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Introduction and background

North-West Shewa Zone, one of the 12 zones of Oromiya region, is located 120 kms north of Addis Ababa. The zone is divided into 12 weredas (all drought affected) hosting 1,382,686 people (projection from 1994 census). 

Agro-ecologically, the zone is dominated with highlands and midlands (above 1,500 masl). It is one of the 6 belg producing zones of the region. About 20 – 25% of the annual crop production comes from the belg while the remaining balance is from meher production. However, in some weredas the contribution of belg crops could reach over 75% of annual production.

Belg crops grown in the zone include: maize and sorghum (in the lowlands and midlands), teff, wheat, barley and oats in the wet mid-lands and highlands. Meher crops grown include: teff, wheat, barley, field peas, faba beans and oats.

Field reports carried out by the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission (DPPC) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) indicated that for the last 4-6 years, the zone lost belg production mainly due to delayed or total failure of belg rains. In Baraki Alelitu Wereda for example, farmers reported that for the last six years they did not get any or very poor belg harvest due to the same reason.

Recurrent constraints limiting agricultural production in the zone are; delayed belg rains, cessation of rains at flowering stage (in September), frost, water logging in plain areas, land slide (mainly in Wara Jarso, Hidhabu Abote and Yaya Gulale weredas), poor soil fertility and crop pests (cut worm, chaffer grub, grasshopper, aphids and American boll worm) and land shortage (both for cropping and grazing). 

Objective and methodology

This assessment was conducted from 30 August – 5 September 2000, in five weredas (Wara Jarso, Hidhabu Abote, Wuchale Jida, Abichuna Gna’aa and Baraki Alelitu weredas) of North-West Shewa zone of Oromiya region. The objective of the assessment was to assess performance of the main season (kiremt) rains, meher crops and monitor relief assistance undergoing by various organizations and identify gaps (if any) and eventually recommend measures to be taken. 

During the mission, Oromiya Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Bureau, zonal officials, wereda DPP Committee members (including NGOs) and farmers were consulted. Furthermore, field visits and observations were made in order to learn more of the situations in the area. Various relevant reports from zonal DPPD, zonal and wereda Department of Agriculture were also referred to for better understanding of the situation.

Findings of the assessment:

Weather condition

Normally, belg rains start in February and go up to May and then are followed with the kiremt rains which start in June and extend up to September. This year, however, belg rains were delayed by two months, until mid-April. This hindered proper land preparation, and the planting of belg crops and long cycle crops. Furthermore, it contributed to the scarcity of animal feed (both natural grasses and crop residues). 

On the other hand, the onset of main season rains was on time and its distribution good. Nevertheless, in July and August there were hailstorms in Wara Jarso, Hidhabu Abote and Baraki Alelitu weredas in which crops were seriously damaged. Field peas and faba beans were damaged at flowering stage, maize at tasseling stage while barley, wheat and niger oil crops were hit at their early growth stage. In Hidhabu Abote Wereda a storm on 20 August damaged various crops grown on 592.5 hectares (75% damage) owned by some 1,247 farmers. Likewise, in Wara Jarso Wereda a storm around mid-August reportedly demolished 30 houses in Faji Ejerso and Nunu Gondine. Furthermore, in Baraki Alelitu Wereda over 2,000 hectares of crops were damaged as a result of hailstorms on 9 July and 17 August. In the last two weredas the estimated crop damage was reported reaching 75-100%. 

Crop production

As a result of the extended dry spell, area of land planted with belg crops was drastically reduced. At zonal level, for example, the plan was for the planting of 63,861 hectares while only 36,028 hectares of land was prepared of which only 1,577 hectares was actually planted. Furthermore, in Baraki Alelitu Wereda out of 9,454 hectares prepared for belg planting only 185 hectares was planted with various crops.

Generally, performance of meher crops was normal and satisfactory both from farmers point of view and personal observation. During this assessment planting of late crops was still ongoing and was not possible to indicate the total area of land planted with main season crops.

Livestock situation

Generally, the physical condition of livestock is mixed. In Wara Jarso and Hidhabu Abote weredas, animal condition was poor due to the shortage of feed and a significant number of skinny animals were observed. In Abichuna Gna’aa and Baraki Alelitu weredas, livestock condition was good. In the first two weredas, due to a shortage of land, cattle are restrained to graze roadsides, rocky areas and small plots of land in front of houses where the animals were fed crop residues and weeds collected from crop fields. In Wara Jarso and Hidhabu Abote weredas the critical shortage of feed is in the meher season when most farm lands are occupied with food crops; better grazing is available only after crops are harvested. From January to August crop residues are mainly used as feed. 

In these weredas from December to mid-March crop residues and field grazing are used while from mid-March to the end of July there is serious and critical shortage of feed. During the main growing season, from August to September, weeds and farm edges are used as feed sources while October to November conserved hay and natural grasses are used by farmers as a source of feed. In weredas like Abichuna Ga’aa and Baraki Alelitu, in the main rainy season most areas will be waterlogged and unsuitable for planting crops in which case these areas could be used as pasture areas. As most waterlogged areas are used as grazing areas in the zone, the incidence of liver fluke, a parasite attacking the  liver, is another  constraint.

Health and nutrition

No serious health related distress was reported in the weredas visited or from the zonal officials. Nevertheless, malaria, which is an endemic disease in the lowlands of the zone (following the Abay River), had broken out in Wara Jarso Wereda where 20 patients were receiving treatment in their homes.

Market situation

Generally, prices for grain were high while for livestock they were low. This is what is different when grains are supplied to markets internally from the weredas themselves. This time, food grains are mainly supplied to the weredas from external sources than from the weredas themselves. As the physical condition of the animals was poor in some weredas, the animals could not attract good market prices in general.

Water availability and supply

Water availability and supply is more problematic in the lowlands of Hidhabu Abote and Wara Jarso weredas where in the dry season women have to fetch potable water and men take their animals to long distances in search of water.

Coping methods

Wage labor (mostly weeding, harvesting and looking after animals for someone being paid Birr 100 –200 per year), sale of assets, renting farm lands, sale of charcoal and woods (fuel and construction) and selling standing crops are among the local coping mechanisms mostly exploited by the affected people. 

Relief assistance

According to zonal officials, 180,744 people had been identified as in need of relief assistance while only 156,998 people were actually receiving food. Due to the scarcity of supplies, the DPPC national norm, 12.5 kg/person/month, was not used in most weredas of the zone. Instead resources are thinly distributed to the affected people so as to touch as many affected households as possible. For example, out of households with 5 family members only 3 or  4 people are eligible to relief food (in Abichuna Gna’aa Wereda, for example). 

Beside relief food distribution, provision of seeds (for late planted meher crops, like chickpeas and lentils) on credit basis was being carried out by NGOs, Federal DPPC and regional government. 

In order to address seed shortage in the zone, DPPC allocated 89 mts of improved wheat seeds of which 32 mts (37%) has been distributed to the needy farmers (75 kg per farmer).The remaining balance was not delivered due to the delay in supply in July instead of June. Further, the regional government allocated Birr 490,000 for purchase of seeds but due to extended bid procedures the purchase operation was not started until this mission was completed. The “Ethiopian Environmental NGO” (EENGO), a local NGO also assisted farmers in Wuchalena Jida Wereda in the provision of seeds of wheat and barley.

In Wara Jarso Wereda a total of 14,079 people had been identified by zonal and wereda officials (in 14 lowland FAs) out of which 13,857 people were being assisted and sent 359 mts of grain from DPPC for the month of July and August. At the same time, the figure identified in Abichu Wereda was 30,864 but only 18,528  people were sent 229 mts of food by DPPC in July.  Likewise, in Hidhabu Abote, a total of 29,765 needy people were identified but only 20,656 assisted, receiving 259 mt/month. This persistent mismatch between the number of people in need of relief assistance and the available supplies should not be overlooked as it is leading to inccreasing impoverishment as people are forced to sell their farm assets in order to purchase food.

Landslides are a common phenomenon (mostly in July and August) in North-West Shewa Zone. This problem emanates mainly from the steep nature of the landscape and the soil which in the kiremt season becomes waterlogged and unstable - easily slipping down slopes and blocking roads, the Addis Ababa – Gojam main road in the Abay River gorge, for example. According to local observations, it appears the the problem has intensified since 1996/97. The effect of these incidents are serious, leading to: loss of standing crops, farmlands, grazing areas and residences. In areas hit by landslides, the soils become so mixed-up that it is no longer suitable for growing crops because the top fertile soil will be inverted and replaced by infertile soils from below. In Wara Jarso Wereda, four communities (Shenkora Shashene, Kola Jamo Gedera, Bojessa Silase and Shaye Tutan) were hit by landslides in August. The Canadian NGO, CPAR, constructed 16 houses for the displaced people in Kola Jamo Gedera. Unfortunately, 14 of the houses were later demolished due to a windstorm in August this year. The displaced people are getting relief food aid according to wereda officials. Furthermore, in Hidhabu Abote Wereda, 203 people left their homes in fear of the slides and about half of these were moved to a school. At the time of the mission, 50 people remained in the school dependant on relief food while the remaining had moved to stay with relatives.

Conclusion and recommendations

Although there are various factors constraining food production and contributing to the food shortage in the zone, the failure of belg rains and belg harvest are the major reasons for the distress currently faced by people in the zone. Traditionally, farmers are using small scale irrigation for growing vegetable crops wherever there is a possibility of diverting water from rivers and streams. According to wereda officials there is the possibility of expanding and capitalizing the use of available water resources through increased investment.

Crop diversification is another option that could directly contribute to the food security of the area. A good example is the programme being implemented by GTZ to introduce enset (false banana) and promote coffee crop in Hidhabu Abote, Wara Jarso and other weredas of the zone.

Food aid for the victims of landslides should be continued while the occurrence of the problem is investigated further and appropriate action taken, including the possibility of moving people to safer areas as proposed by local officials.

Belg dependent farmers need to be assisted until next belg harvest in June 2001 while meher dependent people should be assisted until the December 2000 harvest when the annual post-meher assessment  will determine any relief requirement for 2001.

Wereda DPP Committee members raised concerns regarding relief food distribution records, documents and information handling for future reference and for any auditing requirements when a need arises. This was an issue raised in Wara Jarso and Abichuna Gna’aa weredas. It is strongly recommended that all records and information related to relief food and humanitarian assistance in general should be properly maintained with the originals kept safe locally and copies passed to higher administrative levels.
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