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1. Introduction and background

Western Oromiya (Jimma, Ilubabor and Wellega Zones) is one of the surplus producing areas of Ethiopia. In the past years, farmers have used farm inputs extensively, however due to the cereal market price disruption of the past two years, input use has drastically diminished. The livelihood in these zones is mixed farming: crop (both food and cash) and livestock production. Main crops grown in these zones include: maize, sorghum, teff, coffee, noug (niger seed), barley, wheat and millet. 

The objective of the mission was to undertake a quick overall assessment of the expected meher production for 2002 in Jimma, Ilubabor and East Wellega Zones of Oromia Region, and the prospects of food security in 2003. Discussions were held with the regional DPPB, the Zonal Administration who heads the Zonal DPP Committee, Wereda Department of Agriculture and Woreda Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Committees. The assessor visited three weredas of Jimma (Kersa, Seka Chokorsa and Sokoru), two weredas of Ilubabor (Bedele and Gore) and four weredas of East Wellega Zone (Guto Wayu, Jimma Ganat, Amuru and Jarte) with the assistance of experts from the respective weredas visited. Field visits and window-observations transect walks and interviews with farmers, development agents and officials were also used for the assessment. 

2. Assessment results

Weather Conditions

This year’s belg and meher rains were inadequate and ill distributed in the visited zones. The onset was late by one up to two months. Furthermore, after the onset, farmers and zonal experts reported the distribution of the rains to be erratic and inadequate in amount in most places. In some instances there was more than ten days of intermittent cessation of rains subjecting crops to moisture stress. In July and August most of the weredas visited hardly received rain. Furthermore, torrential downpours, hailstorms, strong winds and floods lead to the destruction of crops. Highlands of Horro and Abe Dongoro Weredas of East Wellega Zone had experienced severe flood/run off damages that washed away crop fields. It was also reported and observed that pocket areas of Sokoru (Jimma Zone), Gore, Mettu, and Bedele (Ilubabor Zone), Guto Wayu, Jarte, Amuru, Jimma Raree, Jimma Arjo and Guduru (East Wellega Zone) weredas were hit by hailstorm at different times and crops were damaged anticipating certain reduction of harvest from maize, field beans and peas damaged at seed setting stage. However, no quantitative information was yet available from the weredas visited. 

In general the visited areas need to receive rains at least up to the end of October to get ensure good harvest. Among the weredas highly affected by prolonged dry spell after the onset are Sokoru, Bedele, Amuru, Jarte and Jimma Raree Weredas. Especially, Amuru and Jarte weredas of East Wellega Zone were dry and dusty at the time of the mission. These dry sceneries worried farmers in terms of expected production. 

Crop production and prospects

Normally, maize and sorghum are planted in the April. But this year, delayed rains lead to long cycle crops being planted at the end of May and June in most places. Late planting forced overlapping of agriculture activities and forced substituting long to short cycle crops (largely in Guto Wayu, Amuru, Jarte and Sokoru weredas). This substitution will greatly influence the annual crop production and diminish the total harvest in the region. Unless the rains extend, at least up to the end of October, in most areas and up to mid-November in some places, like Amuru and Jarte weredas, there will be a major crop failure. Unfortunately, based on their experience most farmers reported the unlikely situation of getting rains after October. Also, the intermittent dry spells and late planting favoured incidence of insect pests, mainly maize stalk borer that could contribute to further yield reduction. Furthermore, the extended dry spell in July/August cancelled out the planting of meher crops, mainly teff, which further supplement the total production.

 Another important production constraint observed mainly in East Wellega Zone is the invasion of a recently introduced exotic weed Raphinus raphinus locally known as goommanee (Afaan Oromo). It invades and infests almost all kinds of crops (cereals, pulses, vegetables and oil crops) and farmlands. The fact that most farmers had been using chemical fertilizers and herbicides contributed to better manage and control the pest/weed in previous years. But as farmers have significantly reduced use of improved farm inputs (in Sokoru, Wayu Guto, Amuru and Jarte weredas it was reported that farm inputs utilisation had dropped by more than 50% compared to 2001) including herbicides, the new weed got an opportunity of being unchecked and expands extensively and rapidly. The expansion of this weed is accompanied by the development of a similar exotic weed Parthenium hysterophorus (Faramsisaa in Afaan Oromo), which is not only probably the fastest invader in almost all parts of the country but also has allergic effects on human being.

Livestock Situation 

In Ilubabor and East Wellega Zones the physical conditions of livestock was poor. It was common to see emaciated and weakened animals. This was due to delayed rains and prolonged dry spell slowing down grass and fodder regeneration. Furthermore, agriculture offices at wereda levels reported expansion of endemic livestock diseases like Foot-and-Mouth (FMD), lumpy skin disease, pasteurellosis, blackleg and trypanosomiasis in Shabe area of Seka Chokorsa wereda in Jimma Zone and in Jarte Wereda of East Wellega Zone. No outbreak of epidemic disease was reported. 

Human Health Condition

No special health related problem was reported other than malaria. But in 3 PAs of Jimma Arjo and Leka Dulacha Weredas of East Wellega Zone unknown/not yet identified human disease was reported by the Zonal Department of Health. The disease looks like ergotism and amputates hand and foot limbs of people. According to the Zone Department of Health Officials based in Nekemte, 74 cases were reported (one death) from both weredas and samples were taken for laboratory examination, but no report was ready as yet.  

Market Conditions

Verbal reports from farmers and grass root experts generally indicate that grain prices, mainly for maize and sorghum, have risen since June and July. But since no significant grain/stocks are currently in possession of farmers/producers, farmers could not benefit of the price increment. In Jimma Ganat wereda the price of maize hiked to 70-75 Birr in September. An increasing trend was reported in the case of livestock prices, apparently due to the events of holidays like the local New Year and Meskel Holidays demanding slaughtering of many animals. 

Food security prospects

Long cycle crops, maize and sorghum, do cover the lion’s share of food needs of the region in terms of annual production. Unfortunately, the delay in planting of these crops due to the delayed onset of the rains necessitates extension of rains at least up to the end of October in most places and up to mid-November in some places like Bedele, Amuru and Jarte Weredas. From experience, farmers and local experts are worried of adversities (mainly hailstorms) expected in October. According to agricultural offices, poor productivity aggravated by reduced use of farm inputs, due to poor grain prices as opposed to the escalating prices of improved seeds and fertilisers, has also contributed to the anticipated reduction in crop production in the region. The biggest worry in the western part of the region is that if the rains finish before the stated months, serious humanitarian crisis will emerge in the zones visited. Coffee production, which is the main cash crop contributing significantly to the local and national economy, is not as good as last year due to over bearing/over production of the mother trees which triggers low harvest after every over bearing. The fact that the western parts of the country will not expected to produce the normal surpluses is the biggest worry both at national and farming community level.

Conclusion and recommendations

Compared to last year, in order to assess the situation, an information gap was observed between the early warning and disaster management entities at zonal and wereda level. According to zonal and wereda officials, this information gap emerged from the current total removal of technical organizations like BOA (Bureau of Agriculture) and NRDEPA (Natural Resources Development and Environment Protection Authority) and DPPD (Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Department) at zonal level in association with the decentralisation programme being practiced in the country. Wereda officials lack experience and basic facilities required to contact directly regional level bureaus of their respective departments. This is compounded with the delayed budget constraints allocation and utilisation at wereda level, and the lack of transport and communication facilities (for example Amuru and Jimma Ganat weredas of East Wellega zone do not even have chairs and tables to sit on, and experts had to use the chairs turn by turn). 

In general, the communication chain between the Zone and weredas is almost cut. No one is responsible to emergency situations at zonal level in all the visited areas of the region. Hence, there were big information gaps on the overall situation of the zones. Unless, one visits all weredas - which is difficult and an unwise way of conducting situation assessment - it is not possible to obtain an overall situation of the zones, and prioritise activities. 

At this point in time there is no an immediate emergency situation in the visited zones. Nevertheless, should the rains fail to continue up to the end of October, the areas might face the worst scenario which is complete failure of both belg and meher season crops. Unfortunately, however, from past experience farmers were hoping but not really expecting the unlikely possibility of the rains to extend up to mid-November. Conducting close monitoring of the overall situation in the visited Zones is indispensable. 
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