustained period of deficient precipitation with a low frequency of occurrence. While crops may be damaged by lack of precipitation and high temperatures in just a few days, such short periods are not considered to be meteorological droughts. A three-month period is defined by the American Meteorological Society to be the shortest period that can be defined as a drought. (Source: The American Meteorological Society) 

Ethiopia's 'Keremt' or 'Meher' Rains Defined

Since Ethiopia and Eritrea are in the tropics, physical conditions and variations in altitude have resulted in a great diversity of climate, soil, and vegetation. Rainfall is seasonal, varying in amount, space, and time. There is a long and heavy summer rain, normally called the big rain or keremt, which falls from June-September. It is followed by the baga hot, dry period from October through February (see below for definition). In some areas there are short and moderate spring rains in March and April known as the little rains or belg. These rainy periods correspond to Ethiopia's primary and secondary agricultural seasons, known as the meher and belg. (Source: FEWS) 

Ethiopia's 'Belg' Rains Defined

In spring, a strong cyclonic centre develops over Ethiopia and Sudan. Winds from the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean highs are drawn towards this centre and blow across central and southern Ethiopia. These moist, easterly and south-easterly winds produce the main rain in south-eastern Ethiopia and the little spring rains to the east central part of the north-western highlands. The little rains of the highlands are known as belg rains, referring to the second most important sowing season of the region. (Source: FEWS) 

Ethiopia's 'Baga' Season Defined

Since Ethiopia is in the tropics, physical conditions and variations in altitude have resulted in a great diversity of climate, soil, and vegetation. Rainfall is seasonal, varying in amount, space, and time. There is a long and heavy summer rain, normally called the big rain or keremt, which falls from June-September. It is followed by the baga hot, dry period from October through February. In some areas there are short and moderate spring rains in March and April known as the little rains or belg. These rainy periods correspond to Ethiopia's primary and secondary agricultural seasons, known as the meher and belg. (Source: FEWS) 
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Wheat harvesting in Gojam (Photo by Hugo Rämi, UN-EUE, October 2002)
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Marketed maize on a local market in Gojam (Photo by Hugo Rämi, UN-EUE, October 2002)





Woman carrying harvested wheat in Gojam (Photo by Hugo Rämi, UN-EUE, October 2002)











� For more details consult UN-EUE’s special web-page on famine food in Ethiopia:  http://www.africa.upenn.edu/faminefood/category2/cat2_Solanium_nigrum.htm 
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