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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines pastoral production and poverty in Borana in southern Ethiopia. The 

main objective of the study is to understand the manner in which external factors, such as 

government policy and the natural environment affect the pastoral resource base, how this 

in turn influences poverty and wealth, and how customary institutions respond to these 

influences. Furthermore, inconsistencies between government and local perspectives are 

interpreted with respect to differing views about development and integration, and 

associated conceptions of what poverty means. The study was conducted in four localities 

that each reflects different livelihood options and strategies.  

The study employed participant observation, a household survey, key informant 

interviews, case studies, and discussions during an organized workshop. The household 

surveys covered 330 randomly selected households from four sites in the Yaballo and 

Dirre districts.  

Persistent and increasing poverty in Borana is attributed to impacts of state land use 

policies over different historical periods; incompatible conceptions of poverty and 

differently envisaged alleviation strategies by development planners and pastoralists; 

decline in the rangelands, and associated livestock loss; internalization of these problems 

in a manner that aggravates vulnerability to poverty; and a decline in the capacity of the 

customary institutions to address poverty. Poverty drivers have different household 

impacts. While some households lose capacity to attain food security and self-reliance 

and thus drift into chronic poverty, others respond by diversifying livelihoods and herds. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Problem Specification and Objectives  

Pastoral livelihoods are characterized by risk and uncertainty due to fluctuating 

environmental conditions and occasional shocks (Scoones, 1995). Traditionally, the 

vagaries of the natural environment are overcome through access to and management of 

communal rangelands, mobility of stock, and institutions for mutual assistance. However, 

high stock mortality during droughts is often seen as a symptom of inherent flaws in 

livestock production systems; barren rangelands are taken as evidence of unsustainable 

grazing pressure and increasing land degradation (Hardin, 1968). Moreover, the very 

features that allow pastoral production systems to work – the communal land tenure and 

the free mobility – are often viewed as impediments to commercialization of land use, 

social integration, and, in a broad sense, the modernization and civilization of pastoral 

culture (Scott, 1998; Bonfiglioli, 1992; Baxter, 1985).  

Application of the concept of poverty in agrarian systems must be distinguished from its 

application to the pastoral context. In agrarian systems, the concept is built primarily 

around “access to agricultural land” (e.g. Khan, 2000:4). Plot size and yield are measured 

to see if the harvest can support the household, and the capacity to buy agricultural 

inputs, along with the possession of oxen, are further indicators of household wealth or 

poverty. Such indicators are poorly attuned to the pastoral context. As a consequence, the 

rural poverty discourse has tended to either misdiagnose pastoral poverty or neglect it 

entirely. 

Pastoral production in Borana depends on the availability of range resources and 

traditional wells that are managed and utilized according to seasonal variability and rules 

that regulate access (Bassi and Tache, 2008). Elders in mixed-clan localities manage 

pasture, whereas the management of water wells is the responsibility of the particular 

clans that own them (Helland, 1977). In the past, Borana pastoralism was recognized as 

being one of the most successful production systems in the arid lands of Eastern Africa, 

the success being rooted in the system’s ability to adapt to changes in the pasture 

resources and the existence of robust management institutions (Cossins, 1988; Cossins 
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and Upton, 1988). However, recent studies have reported a decline in the pastoral 

resource base and a gradual weakening of customary institutions (Bassi, 1997; Oba, 

1998; Tache, 2000; Helland, 1998; Kamara, 2001). 

The root cause of the institutional disempowerment lies in the historical processes of state 

formation in Ethiopia that culminated in the conquest of the area by the Abyssinians from 

the north, around the close of the 19th century, and the subsequent imposition of state 

institutions. Development intervention in the Borana rangelands dates back to the 1960s, 

with livestock development projects that emphasized increased off-take and physical 

infrastructure to link the lowlands with markets in the highlands (Coppock, 1994). Such 

initiatives launched livestock holding grounds that later evolved into state ranches along 

the Yaballo-Moyale road (Fig. 2), as a precursor to exclusive land use in the rangelands. 

Today, crop cultivation is fast expanding in the rangelands and resource tenure is moving 

towards de facto individualization by pastoralists and private investors (Tache, 2000; 

Oba, 1998).  

In this changing natural and social environment, how is poverty conceptualized, caused, 

and mitigated? What are the policy implications of the divided interpretations of pastoral 

land use and culture? This thesis considers poverty within the context of pastoral 

production in Borana, raising the following research questions:  

• What is poverty? How do the Borana pastoralists perceive and determine poverty? 

Are the conventional poverty approaches and indices appropriate for poverty 

diagnosis in the pastoral context? 

• What are the major causes of poverty in Borana? What were the major policies 

and historical processes that affected pastoral production in the Borana 

rangelands?  

• What are the impacts of multiple droughts on the pastoral economy in Borana and 

what were the major livelihood response strategies? 
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• What institutions of mutual assistance exist in Borana? How are they organized? 

What roles have they traditionally played in poverty reduction? What are the 

prospects for mutual assistance in a changing society? 

Providing answers to these questions is important for several reasons. The application of 

inappropriate conceptions and measures of poverty will lead to its misdiagnosis, both in 

terms of who the poor are and how poor they are; misdiagnosis of poverty will in turn 

lead to flawed targeting for development and relief, and ineffective alleviation measures; 

an incomplete understanding of poverty may fail to utilize, and may even marginalize, 

local institutions that may be crucial in its alleviation. On a broader level, flawed 

targeting and inappropriate measures may be counterproductive and eventually 

undermine the environment and the culture on which pastoral livelihoods depend. A 

critical examination of poverty – its causes, its manifestation, and its alleviation – in a 

pastoral context is thus crucial from perspectives related to indigenous rights, sustainable 

land use, and the achievement of international poverty reduction targets. 

1.2 Objectives of the Thesis 

The main objective of this study is to understand the manner in which external factors 

such as government policy and the natural environment affect the pastoral resource base, 

how these in turn influence poverty and wealth, and how customary institutions respond 

to these influences. 

Specific objectives are:  

I: to explore the role of state land use policies and pastoral conflicts in inducing resource 

base shrinkage in southern rangelands. 

II: to assess links between land use changes, drought impacts and household livelihood 

responses in Borana.  

III: to explore and compare conceptions of poverty and their implications for poverty 

diagnosis and poverty reduction.  
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IV: to identify social institutions of mutual assistance among the Borana Oromo, explore 

their roles and evaluate their performances in poverty reduction. 

2. POVERTY AND PASTORALISM –A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2.1 Perspectives on Poverty 

2.1.1 Conceptions, Causes and Measures 

Poverty is complex in its conception, causation, manifestation, diagnosis, and in the 

policies devised and implemented in pursuit of its reduction (Chambers, 1983; Escobar, 

1995; Kakwani and Silber, 2007; Maxwell, 1999; Sen, 1981; Townsend, 1971). 

Complexity can be discerned from what Maxwell (1999) calls the “fault lines” of the 

debate: the aspects that separate different interpretative approaches adopted in advancing 

the conceptualization and measurement of poverty. The relevant dichotomies include: 

individual or household measures; private consumption only or private consumption plus 

publicly provided goods; monetary only, or monetary plus non-monetary components; 

snapshot or timeline; actual or potential poverty; stock or flow measures; input or output 

measures; absolute or relative poverty; objective or subjective preconceptions of poverty 

(p. 4). Researchers’ epistemological orientations and current ontological, economic and 

ecological conditions also influence the interpretation of poverty. 

A number of theoretical perspectives are evident in current poverty discourses. For the 

purpose of this thesis, a perspective on poverty, first of all, defines a particular conception 

of what poverty is: what it means to be poor. This definition will then have implications 

for how poverty can be gauged or measured; it can indeed be argued that measurement in 

some cases has informed the definition rather than the other way round. But within the 

conception and accepted metrics of poverty, lie implicit or explicit associations with 

regard to the causes of poverty and the methods through which it can be addressed. 

Although the concept of poverty is frequently treated as being unambiguous, and the 

statistics and statements surrounding it are often served up as objective and indisputable 

facts, concept and measurement can never be entirely separated from cause and cure. This 

is plain to see in very broad definitions of poverty, where the line between concept and 

cause is sometimes blurred to the vanishing point; but this is true of all approaches, as 
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will be discussed later. A perspective on poverty, then, embraces not only a particular 

conception and a method of diagnosis but also, to a greater or lesser extent, an 

explanation of its policy derivatives. 

A further issue to be considered is that of context. A perspective on poverty is not formed 

in a vacuum. The earliest studies of poverty focused on English cities. The perspective 

generated through such studies might have turned out to be very different if the focus had 

instead been on rural African communities. And the conception of poverty appropriate to 

a 19th century Londoner might be very different from that appropriate to a 21st century 

pastoralist in Ethiopia, with the difference having important implications also for an 

analysis of causes and cures. 

In the following sections, I first outline different perspectives on poverty and their 

associated conceptions and causal explanations. I then briefly review poverty and 

environment linkages more generally, before focusing specifically on poverty and natural 

resources in the pastoral context. 

2.1.2 .Conceptions of Poverty 

International financial institutions, such as the World Bank and International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), and several UN agencies have advanced poverty conceptions with an 

emphasis on income, expenditure, and consumption; here collectively termed “the 

income approach”.1 For example, in the 1960s the United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP) interpreted poverty as a failure to match income and consumption (St Clair, 

2003). While there has recently been a shift in the UN in terms of perceptions aligned 

more with comprehensive development and the advancement of human rights (UNDP, 

1998; UNICEF, 2000), the World Bank and IMF approaches to poverty reduction are still 

informed largely by an income poverty conception, measured in its crudest form as the 

number of people living on less than a dollar a day.   

                                                 
1 While income measures and expenditure measures are not the same, they share an emphasis on household 
monetary budgets. Consumption measures, on the other hand, capture some non-monetary aspects of 
household well-being, but neglect savings and other aspects of potential well-being. 
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The enduring popularity of the income approach to poverty can be explained by the 

origination of the body of poverty research itself. Poverty research originated in the urban 

context of a western society with Charles Booth’s study in London in the late nineteenth 

century, followed by Rowntree’s similar research conducted in York city (see Fried and 

Elman, 1969). These studies marked the beginning of scientific research on poverty and 

the views of such researchers had a profound influence on subsequent thinking on 

poverty. For one thing, the studies not only shared a common urban focus in terms of the 

research setting, but they also advanced the conceptualization of poverty in purely 

economic terms. These studies also suggested definitions of poverty and the poor. 

Rowntree (1910: 133) defined the poor as those families whose income was insufficient 

for obtaining the basic necessities. Booth also developed designations of the poor by 

classifying them into two categories: the “poor” and the “very poor”. He defined the poor 

as those “living under a struggle to obtain the necessaries of life”, while the very poor are 

those who “live in a state of chronic want” (Fried and Elman, 1969:55). 

The tradition of conceptualizing poverty as income deprivation is still pervasive, and also 

occurs outside multilateral organizations. For example, Lipton (1988:4) adopts a similar 

approach by classifying the poor into two categories on the basis of the proportion of 

their total income spent on satisfaction of basic needs, food in particular. Accordingly, 

those spending up to 70 per cent of their income on food items are categorized as “the 

poor” whereas those who spend 80 per cent or more on food are said to be “the ultra 

poor”. This proposition assumes that the amount of income spent on basic needs indicates 

the economic status of a household. Thus the higher the proportion of income a 

household spends on the basic necessities, the poorer is the household, as it is constantly 

confronted with a greater effort to obtain the basic necessities to ensure survival. In such 

a scenario, options for saving or investing in other income-generating activities do not 

exist. I shall relate this point later in the thesis to livelihood diversification in the context 

of pastoralism. 

The income approach for the measurement and reduction of poverty has been criticized as 

“pretension of the development ideology” (Sachs, 1992: 30). Bøås and McNeill (2003) 

argue that multilateral organizations have failed to achieve their development objectives 

 6



partly because they consider poverty as a technical failure and thus prescribe technical 

solutions for poverty reduction. A salient feature of the income approach to poverty is its 

neglect of the dynamic processes that lead to poverty. Poverty is an outcome of a certain 

dynamic process that can be seen from temporal, spatial and contextual perspectives 

(Green and Hulme, 2005; Novak, 1996), which the income measure of poverty does not 

consider. Shanmugaratnam (2004:4) identifies three major shortcomings with the income 

approach to poverty. Firstly, it ignores the structural circumstances that underlie poverty 

and glosses over variations among the individuals classified together as falling below a 

certain poverty line. Secondly, it tends to ignore non-market resource flows, and thirdly, 

the approach fails to consider variations in cost of living between urban and rural areas. 

Its continued dominance may be attributed to the general asymmetrical relationships that 

exist between the South where poverty is highly prevalent, and the North which is the 

source of funding for poverty research and poverty reduction. The urban-focused origin 

of poverty research has had a tremendous influence on contemporary rural poverty 

conceptions in the countries of the South. While proponents of the income approach to 

poverty often recognize the multidimensional nature of poverty, they assume that 

defining poverty narrowly from the income and expenditure perspective will allow 

“greater analytical power, both to put national poverty dynamics in a global context and 

to understand the multidimensionality of the process underlying” poverty (UNCTAD; 

2002:6).  

Dissatisfaction with the income approach to poverty has spawned efforts to develop a 

broader understanding of poverty, one which is more inclusive of non-monetary, 

structural, distributional, and dynamic aspects of deprivation. While these efforts are 

diverse and sometimes contradictory, they share a rejection of excessive reliance on 

income, expenditure, or consumption. Baulch (1996:2) presents a range of poverty ideas 

in the form of a “pyramid of poverty concepts”. This graphic representation puts private 

consumption on the pinnacle of the pyramid as representing the narrowest conception of 

poverty. The base of the pyramid reflects the sum of private consumption, common 

property resources, state provided commodities, assets, dignity and autonomy.  
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Rein (1970:46) identifies three broad poverty concepts: subsistence, inequality and 

externality. While subsistence refers to the provision of the minimum basic necessities 

needed for survival and maintenance of physical efficiency, inequality is concerned with 

cross-variability of income groups representing various income layers that exist in 

society. Externality has to do with the consequences of poverty for the rest of society. It 

stresses the impact of the behavior or actions of the poor on the non-poor, and sees the 

former as posing threats to the security of wealthy groups. This view has been criticized 

for reducing “human beings into means” and advancing “the real tragedy” of the poor 

who already languish in miserable poverty situations (Sen, 1981:9). Rein (1970:61) 

recognizes the importance of non-economic variables in poverty conception, and argues 

that a definition of poverty limited to subsistence measures does not promote a complete 

picture of poverty, because it ignores several important elements that influence 

subsistence, such as values, preferences and political realities. Poverty is also viewed as 

having a series of meanings linked through a series of resemblances (Spicker, 1999:151). 

Spicker (1999:159) describes up to 11 definitions of poverty, clustered into three major 

components namely material conditions, economic position and social position, each 

comprising elements that carry discrete and yet overlapping meanings. 

Poverty has also been defined in terms of “relative deprivation” (Townsend, 1971:43). In 

this sense, poverty is noted as a condition of denial relative to those standards of living 

that other members of the same society enjoy. An individual, family or groups are said to 

be “in poverty” when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the 

activities and enjoy the living conditions and amenities which are customary in the 

society. Townsend thus rejects low income earning as automatically qualifying as a 

reliable indicator of poverty. He cites quality of diet, birthday parties for children, 

summer holidays, and evenings out, as being indicators of the relative status of a 

household. In addition to determining diet, activities and living conditions from which the 

poor are excluded, one must consider the nature of resource distribution within the 

population, in order to understand relative deprivation (Townsend, 1971:42). The 

argument contains an implicit message that poverty must be seen in terms of local 

standards. Nevertheless, the “local standard” must be set within a common local context 
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because a group identified as “poor” by the standard of a particular locality could be 

considered to be excessively affluent when compared with other community. 

A further conception of poverty can be discerned in what Sen (1999) calls “capability 

deprivation”. The quoted study designates development essentially as freedom from those 

factors that hinder people from realizing their potential as human beings. Such factors 

include lack of: political freedom, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency 

and security. Going beyond the customary focus on income and wealth, the author draws 

attention to a focus on capabilities, which he defines as “substantive human freedoms”. 

He argues that capability deprivation is a better measure of poverty than low income, 

because it can capture aspects of poverty hidden by income measures. According to the 

author, income is a narrow conceptualization of poverty; it is just a means to an end and 

helps to attain the goal of freedom (Sen, 1999:14).  

The adoption of the capability approach as an element of livelihood, and by extension, 

taking capability deprivation as the underlying conception of poverty, has been criticized 

as confusing the process and outcomes of livelihoods, since “capabilities …both 

influence and are influenced by personal and household livelihood strategies as they 

evolve over time” (Ellis, 2000:7). Also, the realization of substantive human freedom 

appears to be more hypothetical in some contexts than in others. This is because claims of 

rights and realization of freedom depend largely upon a number of factors, such as the 

existence of democratic political space, autonomous judiciary systems, respect for human 

rights, and the level of awareness of the public about their legal and human rights. In the 

absence of these factors, the attainment of substantive human freedom might be merely 

an ideal to pursue.  

As noted by Anderson and Broch-Due (1999:x): “poverty does not come with a single 

definition that can be easily detected through standardized indicators and measurement.” 

Before examining some of the linkages between conception and cause, I briefly discuss 

an established dichotomy in the causation of poverty. 
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2.1.3 Causes of Poverty  

Causes of poverty are many and emphases differ across various disciplinary perspectives. 

Structural explanations emphasize economic forces operating beyond the control of the 

household, whereas the cultural/behavioral level refers to a household’s traditional or 

chosen behavior as being instrumental in generating poverty (Miller, 1996:571). The 

structural approach is said to be more dynamic, while the cultural/behavioral approach is 

assumed to be more conservative in terms of self-adjustment to change. In other words, 

poverty is experienced due to endogenous or exogenous causes. Accordingly, an 

individual or group can be living in poverty due to a variety of the following reasons. 

Firstly, poverty can emanate from some behavioral attributes exhibited by the individual 

or group, such as “persistent traditions”. This endogenous explanation relates to the so-

called “primitive traditionalism” assumption, which supposedly impedes development 

and change, particularly in the context of third world countries. Warren Prawl (quoted by 

Mathur, 1989:6) is reported to have characterized rural communities in the third world as 

“ultra-conservative individuals, steeped in tradition, hemmed in by custom, lacking in 

motivation and incentive, captives of age-old methods, and lacking in ability to make 

decisions”. This proposition is criticized for reducing the essence of third world societies 

to stagnancy and a lack of change-orientation (Isbister 1993:34). Secondly, the root of the 

cultural/behavioral explanation of poverty may be traced to the “culture of poverty” 

paradigm, which was discussed by Oscar Lewis (Lewis, 1966). The tenet of this 

argument is that poverty itself breeds a way of life that forms a unique subculture. It 

depicts the poor as a causative agent of their own poverty since they purportedly continue 

to misbehave and pursue a recklessly self-indulgent lifestyle, leading to a situation known 

as the “deficit of culture” which eventually chains the poor to perpetual poverty, 

generation after generation (Solinger, nd:1).  

To expand a bit on the notion of the “culture of poverty”, it refers to those norms and 

aspirations that are said to be resistant to change, and consisting of those cultural patterns 

that keep people poor, even when opportunities exist for them to overcome poverty 

(Gans, 1971:156). Two factors distinguish Gans’ notion of the culture of poverty from 

that of Lewis. For Lewis, the culture of poverty emerges as a result of the tension 
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between the forces of change and the forces of endurance. The former tend to advance 

towards modern materialism and put pressure on the ethic of persistence among 

oppressed people in poor communities, who cannot withstand the pressure. In such a 

situation, where real opportunities for adaptation to changing socio-economic conditions 

are absent, the poor develop the culture of poverty, characterized by disorganized self-

gratification, opportunism, cynicism, violence, and frustration (Lasch, 1968). Gans, on 

the other hand, emphasizes the tendency by the poor to maintain the status quo, even if 

the opportunity for change exists. For Gans therefore, the culture of poverty applies to 

“those people who lack aspiration and who do not know that change is possible”. 

Secondly, Gans adds the dimension of the non-poor as contributing to the evolution of the 

culture of poverty. Accordingly, persisting cultural patterns among the wealthy contribute 

to the maintenance of the status quo of the poor. Gans’ argument carries an important 

implication for action: “If one applies the concept of a culture of poverty only to the poor, 

the onus for change falls too much on the poor, when in reality, the prime obstacles to the 

elimination of poverty lie in an economic system that is dedicated to the maintenance and 

increase of wealth among the already affluent” (Gans, 1971:156). 

The “culture of poverty” paradigm has been criticized and rejected in favor of exogenous 

causes, for the former blames poverty on, and places responsibility with, the individual or 

the group. Townsend (1971:44) writes that “the concept of the culture of poverty 

concentrates attention upon the familial and local setting of behavior and largely ignores 

the external and unseen social forces which condition the distribution of different types of 

resources to the community, family and individual”. The exogenous stance provides 

extra-cultural/behavioral explanations for the causes of poverty akin to those expressed in 

views of Townsend just cited. Hence, the causes underlying poverty are rooted in factors 

that are external to the individual or group behavior, their value systems and norms. The 

wider economic, political and social structures must be considered. Indeed, Fincher and 

Wulff (1998) contend that poverty is produced by circumstances, not by individuals.  

Sociological approaches unravel the foundation of poverty by emphasizing social 

relations (Green and Hulme, 2005), cultural contexts and social processes (Berry, 2007). 

Grusky and Weeden (2007) use a “class model” to gauge household participation in the 
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labor market as a benchmark for understanding the social basis of poverty. They argue 

that the relationship between individuals’ economic background (class) and the nature of 

their attachment to the labor market reveal poverty better than other indicators do. 

Accordingly, “underclass”, “formal-sector poor” and “informal-sector poor” are 

identified with the corresponding labor market status of “no attachment”, “precarious 

attachment to low-wage”, and “precarious attachment to self-employment”, respectively 

(p. 23). The argument takes cognizance of the importance of making a distinction 

between the rural and urban sectors in applying the model to poverty analysis. Further to 

the exogenous factors, some explanations consider poverty in terms of a greater emphasis 

on rights. For example, in his comparative analyses of the causes of famines, Sen (1981) 

developed the entitlement approach and questioned the validity of the food availability 

paradigm. He emphasized lack of entitlement – to assets, to the fruits of one’s own labor 

– not lack of food availability, as causing hunger. 

Broader definitions of poverty have done much to highlight aspects of poverty not 

captured by conventional conceptions. Furthermore, conceptions that incorporate 

dynamic and distributional aspects of poverty have enriched our understanding of what it 

means to be poor. Some recent approaches, however, beg the question of when 

conception ends and cause begins. Implanting aspects such as poor health, human rights, 

dependency, vulnerability, or any number of others inside the conception of poverty can 

be seen to be confusing concept and cause, process and outcome, and creating a bloated 

nomenclature that obscures rather than clarifies. It also runs the risk of producing 

tautological relationships in the positing of explanations for poverty and in associated 

prescriptions: if poor health is an important and intrinsic aspect of poverty, then measures 

to combat poverty must necessarily focus on health improvements. Finally, the gap in 

operationalizing the many dimensions of poverty lingers as a major methodological 

challenge in terms of the measurement of poverty (Baulch and Masset, 2003; Thorbecke, 

2007). 

And yet, the conventional and narrower definitions of poverty as a lack of income or as 

low expenditure or consumption, also contain inescapable links with causal explanations. 

The monetary focus of income and expenditure measures biased explanations and implies 
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prescriptions towards issues of markets and commercialization. And since quantitative 

measures of poverty, in an analysis of cause, must necessarily be matched up with a set of 

quantifiable regressors, non-quantifiable aspects of poverty tend to be excluded 

(Thorbecke, 2007; Rensburg, 2007). Such aspects may include complex expressions of 

human relations and politics. Thus a quantitative analysis of poverty often identifies as 

causes precisely those “intermediate” factors incorporated in broader conceptualizations 

of poverty, but fails to trace poverty to underlying issues related to economic interests, 

power, and politics. 

These more general problems and issues take on specific guises in the context of the 

poverty-environment nexus, which is the subject of the following sections. 

2.2 Poverty, Environment and Pastoralism  

2.2.1 Poverty-Environment Linkages 

The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987) posits 

important links between the environment, sustainable development and poverty. The 

Commission states that “poverty reduces people’s capacity to use resources in a 

sustainable manner; it intensifies pressure on the environment” (p. 49), thus potentially 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (p. 43). A counter 

argument rejects the view that holds the poor responsible for environmental degradation, 

in that it blames the victims (Sachs, 1992). Sachs further views the eradication of poverty 

as a “pretension of the development ideology”. He explains this ideological move in 

terms of a conceptual marriage between “environment” and “development”, denoting the 

politicization of nature by technocrats and governments, which in turn creates “global 

ecocratic discourse” (Sachs, 1992:30-35).  

The position of the poor being responsible for environmental degradation is further 

challenged by the views that emphasize the dynamic roles the poor play in sustainable 

natural resource management, citing their active involvement in civil society movements 

against resource-degrading actions by powerful commercial enterprises (e.g. Broad, 

1994). The poverty-environment nexus can be conceived of as being co-existent with 

limited opportunities for some groups, uneven development processes, and unequal 
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distribution of rights and power (Angelsen, 1997). The relationship is also described as a 

complex inter-linkage, where environmental changes due to inappropriate policies 

become both a symptom and a cause of poverty and underdevelopment (Blaikie, 1985).  

2.2.2 Poverty and the Pastoral Context 

In the context of pastoralism, poverty is viewed as a lack of animal ownership (e.g. Iliffe 

1987: 65). Lack of animals is an obvious and important rural poverty indicator, more so in 

pastoralism since livestock is the key asset and the primary source of such a livelihood. 

However, ownership of animals or lack of them as a single criterion can hardly explain 

poverty in the pastoral context, since the wider political and economic contexts are crucial 

in shaping present-day pastoral life (Mohamed Salih, 1985).  

Pastoralism as an economic activity derives livelihood mainly from livestock production, 

which in turn depends on “extensive grazing of native pastures” (Gefu and Gilles, 1990: 

100) and “natural pastures” (Salzman, 2004:103). The expressions “native” and “natural” 

in terms of pastures imply the type of resource control and range condition, while 

“extensive grazing” indicates the mode of resource utilization. Successful pastoral 

production requires a functional resource base, referring to productive rangelands intact 

with key resource components (grazing, browsing, water and minerals) and efficient 

governing institutions to guarantee access on the basis of societal rules and regulations 

(Bassi, 2002). Climatic variability notwithstanding, the herder communities in arid 

environments implement common property resource tenure to permit extensive grazing 

and ensure access to seasonally variable resources, through the mechanism of mobility 

(McCabe, 1994; 2004; Monod, 1975; Baxter, 1975; Niamir-Fuller, 1999). Despite the 

variable frequency and extent of mobility depending on environmental conditions, the 

most common practice is that families and herds are separated into different zones with 

various seasonal resources, according to the different needs of grazers and browsers. Such 

mechanisms enable pastoral production in highly unpredictable ecological conditions 

(Torry, 1973).  

Pastoralism continuously faces the impact of external and internal pressures, leading to a 

decline in the resource base, a breakdown in key production strategies, and livelihood 
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insecurity (Markakis, 1993; Bonfiglioli, 1992). In earlier times, with the advent of 

colonialism, private tenure rights emerged in different pastoral regions of Africa, giving 

rise to different types of land use that directly competed with extensive grazing (Lane, 

1994). Consequently, the processes of resource base decline and tenure insecurity were set 

forth (Galaty, 1999). In the Horn of Africa for instance, the colonial2 land policy continued 

unchanged in the post-colonial era, further affecting pastoral land uses and exposing 

pastoralists to starvation (Shazali and Ahmed, 1999). Competing land use types, such as 

crop cultivation and conservation schemes, often led to fragmented rangeland ecosystems 

and alienation of the most productive landscape units (such as river valleys), confining the 

herders to marginal lands (Spencer, 1974). The general trend in many parts of Eastern 

African rangelands is that the friction between private interests and common property 

regimes has intensified with the declining resource base, thus fostering conflicts between 

different types of resource uses over the limited space (Ayele, 1994; Ayalew, 2001; 

Mohamed Salih et al., 2001). An observation from a study in Tanzania points out the 

possibility of implementing crop cultivation and wildlife conservation, without risking 

pastoral livelihoods (McCabe, 2003).  

Poverty within the pastoral context, as with other modes of production, is a multi-

dimensional phenomenon that impinges upon the fundamentally interlinked components of 

pastoral production: natural resources, livestock, institutions and security. It is the 

interplay of policy, changes in land use, environmental degradation, droughts, decline in 

the capacity of customary institutions of social networks, and competition between 

resource regimes that, among other factors, disrupt the interconnectivity of pastoral 

resource systems. An adequate understanding of poverty can only be achieved when 

efforts are set within the relevant socio-ecological contexts. Contextualization is 

instrumental, not only in obtaining the perspectives of local populations on poverty 

concepts, systems of measurement and indigenous indicators – i.e. understanding poverty 

                                                 
2 Ethiopia had only a brief experience of overseas colonization (limited to the Italian occupation of 1936-
41), but its own history of state formation through conquest and settlement, resulted in the experience of 
herding communities in terms of livelihood decline being equally appalling (Bassi, 2002). The root cause of 
pastoral marginalization was entrenched in the relationship with the state, whose policy had always been 
biased towards crop cultivation (Hogg, 1997).  
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through the eyes of the local people – it also lays the foundation for sound environmental 

and development policy formulation, and affects successful implementation (Homewood, 

2004). Since pastoralists accumulate wealth in the form of livestock, their poverty 

conception is built mainly on asset holdings (livestock), and poverty analysis should thus 

consider processes that affect asset building.3 Stocklessness holds serious ramifications for 

pastoral households due to the fact that it is economically degrading, and thus affects 

human relationships among family members (Baxter, 1991). Moreover, the lack of 

livestock adversely affects the capacity of local institutions, including the implementation 

of obligatory resource redistribution, voluntary social networks and spiritual well-being.  

2.2.3 Pastoralists and Land Tenure 

Policies with regard to pastoralism have been tacitly influenced by unfavorable attitudes 

that were popularly held among the mainstream scientific discourses towards the pastoral 

mode of production (Krätli, 2001; Farvar, 2003). Earlier, scholars advanced views such 

as the “cattle complex” (Herskovits, 1926) suggesting that pastoralism is an archaic 

system, doomed to vanish (Huxley, 1948), or that it induces tragedy in terms of its own 

common resources (Hardin, 1968). As Adger et al (2001) noted, subsequent views 

advanced crisis narratives with regard to deforestation and desertification. These 

dominant views influenced pastoral policies and implied solutions for the “environmental 

disaster” that herders supposedly cause when maximizing the size of private herds on 

communally held grazing lands (Lane, 1998). Policy makers tacitly accepted such 

assumptions and used them to justify policies for tenure reform, land privatization, the 

registration of title deeds, formal land use planning, and livestock controls (Lane, 1998; 

Roe, 1991). Such policies do not provide pastoralists with protection against land 

alienation (Lane and Moorhead, 1995). They have been detrimental to extensive grazing 

systems and represent the foundation of the cause of poverty by tacitly de-linking 

pastoralists from their natural resource base.  

                                                 
3 For a comparison between indigenous indicators and conventional measures, different livelihood sources 
could be converted into quantitative indicators in order to gauge the appropriateness of the latter in different 
cultural contexts (see Paper III, this thesis). 
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The options of replacing mobile pastoralism with non-pastoral activities such as 

cropping, which were promoted by development programs, have failed to work 

(Anderson and Broch-Due, 1999; Hogg, 1986). Today, despite decades of continued 

pastoral research and a supposed improvement in understanding the pastoral rationale in 

resource management (McCabe, 1994), policy makers and planners tend to maintain a 

similar policy tradition. If pastoralists are agents of environmental degradation, how are 

the environmental problems explained in a situation where rich investors cause distress to 

pastoral production by alienating the best rangelands from traditional users? Large-scale 

ventures impose a condition whereby pastoralists are forced to intensify land use over a 

reduced space. As a result of induced overexploitation, pasture becomes depleted, 

exposing the livestock to feed scarcity and the local producers to an ultimate livelihood 

crisis. In such circumstances, can environmental degradation be justifiably blamed on the 

poor? Ellis (2000:119) responds: “…making the poor the scapegoat for environmental 

deterioration merely lets off the hook the commercial and state behaviors responsible for 

the really big changes that result in switches in the dynamics of the interaction of people 

with local environments”.   

In Ethiopia, for instance, development interventions in pastoral areas (such as commercial 

farms and sugar cane plantations in the Middle Awash valley) introduced private schemes 

in the 1950s that dispossessed the people of the Karrayu and Afar rangelands (Fecadu, 

1990; Ali, 1996). The current policy direction seems to introduce a more radical change 

in pastoral land use, as it envisages sedentarization as a strategy towards long-term 

pastoral development (Ethiopia MoI, 2001:138-146; The Ethiopian Herald, 2004) and 

irrigation schemes are foreseen as a key to tackling food insecurity in the pastoral areas of 

the country. Among other issues, the provision of social services is used to justify the 

need to change the communal tenure-based, mobile lifestyle to a sedentary lifestyle 

(Farvar, 2003). This position, dominant in the past and still embraced by some 

development planners today, has been challenged. Scott (1998) argues that schemes 

designed to improve the human condition have failed due to state simplification of local 

realities, as states tend to impose centrally-driven plans and ignore the importance of 

local customs and practical knowledge.  
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Thus the fundamental question to be raised is whether the policy of land use change in 

terms of sedentarization helps to tackle poverty or exacerbates it?  Experience from 

Kenya shows that sedentarization of pastoralists led to the creation of perpetually relief-

dependent, destitute communities (Hogg, 1986, Baxter, 1993). Baxter concludes 

elsewhere (1975:210) that sedentarization leads to pauperization, particularly when 

forced on pastoralists. It is essential to consider appropriateness in formulating pastoral 

development policy and program design. It is often the case that measures introduced by 

planners for development purposes end up generating poverty instead of tackling it. 

Anderson and Broch-Due (1999:ix) describe it as follows: “while planners see the 

reduction of livestock and move towards sedentarization and cultivation as the ways to 

prosperity, pastoralists tend to see these as the very definition of poverty itself”.  

2.2.4 Household Responses to Poverty 

Community and household response strategies to the mounting pressures on pastoral 

resource bases and the decline in food security, assume both positive and negative forms. 

At the community level, customary institutions of governance may respond by adopting 

resolutions that involve internalization of the problem, or countering external threats such 

as attempts to repossess lands lost due to conflict-induced displacements. Such attempts 

often encounter violent resistance and generate further conflicts. At the household level, 

households may embrace diversification or specialization in a particular type of activity 

in response to risks (drought, raids and diseases). Diversification, whether referring to an 

investment in non-pastoral sectors or the acquisition of different livestock species, 

represents a positive response to shocks, with the aim of forestalling or minimizing risks 

(Little et al., 2001; Ellis, 2000). The choice to diversify in post-drought periods is 

obviously constrained by the long years it takes for herd recovery, and a lack of financial 

capacity for investing in non-pastoral sectors (Bollig and Göbel, 1997).  

Those families that fail to adopt diversification due to the cumulative impact of shocks 

drop out of pastoralism through a downward economic mobility, instead of “up-and-out” 

(Devereaux, 2006). Such negative stimuli force households to embrace negative response 

mechanisms, such as beggary, the sale of forest products and marketing one’s labor for 

cash, practices which were traditionally considered to be socially degrading. The lack of 
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economic capacity to invest, labor requirements, cultural proscriptions and beliefs may 

hamper household responses in terms of diversification. Economically, a household 

lacking surplus stock will have limited opportunities for inter-species conversion, or to 

invest in non-pastoral activities. For example, members of certain clans in Borana (e.g. 

Karrayu Berree and Oditu Iddoo) avoid camel products as a culturally-dictated food 

taboo, to the extent of abandoning what they have been eating or drinking, the moment 

the word “camel” is mentioned! The implication of such a strong tradition is obvious in 

terms of the potential adoption of camel pastoralism.  

A recent report from the African Sahel demonstrates how logistical and organizational 

costs constrain options for mobile households to participate in different livelihood 

activities (Pedersen and Benjaminsen, 2008). In situations where options to overcome 

logistical difficulties are absent, dependence on a particular activity may expose a 

household to more livelihood risks, given the general uncertainty in the pastoral ecology 

(Scoones, 1995). Wealth status may determine what a household can afford and pursue as 

a risk aversion strategy, as opposed to alternative forms of survival. Impoverishment may 

compel a household or its members to migrate and search for opportunities in towns, and 

to remit some income home (Hjort, 1979; Doti, 2005). It is only in an extreme crisis 

scenario, such as a catastrophic drought or large-scale raiding, that an entire family may 

relocate to town in search of relief.  

Apart from occasional food-for-work or cash-for-work programs as emergency 

responses, employment generating activities in the pastoral areas of Eastern Africa are 

insufficient in providing significant sources of livelihood (see Devereaux, 2006). 

Generally, labor markets are under developed, and the few opportunities are concentrated 

in towns and taken up by those possessing some skills such as basic literacy, which 

pastoralists overwhelmingly lack (see also Little et al., 2001). To date, research has not 

given adequate emphasis to show how widespread poverty influences the functionality of 

indigenous institutions.  
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2.2.5 Institutions for Poverty Alleviation 

The relevance of customary institutions in terms of poverty lies in the role of societal 

rules and norms in facilitating or constraining individual and group access to income 

sources, social networks and the exercise of one’s rights in the society. Customary 

institutions may be viewed as “the rules of the game in a society or… the humanly 

devised constraints that shape human interaction … structure incentives in human 

exchange” (North, 1990:3). Social relations are interpreted differently, as either playing a 

fundamental role in supporting the poor (Shawky, 1972), or contributing to long-term 

poverty through the mechanism of exclusion from the society on social, occupational or 

territorial criteria (Green and Hulme, 2005; Sindzingre, 2007). The members included 

within a group not only enjoy the benefit of access to group resources as guaranteed by 

the rules of inclusion, but the better command of resources also rewards them in 

negotiating access to external resources.4  

The purpose of social institutions is the appreciation by the society that self reliance 

could be lost at any time and that individuals do not have sufficient capacity to buffer 

themselves against such losses. Hence, being rich or poor is not necessarily predictable or 

rational. For example, the Borana pastoral community uses metaphoric expressions such 

as comparing livestock to cloud cover, in that both are susceptible to sudden 

disappearance: horiin duumansa (Tache, 1996). Pastoralists respond to such a precarious 

situation by means of a range of traditional mechanisms such as clan-based mutual 

assistance, kinship ties and wider social network.   

Sharing plays an essential role in survival, particularly in the context of declining food 

security (Oba, 1994). Institutions of mutual support are common among pastoral 

communities of Eastern Africa, although their modus operandi differ across communities, 

depending on the system of social organization of a particular group. For example, the 

                                                 
4 In Borana, the social organization of access to water based on clan membership establishes an automatic 
structural “exclusion” of non-clan members from the water network. However, the rule of exclusion can be 
re-negotiated through other social mechanisms (such as inter-clan associations, being and becoming 
Borana, or marriage alliances). A clan with a stronger status in terms of water control also has a stronger 
position in the water networks with other clans.  
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Rendille of northern Kenya implement resource redistribution through age set cycles 

(Sato, 1997). On the other hand, among the Borana Oromo, cattle redistribution is set 

within the context of clan organization (Bassi, 1990; Paper IV this thesis). The Borana 

have both obligatory and voluntary resource redistribution systems. The former follow 

clan lines, while the latter arise from kinship ties, friendship, co-membership in an age 

mate group, cohabitation, or other types of networks, such as inter-household networks of 

women (marroo). In Tanzania, mutual support among the Maasai also follows clan 

organization (Potkanski, 1999). Social security is also established among various pastoral 

groups in the form of stock friendships, through which post-drought restocking is 

channeled (Dahl and Hjort, 1976; Sobania, 1990).  

Today, the wider social networks are constrained by the escalation of poverty and 

conflicts (among former stock friends belonging to different ethnic groups), which limits 

institutional capacity to support their members, particularly in the face of an increasing 

population. In contemporary pastoralism in Eastern Africa, it appears that the number of 

households that require assistance surpasses the number of members of their social 

organization (clansmen, kinsmen or age mates) that are able to support their respective 

needy affiliates. If this is the case, it creates an imbalance between the need for 

institutional support and the provision of an effective supply. It follows that the stress on 

the institutional level causes erosion of self-pride, hopelessness and loss of direction in 

life on the part of recipient households. The problem may be further complicated by the 

likelihood of fatigue that can be caused to those members who are better off, due to 

frequent resource contributions in attempting to support their needy affiliates. Particularly 

when the former lose the capacity to support, then the economic, psychological, and 

social impacts on the stock-poor members of particular social groups, or the non-member 

poor by extension, become severe. For the better-off members, such an impasse 

compromises the capacity of socially binding institutional support, while for the poor, it 

reduces the opportunity of establishing a symbiotic relationship between them (provision 

of labor services) and the rich (provision of livestock and social sponsorship).  

It follows that one needs to ponder the nature of pastoral social institutions vis-à-vis 

poverty alleviation. Institutional strategies in dealing with the poor in the pastoral regions 
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of Africa have been described as a contrast between including the poor in exploitative 

relationships on the one hand, or total exclusion from pastoralism on the other (Iliffe, 

1987). The argument, based on the experiences of communities across western, eastern 

and southern Africa, considered comparative degrees of ecological variability across the 

sub-regions; levels of social stratification; and the corresponding social inclusion or 

exclusion of impoverished pastoralists. The groups exhibiting hierarchical social 

structures (such as the Tuareg and Moors in the Sahel-Sahara belt, and the Tswana in the 

south), who inhabit highly variable environments, were found to incorporate the poor into 

their communities through servitude. By contrast, the apparently egalitarian groups (e.g. 

the Maasai) are said to exclude the destitute from society, forcing those who drop out of 

the main economic sector to seek survival in other forms of subsistence outside 

pastoralism, such as hunting and gathering (foraging). Such a “down- and-out” situation 

instead of “up-and-out” economic mobility is a growing phenomenon (Devereaux, 2006). 

The downward economic mobility is intricately interlinked with downward social 

mobility, given the lower social positions accorded to foragers. 5  

In Eastern Africa, the rich and the poor have often co-existed through a symbiotic 

relationship such as noted earlier. Economic and cultural imperatives necessitate social 

networks and compulsory institutions of resource redistribution in support of the poor. The 

capacity of customary institutions to effectively tackle poverty on a larger scale is limited 

(Toye, 2007). In Borana for instance, the intention to reinstitute impoverished families into 

the society is motivated by the need to restore their cultural identities through restocking; 

the need to promote wider participation in the development of clan natural infrastructural 

capacity (mainly water development); and the need for clan participation in the meta-

governance institution of the gada (Paper IV). Post-drought restocking programs that aim 

to improve recipient households’ economic status also contribute to the strengthening of 

the social networks. Potkanski’s (1999:200) report from the Ngorongoro Maasai in 

                                                 
5 In the present study, household poverty was analyzed across wealth ranks, by focusing on economic 
stratification and poverty profiles related to gender (Paper III). To further unravel the social foundation of 
poverty, future endeavors should assess linkages between social stratification and economic differentiation.  

 

 22



Tanzania documents that through the clan systems of mutual assistance, the “poverty-

stricken families are enabled to move back toward self-sustaining pastoralism once again”.  

This section has considered various approaches to the study of poverty and discussed the 

salient features of each. The origin of poverty research in the western, urban setting has 

influenced poverty conceptions and measurements in terms of a bias towards money. The 

money-biased, income approach to poverty, which stresses income and expenditure as the 

typical tool for measuring poverty, is re-emphasized by multilateral institutions that are the 

forerunners in the global combat against poverty. The consumption index model proposed 

(e.g. Lipton, 1988) as an indicator of poverty status is perhaps appropriate for an urban 

setting with a monetary economy, but renders little aid in understanding and determining 

poverty in conventional pastoralism, unless “income” is re-defined to accommodate a 

range of wealth types, beyond the focus on money. Even with a variety of wealth types 

incorporated into the income definition, the analysis would remain partial as long as the 

link between policies, social systems and resources is overlooked.    

Thus, as this thesis shows, poverty in the pastoral context is attributable to a number of 

interrelated factors that directly or indirectly affect pastoral production systems. These 

factors include a change in resource tenure from collective to exclusive holdings; a 

reduction in the rangelands; a decline in the economic capacity of mutual support 

institutions and social networks; conflicts; marginalization and so on. On aggregate, these 

factors play a fundamental role in causing and maintaining poverty in pastoralism. 

Likewise, they provide a framework for a comprehensive analysis to enable us to grasp the 

complexity of poverty, which a single and isolated approach would not be able to capture 

adequately. It is essential that an integrated approach should start with the understanding 

of specific features of pastoral production systems and their social dimensions as the point 

of departure, in order to understand poverty and to better inform policy decisions.   
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3. SYNTHESIS 

In this section the study area is briefly introduced and the research methods are described. 

This is followed by the presentation of a framework that was used to analyze poverty in 

the context of Borana pastoralism. Finally the key findings of the study are summarized, 

followed by brief recommendations on future policy direction.  

3.1 Study Area 

The study was conducted in four Peasant Associations (PAs) in the Yaballo and Dirre 

districts of the Borana Zone (Fig. 2) of the Oromia Regional State in southern Ethiopia 

(Fig. 1). In the Yaballo District, the research focused on Dida Hara and Harweyyu PAs, 

whereas Dubuluq and Harallo were selected from the Dirre District. The area is populated 

mainly by the Borana Oromo for whom pastoralism provides the major source of 

livelihood. The Borana pastoralists, numbering about 0.5 million (Ethiopia CSA, 1994), 

inhabit the lowlands of Borana and the Guji Zones of the Oromia Regional State (Figs. 1 

& 2). The society is a patrilineal one, consisting of 18 geographically intermingled clans. 

The clans are organized into two intermarrying moieties called Sabbo and Gona, which 

comprise 3 and 15 clans, respectively. The society is also organized into age grades and 

generational class systems, in which five generational classes (gogeessa or luba) alternate 

in assuming power every eight years (gada period) in terms of governance 

responsibilities (Legesse, 1973). A pan-Borana assembly, called the Gumi Gayo convenes 

once in every gada period to make or amend customary laws, while the gada institution 

takes the role of custodianship of the laws.  

The Borana region is semi arid, featuring contrasted seasonality with an altitudinal range 

of 1000m to 1500m above sea level, and a mean annual rainfall measuring below 600mm 

(see Fig. 1 in Paper II). There are four locally defined seasons comprising two rainy 

seasons (long rains − ganna, and short rains − hagayya) and two dry seasons (long dry 

season − bona hagayya and the short dry season − adoolessa). In normal years, the long 

rains are received between March and May, and the short rains between September and 

October. During the two rainy seasons, the onset and cessation of the rains are often 

irregular, but the ganna rains are more reliable than the hagayya rains in their amount, 
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temporal and spatial coverage. The former rains account for 60% of the total annual 

rainfall, while the latter rains contribute only 30% (Sutter, 1995). The remaining 10% is 

expected from the occasional rains (furmaata), which provide sporadic relief by 

punctuating the progress of the dry season stress and making inter-seasonal transition 

easier for human and livestock populations.  

The impact of the failure of rain differs among the three rainfall regimes and directly 

corresponds with the degrees of their reliability. The absence of the furmaata rains is 

negligible when the amount and distribution of the preceding and subsequent regular rains 

are normal. The failure of the hagayya rains creates heightened stresses in the following 

long dry season, yet with good planning, the impacts can be minimized. If the pasture from 

the preceding long rains is adequate, the chance of the livestock surviving failure in the 

short rains is generally higher than in the situation when the long rains fail. The failure of 

the long rains results in a phenomenon known as oolaa, meaning the absence of rainfall or 

drought, that often causes severe shortages in terms of animal feeds, water and human 

diets, and subsequently leads to increased hardship and livestock mortality. 

3.2 Methods 

The study is based on both qualitative and quantitative data. Methods of data collection 

include participant observation, a household survey, key informant interviews, case 

studies, and discussions during an organized workshop in Yaballo, the administrative 

capital of the Borana Zone. Detailed descriptions of methods are given in the individual 

studies. A brief overview of each method is provided below (except case studies as they 

were auxiliary in illustrating the major observation).  

3.2.1 Participant Observation 
 
Participant observation is a common data collection method in the ethnographic research 

tradition, where a researcher immerses himself or herself in the study setting. The 

researcher interacts intensively with the people in the study area over a long period of 

time, in order to gain understanding of their behaviors and actions (Sillitoe et al., 2005; 

Bryman, 2001). The extended interaction reduces the researcher’s “strangeness” and 

presumably helps him or her to establish a good rapport with the people among whom he 
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or she works. By virtue of living among the people, the researcher has the advantage of 

observing their behavior and action in both formal and informal settings, including 

hidden details or taboos that are not easily coverable by survey methods (De Walt et al, 

1998). Also, the extended fieldwork is instrumental in gaining a comprehensive view of 

the culture under study, and serves as a precursor to selective and more focused 

observations. On the other hand, the extended stay in the field requires considerable time 

and reliable funding sources.  

Short-term research undertakings, such as rapid data collection exercises by development 

agencies, aim at minimizing the long time requirement, by involving cultural insiders. 

However, there are challenges involved in doing participant observation as a cultural 

insider. Anthropologists recognize that, while being a cultural insider furnishes the 

researcher with obvious practical advantages such as command of the local language, 

there is also a risk that the researcher may take for granted concepts and practices that 

would have interested a cultural outsider and thus provoked further enquiry. A cultural 

insider might consider some aspects to be “too obvious” to follow up in interviews or 

discussions.  

During the course of my field work, I participated in several activities and social events, 

such as clan assemblies to observe deliberations on applications for clan assistance and 

the procedures followed; peasant association (PA) meetings, age grade assemblies, 

marriage and child naming ceremonies, burials, water well excavations, livestock herding 

and watering, looking for missing animals, and fencing and cleaning of cattle enclosures. 

Being a cultural insider, I had the opportunity to follow up each event, as well as the 

benefit of understanding concepts and practices without relying on an interpreter. But due 

to the prevalent poverty and the community’s dependence on handouts in some instances, 

I experienced little enthusiasm from informants since the aim of my questions was “to 

understand poverty”, having no immediate practical solution for their daily sufferings. 

This was also emotionally challenging, being an “educated” youth with no answer to own 

community’s pressing needs.    
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3.2.2 Household Survey   

A structured questionnaire was administered among the four economically heterogeneous 

communities to generate data on household demographic information, livelihood sources, 

livestock holdings, crop cultivation, risk aversion mechanisms, responses to food 

insecurity, and household income and expenditure (see Appendix I at the end of the 

thesis). Altogether, 330 households from the four PAs were interviewed. These PAs were 

purposely selected, but the various clusters within them were selected through a lottery 

system, to reflect different demographic realities and varying emphases on livelihood 

activities. Households within each cluster were selected randomly, and each sub-sample 

is therefore representative of its associated cluster. The total sample, on the other hand, is 

not a probability sample of a larger population, and quantitative inferences should be 

treated as applying to a case. 

In the Dida Hara PA, residents practice pastoralism, livestock trade, retail trade and crop 

production in good years. In the Harweyyu PA, residents are “pure” pastoralists, with 

little competition between crop production and pastoralism. In Dubuluq, there are a 

variety of land uses and livelihoods, including pastoralism, cooperative ranching, and 

agriculture. There is also an impoverished peri-urban community, referred to as “the 

village of the uprooted,” whose dwellers have been displaced from pastoral life since the 

1999/2000 drought. Finally, the Harallo PA represents the oldest resettlement site in the 

Borana Zone, established as a relief camp for the households affected by the 1977/1978 

war between Ethiopia and Somalia. Others, impoverished by subsequent droughts, have 

since joined the community. Residents survive mostly on limited crop cultivation and the 

collection of resources from the forests surrounding the nearby Mega Mountain.  

Households’ wealth differentiation and poverty profiles were determined using a 

livestock survey. The household survey gave insight into the socio-economic 

backgrounds of the population using quantitative indicators, and further inquiry was 

made through follow-up interviews and illustrative case studies. The quantitative data 

were analyzed using Microsoft Excel and statistical packages such as SPSS and SAS. 
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Household surveys pose challenges in terms of recall and reliability. The problem of 

recall, in the absence of other influences, does not produce systematic bias but does 

reduce the power of statistical tests. For recall over longer periods, the gada system, 

divided into eight-year cycles, was of considerable assistance. However, the livestock 

survey involved the collection of data that required going 22 years back in time, and this 

led to a sampling problem. There were cases when random selection picked young 

households that did not satisfy the need for longitudinal data. This problem was 

overcome through re-sampling, by setting age criteria. Household surveys are subject to 

some of those weaknesses that participant observation is adept at overcoming: cross-

section surveys generate, for the most part, “snapshot” representations of reality, which 

are of little aid in discerning trends and the fluctuations typical of pastoralism in volatile 

environments. Furthermore surveys offer little opportunity to observe discrepancies 

between statements and actual behavior. Although I believe my familiarity with the study 

area, its livelihoods, its people, and their language greatly reduced the problems 

associated with surveying, these are nevertheless caveats that must be taken into 

consideration when interpreting the quantitative results.  

There were also conceptual challenges that yielded practical difficulties during the 

interviews. It was challenging to match conventional poverty concepts with the emic 

concepts. Terms such as poverty, destitution, vulnerability, risks, strategies, wealth ranks, 

networks, and livelihoods were particularly difficult to translate into local terms.  

Command of the culture and language were great assets in overcoming this hurdle. 

3.2.3 Key Informant Interviews 

Among the Borana, key informants are persons recognized for their knowledge (argaa 

dhageettii). They include oral historians, clan leaders and other knowledgeable elders. 

Information generated through interviews with key informants includes identification of 

historical events and their impacts on land use, societal conceptions and methods of 

measuring poverty, systems of wealth classification and description of different wealth 

groups, systems of mutual assistance and poverty alleviation, along with factors impeding 

the institutional capacity to tackle poverty, etc.  
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Clan leaders were interviewed on a range of topics, such as entitlement to clan assistance 

and criteria that qualify or disqualify an applicant for clan support (see Appendix II at the 

end of the thesis); organization and operation of social security networks; the rationale for 

clan assistance; the role of personnel involved in the administration of clan support etc. 

Wealth ranking and the description of different wealth ranks helped in understanding the 

centrality of livestock in poverty analysis and the importance of symbolism and 

metaphors used in describing poverty. As noted in Paper III, the customary wealth 

classification describes the most prosperous family as dureessa ciccitaa (“rotten rich”), 

using the symbolism of  a cattle kraal filled with “rotten” cow dung in the wet season and 

a house filled with excessive milk products that can easily become “rotten”. Both these 

images symbolize plentifulness. By contrast, the second last rank along the wealth ladder, 

deega bombii, indicates an absence of cattle, where beetles buzz in the empty cattle kraal 

in search of cow dung to roll.    

3.2.4 Stakeholder Workshop 
 
The importance of participatory workshops as a data collection method in development 

research has been emphasized by various authors (e.g. Chambers, 2002). I organized a 

one-day workshop in September 2006 in Yaballo town, in order to share preliminary 

research findings with the stakeholders and to consolidate lessons learnt. Fifty 

participants drawn from the four communities, key informants, clan leaders, government 

personnel and representatives of non-governmental organizations took part in the 

workshop. Participants were divided into mixed-sex working groups, and group 

deliberations were presented at the main plenary session. It was observed that during both 

the separate group works and the main plenary session, women tended to be shy to make 

their points. Through facilitation, the sensitivity was minimized and women were 

encouraged to give their comments, ask or respond to questions. The key lesson here is 

that one needs to be aware of the sensitivity of social relations and how they affect 

behaviour in formal settings. 
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3.3 Understanding Poverty in Borana Pastoralism  

Initially, it may be instructive to consider the “sustainable livelihoods” framework 

endorsed by the UK Department for International Development (DFID, 2001). This 

framework has been widely used as a tool for analysis of rural livelihoods in developing 

countries. In brief, the framework consists of the vulnerability context, livelihood assets, 

and transforming structures that together influence livelihood strategies, which in turn 

generate outcomes related to income, well-being, vulnerability, food security, and 

sustainability (see Fig. 3). 

 

Source: Department of International Development (DFID), 2001 
 
Figure 3. Sustainable livelihoods framework 

 

The livelihood strategies referred to in Fig. 3 vary across those decision-making spaces 

that are open to households and individuals: whether to specialise in one or two activities 

or attempt to diversify into others; whether to focus on commercial or subsistence 

activities, high-risk or low-risk activities; whether to consume, save, exchange, or invest, 

and so on. Analysis of livelihoods is concerned with how these priorities change in 

response to fluctuations in the transforming structures and processes. Perhaps because it 
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is also used as a policy tool, the model is inherently optimistic, assuming strictly benign 

outcomes. 

Also in the sustainable livelihoods framework, policies and institutions are lumped 

together with other factors under the general heading of “transforming processes”. 

Livelihoods analyses consequently tend to portray these as intervening factors in the 

more fundamental relationship between “the vulnerability context” and the livelihood 

strategies. While recognising the relevance of this model to the pastoral context in 

general, and to the Borana situation in particular, a simpler articulation may help to 

illustrate the thrust of the present thesis more clearly (Fig. 4). 

In this admittedly crude layout, state policies have a direct bearing on the resource base 

available to pastoralists, and changes in the resource base in turn force adaptations in 

livelihood strategies. The first two papers of this study deal with these first two linkages: 

the changes in access to rangelands brought about by fluctuations in alliances between 

state and locality, and the resulting conflicts (Paper I); and the prevalence of 

sedentarization and modernization through agriculture, and the livelihood adaptations this 

give rise to (Paper II). These livelihood adaptations produce outcomes associated with 

poverty. Different conceptions of poverty, and their implications for poverty diagnosis 

and reduction, are the subject of Paper III. Finally, poverty in Borana is traditionally 

tackled through customary institutions of mutual assistance. These institutions – their 

nature and scope, and their performance in the face of increasing resource pressure – are 

the subject of Paper IV.  
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Figure. 4 A simple framework for understanding poverty in Borana pastoralism 

 

There are, of course, numerous links and feedback mechanisms that are suppressed in this 

model. For example, policy does not only influence the resource base but also works 

directly on livelihoods and customary institutions; and customary institutions do not only 

respond to poverty but have adaptive and preventive roles at earlier stages in the process. 

And, as in the sustainable livelihoods framework, cross-cutting issues such as 

distributional effects are absent. As is hopefully clear from the above, however, the 

model captures the focal points and progression of the papers that together form the bulk 

of this thesis.  

At a broader level, the most salient feature of the model is the duality of interpretations 

that it allows for. From the perspective of the Borana pastoralist, rangeland shrinkage 

represents a critical blow to communal livestock husbandry and a traditional way of life; 

from the perspective of the state, the shrinkage in the pastoral resource base represents a 

necessary step in the pursuit of geo-political objectives, a move towards more 

commercial forms of land use, and the creation of opportunities for livelihood 

diversification through local expansion into crop cultivation and commerce. For the 

Borana community, reductions in stock holdings and the impoverishment of pastoralist 

households are viewed as the consequence of failed state policies and misguided 

interference in pastoralist production systems; for the state, these processes are taken as 

evidence of the problems intrinsic to an extensive and unsustainable form of land use 

whose time has passed. And the recommended cures are as diametrically opposed as the 
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diagnoses: for the pastoralist, less state interference; for the state, less pastoralism. These 

alternative perspectives represent a divided, cognitive superstructure – intimately related 

to ongoing discourses on environment and modernization – that informs each of the 

papers in this thesis. 

3.4 Summary of Main Findings and Policy Implications 

This study has investigated the causes and manifestations of poverty in Borana by 

looking at the interfaces between policies, resources, poverty conceptions, and 

institutions. 

At the policy level, state land use policies and administrative decisions on the macro-

level resource base of Borana were analyzed over historical periods (Paper I). Inter-state 

relations between Ethiopia and Somalia were related to the shaping of local relations 

between Borana and Somali clans over resource borders in southern Ethiopia. The main 

finding in this regard is the existence of incompatible ways of claiming rights over 

resource control, resulting in (1) violent conflicts between the competing groups, (2) 

shifting alliances between local and state interests, depending on wider geo-political and 

national political priorities, and (3) displacement of Borana pastoralists following the loss 

of access to key water wells and surrounding rangelands. In the past, successful pastoral 

production and responses to shocks depended on an extensive rangeland territory that – 

together with communal access, mobility, and customary institutions for resource 

management – allowed for flexible and opportunistic resource use. The current state 

policy of ethnic-based federalism has escalated old inter-ethnic conflicts over resources. 

This has complicated land access in the Borana rangelands, reduced customary land 

tenure security, and made Borana pastoralists more vulnerable to natural shocks.  

Resource base shrinkage has resulted in a variety of coping strategies at the community 

and household levels (Paper II). At the community level, the customary legislative 

institution, the Gumi Gayo (GG), responded by adopting resolutions that altered 

traditional land use systems. During the Assembly’s gatherings in 1988, one of the 

proclamations was the restriction on the expansion of cultivation and range enclosures in 

the rangelands (kaloo) (Shongolo, 1992). This proclamation was modified in 1996, when 
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the GG allowed the selective establishment of farming and village-level range enclosures 

(Gollo, 1997). Moreover, the 2004 GG (which this author attended) passed a resolution 

announcing that dry stock had to be accommodated within the grazing zones in the 

vicinity of the main settlement, that were customarily designated for lactating stock. 

Decreasing pastoral production was evident in the long-term livestock population 

dynamics. Results demonstrated that households, during the 22 years from 1984 to 2006, 

experienced a significant decline in livestock holdings. Livestock populations showed no 

indication of a successful recovery to pre-1984 levels. The decline in livestock 

populations was associated with a downward shift in customary household wealth ranks, 

leading to a predominance of the poor and destitute categories. 

At the household level, pastoralists embrace diversification or specialization in a 

particular type of activity, in response to risks (drought, raids, and diseases). Some 

households responded by diversifying into alternative life-supporting activities, ranging 

from investment in non-pastoral sectors to practicing inter-livestock species conversion 

through the market medium. Other household strategies included herd diversification 

through the acquisition of more cows and calves for enhanced milk supply and herd 

growth. In extreme drought conditions, some households would kill calves to maximize 

the survival of the lactating cows. Households also took up crop cultivation under 

different motivations. For some households, the objective was to supplement livestock 

income; for others, it was a last resort. Given the fluctuating rainfall pattern, however, 

crop production was not successful in providing a reliable harvest. 

Given the cross-sectional nature of the agricultural data, the study was not able to 

establish a clear relationship between household poverty status and participation in crop 

cultivation. This lacuna will hopefully be bridged by future longitudinal studies. The 

survey showed that 75% of households that engaged in crop cultivations fall below the 

customary wealth rank category of self-reliant (see also Paper III). The poor households 

participated more in petty trade, sale of forest products, and labor migration, and 

depended on food aid. For the wealthy, livestock sales remain the main source of cash. 
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The fundamental dilemma is that crops encroach on grazing lands, making livestock more 

vulnerable to recurrent droughts. 

With regard to conceptions and measures of poverty (Paper III), the study revealed that 

the traditional wealth ranking system among Borana pastoralists is built around livestock 

holdings. This emphasis is explained through the central role of livestock in material 

survival and in the performance of key social and religious duties. While significant 

correlation was observed between traditional rankings and all conventional measures, the 

study revealed that the proximity of income and expenditure measures to traditional 

rankings was significantly smaller than the proximity of asset-based measures. The 

traditional wealth ranking system possesses two distinct advantages over conventional 

measures, in that it internalizes both dynamic aspects – related to resilience and 

fluctuations in livestock holdings – and the role of households in Borana institutions of 

mutual assistance. Given the volatile environment and fluctuating fortunes of livestock 

holders, “snapshot” poverty measures based on income or expenditure are likely to be 

inaccurate and of little use. Poverty diagnosis among pastoralists such as the Borana, if it 

is to be accurate and generate appropriate measures, must rely to a greater extent on 

asset-based indicators, should incorporate dynamic features, and should be complemented 

by a mapping of social networks.  

The exploration of systems of mutual assistance revealed the existence of various types of 

social networks in Borana of varying rationale, operational scope, and geographical range 

(Paper IV). Most of the networks are sustained by voluntary resource sharing, while a 

few are compulsory and highly formalized. The different networks are highly 

complementary, together forming an interlinked and integrated system of networks. 

Social networks address problems ranging from daily food gaps to loss of herds through 

drought or raids. The indigenous system has the capacity to tackle transient poverty, as 

long as pastoral production is able to generate resources for redistribution. Households 

from the poorest segments of the population are, however, more likely to exit the system. 

This raises doubts about the institution’s capacity to combat chronic poverty under 

current difficult conditions, and a more exclusive network may emerge in the future. The 

study also reveals that social security becomes weaker for those who drop out of 
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pastoralism. Organizations involved in poverty reduction efforts in Borana would do well 

to identify and utilize customary networks of mutual assistance, given their rich social 

capital and experience in target identification, need prioritization, and monitoring. 

What is the overall policy implication of the key findings of this study for pastoral 

development and poverty alleviation in Borana? Problems related to poverty are complex 

and defeat any quick-fix solution. Based on the major findings of this study, however, it 

is possible to point out that the general direction for pastoral development in Borana 

highlights a greater need for enhancing livelihood security and poverty reduction. It is 

important that poverty alleviation efforts aim at integrating sustainable pastoral 

production, uplifting of the impoverished households from chronic poverty and designing 

of a long-term development trajectory. Functional pastoral production requires secure 

resource base to allow flexible land use through mobility, instead of supporting crop 

expansion in the rangeland. This could be achieved partly by strengthening pastoral 

production capacity through conflict resolution and maintaining functional 

interconnectivity of patchy resources in different pastoral landscapes.  

While strengthening viable pastoralism and customary institutions of resource 

management is essential to ensure sustainable food production, development endeavors 

must also particularly target families that have lost economic viability (cf. Little et al. 

2007). Alternative income-generating activities could be an option to address immediate 

household needs, but it is worth noting that the socio-cultural rationales make imperative 

the designing of programs that aim to reintegrate the impoverished families into 

pastoralism, e.g. through community-based restocking programs. Given the rangeland 

shrinkage, conflicts and institutional capacity decline, responsibility to restock the poor 

families cannot be left to the customary systems of resource redistribution alone.  

As pastoralists are part of the rapidly-changing global society, global and sub-global 

socio-economic, political and environmental policies affect the pastoral livelihoods. The 

long-term development strategies must take cognizance of the need for adapting policies 

towards promotion of pastoral-oriented development approaches. Moreover, community 

initiatives of investing in child education as a future security must be backed up through 
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promotion of human resource development (cf Lesorogol, 2008 for a Samburu case), 

which is cognizant of specific ecological conditions, pastoral life style and historical 

marginalization. Such policy intervention merits developing pastoral-oriented educational 

infrastructure, augmented by affirmative education programs to enable the pastoralists to 

acquire skills that are necessary for them to participate in the competitive national and 

global economies.  
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Land Use Policies, History & Inter-ethnic Conflicts in 

Southern Ethiopia  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Boku Tache & Gufu Oba  
 

Inappropriate land use policies for grazing lands in Ethiopia during the previous 

century and persistent inter-ethnic conflicts have created a crisis in security of 

customary land tenure. This paper explores the links between land use policies and 

inter-ethnic conflicts on grazing resource borders by discussing the historical 

relationships between contesting pastoral groups, their perceptions of resource 

borders and how the groups used government policies of ethnic-based 

decentralization and referendum to claim ownership rights to grazing lands. The 

paper also discusses future prospects for improving land use policy for the 

rangelands and suggests alternative approaches informed by proper 

understanding of pastoral land use systems and historical ethnic relationships. 

Empowerment of customary institutions is essential for promoting inter-pastoral 

dialogue for a negotiated access to key resources supported by conflict resolution.   

 

Key words: ethnic federalism, inter-ethnic conflict, land use policy, referendum on 

grazing land, Southern Ethiopia. 

 

 Introduction 
      

Land use in pastoral regions of Eastern Africa frequently suffers from insecurity of 

customary resource rights due to state planned development policies (Galaty, 1999; 

Galaty et al, 1994; Hogg, 1997; Shazali and Abdel Ghaffar, 1999) that result in resource 

alienation from customary users (Ayalew, 2001; Lane, 1994; Toulmin, 1991). States’ 

failures to provide resource security result in livelihood decline and chronic poverty 

among the herder communities (Baxter, 1991). Experiences show that development 

policies ignored the traditional systems of range management and eventually created 

landless pastoralists (Galaty, 1994). The policy problems reflect poor relationships 



between pastoralists and the states (Manger, 2000) where the state plays the role of a 

provider and the agent of development (Mohamed Salih, 1990a), while the pastoralists 

lack influence on land use policy matters (Baxter, 1985). The state listens to “experts” 

more than to the pastoralists themselves on matters that directly affect their survival 

(Ndagala, 1990). Moreover, inflexible administrative rules enforced by the states to 

control pastoralists’ land use movements, including confinement to fixed grazing 

reserves (Klute, 1996) and privatisation of communal resources (Lane, 1998) usurped 

the autonomy of customary institutions for making land use decisions in the manner 

suited to ecological conditions of their grazing lands.  

       

In land use policy formulation, development planners do not clearly differentiate 

between pastoralism and crop cultivation. The planners fail to take into consideration 

the fact that pastoralism is an extensive land use system for which spatial mobility 

remains an essential livelihood strategy (Baxter, 1975; Niamir-Fuller, 1999). While 

pastoral development requires consideration of the broader issues of social and 

institutional development for provision of appropriate social amenities and 

infrastructure (Mohamed Salih, 1990b), emergence of competing land use types such as 

commercial ranches is an activity driven largely by economics benefiting the states and 

private investments more than the pastoralists (Gefu and Gilles, 1990; Lane, 1994).  

       

The causes of insecurity of customary tenure in the pastoral areas can be investigated at 

regional, national, and local and production unit levels. Regionally, the inter-state 

relations could influence pastoral land use across international frontiers, while national 

policies focused on regional administrative divisions of land according to ethnic groups, 

create tensions that would put into jeopardy the inter-ethnic relationships over resource 

borders (see Barth, 1969). This may arise from the shrinking rangeland and subsequent 

intense competition between neighbouring pastoral groups, who after losing key 

grazing resources are forced to encroach on their neighbours’ grazing resources. At 

community levels, states’ promotion of the alternative land uses to pastoral production 

could aggravate the pressures on the communal grazing lands and undermine the 

customary tenure rights through state sponsored privatization programmes. Moreover, 

loss of access to key resources such as wells would disable the whole pastoral 

production by rendering impossible the utilization of the surrounding rangelands. At the 

production unit levels, changes in land tenure would alter resource access for 
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supporting household livelihoods and increase risks of livestock loss during droughts. 

The policy environment could therefore create conflicts at inter-state, inter-pastoral 

groups and intra-community levels.  

 
Ethnic and Environmental Conflicts 
 

Ethnic conflicts have been widely discussed in the literature (e.g. Horowitz, 1985; Lake 

and Rothchild, 1998; Reuveny, 2007). Lake and Rothchild (1998: 4-7) attribute inter-

ethnic conflict to insecurity and “collective fears of the future”. They separate between 

primordialist, instrumentalist and constructivist perspectives on ethnicity. The 

primordialist view regards ethnic identity as given and immutable; the instrumentalist 

approach sees ethnicity as a tool manipulated by political elites to further their interests; 

whereas the constructivists view ethnic conflict as a social phenomenon emanating 

from socio-political and historical relations (see also Horowitz, 1985; Braathen, et al., 

2000). Economists have either tended to gloss over the origins and sources of ethnicity, 

focusing instead on its effects (see e.g. Easterly and Levine, 1997) or embraced the 

instrumentalist perspective, arguing that identity is an insufficient impetus to overcome 

the collective action problems involved in mobilising for violent conflict (e.g. Collier, 

2000). In this latter perspective, conflict is instead attributable to “greed” (the prospect 

of material gains), and ethnicity simply serves as a means of lowering transactions costs 

in recruitment of rebel soldiers. Ethnicity may also “inadvertently” become an issue 

when rent-generating natural resource inventories are located in remote areas, where 

state presence is weak and identities differ from those around the centre (see e.g. Le 

Billon, 2001; Ross, 2003). Horowitz (1998) summarizes this “soft” view of ethnicity as 

grounded in a rationalistic, agency-oriented, and highly mutable idea of human identity. 

 

The recent “environmental security” literature (Homer-Dixon, 1991, 1994, 1999; 

Reuveny, 2007) identifies natural resource scarcity as a root cause of conflict. In this 

malthusian perspective, ethnic conflict emerges because resource scarcity forces 

migration, and thus increasing contact and competition between groups of differing 

identities. This perspective has been criticised on numerous counts (see e.g. Deudney, 

1999; Peluso and Watts, 2001; Derman et al., 2007), but three stand out. The first is 

empirical: humans have for centuries coexisted peacefully in the face of increasing 

scarcity, across space and identities, yet little effort is made to explain how and why 
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competition for scarce resources sometimes boils over into conflict. Second, and related 

to the first point: the environmental security literature is inherently static in its 

perspective, disregarding the many adjustments and adaptations that increasing scarcity 

engenders, including changes in prices, institutions, and technology. Third, the view of 

scarcity as a root cause of conflict is theoretically stunted; there is a need to backtrack 

further along the causal chain and to delve into the politics and economics that lead to 

degradation and unequal access to resources. Peluso and Watts (2001), for example, 

“see violence as a site-specific phenomenon rooted in local histories and social relations 

yet connected to larger processes of material transformations and power relations” 

(p.5). 

 

The scholarly discussions outlined highlight political, environmental, and economic 

aspects of conflict. Despite the centre-periphery dichotomy frequently employed by 

both political ecologists and political economists, however, the role of the state in 

initiating conflicts is frequently overlooked. The state – particularly in the context of its 

ambition of political decentralization along ethnic lines, as this study will attempt to 

demonstrate – creates conditions for ethnic re-definitions of self-identity, where 

previous groups with similar cultural identities seek to create new resource borders by 

redefining property rights to land. Among groups that had hostile relationships, lack of 

prudence (or sometimes a conscious decision) by the state may renew inter-ethnic 

conflicts by shifting resource ownership rights under the guise of ethnic administration. 

If such re-definition of identities becomes the basis for establishing administrative units, 

the changes will subsequently alter resource borders, and cause inter-ethnic conflicts 

even among more closely related groups.  

       

Our aim in this article is to show how the creation of the administrative units along 

ethnic lines, escalates resource conflicts (see Turton, 2006; Clapham, 2006; Hammer, 

2007; Vestal, 1999) by adversely influencing tenure security.  

       

The problem of tenure insecurity and inter-ethnic conflicts in the grazing lands 

throughout Eastern Africa is controversial in terms of which groups have rights and on 

what basis those rights were established and maintained. For individual pastoral groups, 

the land may signify cultural and historical rights to a geographic space defined in terms 

of borders of natural resources (Bohannan, 1963). The study will show that the state by 
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playing the role of mediator changed the modalities and principles of interactions 

between different ethnic groups that were established over historical periods.  How then 

should states recognize the legitimacy of customary rights? How old should the 

customary claims be before they become legitimate? The state in caretaker capacity 

may claim to protect the resource tenure regimes for posterity, but changes customary 

tenure through land nationalization, privatisation of land, or altering traditional resource 

borders (Bruce, Hoben, Dessalegn, 1994) without taking into consideration the 

concerns of the customary users. This partly arises from oversimplification of local 

realities and imposition of centrally driven plans that ignore the importance of local 

customs and practical knowledge (Scott, 1998). In the pastoral context, the neglect 

relates to a failure to see the peculiar ecological characteristics of the rangelands and 

inhabitants’ customary rights to resource use for administrative, developmental and 

political purposes.  

       

The problem is greatly aggravated if access to the grazing land is influenced by regional 

and national politics that sparks off armed conflicts between national states or 

nationalities and the states. In the Horn of Africa, regional politics has contributed to 

state-people conflicts that in turn aggravated the inter-ethnic conflicts over resource 

borders. The politically inspired inter-ethnic conflicts have triggered population 

displacements (Bassi, 1997) that have become such a defining feature of resource 

conflicts (Markakis, 2003a). Over the previous four decades, the region has witnessed 

several inter-state and guerrilla wars rendering the region the major source of human 

displacements (Wondem, 2007: 104). Dislocations of pastoral groups both within and 

across the international frontiers have created conflicts that cascades across resource 

frontiers at community levels (Fukui and Markakis, 1994; Markakis, 1998). Whereas 

space will not allow discussions on the roles wars and conflicts have played in the 

dynamics of inter-ethnic conflicts (for regional analysis see Markakis, 1998) we focus 

on displacement and the insecurity that generates policy problems linked to the 

repatriation of the displaced populations (DPs) from neighbouring countries (Wondem, 

2007; Allen and Turton, 1996). The politics of displacements has also created internal 

displacement of populations (IDPs) within the region. How the state responds to the 

resettlement of the DPs is often controversial. The general dilemmas could be one of 

humanitarian or political challenges over repatriating DPs and their relationships with 

the host country as well as the host communities. As Reuveny (2007) suggests, the 
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displacement creates fault lines between the DPs and the host communities by 

triggering conflicts. The problem is more critical if the conflicts over land between the 

DPs and the host groups have historical dimensions. The DPs may use repatriation as an 

opportunity for realizing longstanding claims over land. We present a case study from 

southern Ethiopia to analyze the evolution of land use policies, the influence of 

developments policies in the grazing lands and effects of inter-ethnic conflicts between 

DPs and the host population. 

       

We first give a brief introduction of the effects of pastoral land use policies on 

customary land rights in Ethiopia and then discuss the historical dimensions to 

investigate the role that land use policies had played in alienating the customary 

resource tenure rights during the previous century. We then explore possible links 

between land use policies and inter-ethnic conflicts over resource borders within the 

context of external processes that had caused regional insecurity alert associated with 

DPs and IDPs and a countrywide process of political decentralization through ethnic-

federation that altered internal resource borders. The article concludes with suggestions 

on how to improve land use policies for the Ethiopian rangelands in general. 

 

Pastoral Land Use Policy in Ethiopia 
       

Ethiopia is the home to several pastoral groups (12% of the over 70 million population 

estimate) inhabiting the lowlands, which constitute 61% of the country’s total land area. 

The groups have marked cultural diversity, but share a common inharmonious 

relationship with the Ethiopian state. The state-pastoralists’ relationships have been one 

of ‘isolation, antagonism and warfare’ (Fecaku, 1994). Most governments in the Horn 

including Ethiopia are suspicious of pastoralists because their survival strategy entails 

cross border mobility which may affect inter-state relations. Thus, the general approach 

to administering the pastoral regions has been one of force, extraction (taxes for 

instance), political marginalization and land alienation (Hogg, 1997: 13). Among the 

Afar, for example, more than 50,000 ha of key dry season grazing lands along the 

floodplains of the Awash River were alienated by the state for the development of 

commercial agriculture without compensation (Ayele, 1994). The Jille pastoralists in 

the Ethiopian Rift Valley lost customary rights after being displaced by dam 
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construction and national parks (Tesfaye, 2003). Among the Karrayyu, Afar and Issee 

pastoralists the development of commercial agriculture and encroachment by the 

neighbouring peasant communities in the highlands have created stiff competition over 

limited grazing resources (see Markakis, 2003a; Ayele, 1994; Getachew, 2001a, 

Ayalew, 2001; Assefa, 2000). Additionally, the Karrayyu lost grazing lands to national 

parks (Markakis and Nega, 1986; Ayalew, 2001), while the state and private owned 

ranches created conflicts with the Borana in southern Ethiopia (Oba, 1998; Tache, 

2000) among numerous examples. The land use policies pursued by different Ethiopian 

administrations were greatly influenced by the power centres in the north.  

       

Historically, land tenure in the northern region of Ethiopia, which was the centre of the 

ancient Abyssinian Empire that conquered the southern regions in the late 19th century 

under Emperor Menelik II (Dilebo, 1974), comprised rist, gult and church land 

(Huntingford, 1965). The rist system defines the collective rights through heritage by 

those who till the land, signifying that the right to land is inalienable through market 

forces or through repossession by the state (Pausewang, 1983). The gult refers to land 

rights in which users paid tribute to feudal landlords. The conquests of the southern 

regions had therefore major ramifications for the socio-economic and land tenure 

systems (Hameso, 2006).  In the south of the country where prior to the conquest 

different rights to land existed in the form of collective ownership, Menelik II 

established a system called gabbar, which through land expropriation created a culture 

of rulers and ruled by reducing the peasants to tenancy (Dilebo, 1974; Donham, 2002; 

Donham and James, 2002). The armed settler soldiers (neftanya) the majority from the 

northern traditional centres of power were rewarded through the lord-tenant (gabbar) 

system (Dilebo, 1974) to the gult land rights (Pausewang, 1983), which comprised 

expansive parcels of land on which local communities settled (Clapham, 2002a; 

Donham, 2002). 

       

Despite variations in the degree to which the tradition of dominant-dominated 

relationship prevailed over historical periods in the south, asymmetrical power 

relationships between the central state and its units as well as towns and rural 

dichotomies existed. The military garrisons established in the conquered regions for 

policing and controlling the pastoralists in the south and the east of the country became 

centres of power from where the regulation of land use and land occupancy by different 
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groups were defined on the basis of taxes provided by different groups. Traditional 

administrations were replaced and power passed on to government agents, who were 

responsible for collecting taxes. In some areas, the pastoral lands were used for 

extracting taxes and other support systems to the local and provisional administration 

that assumed ownership of the land and the people on them.  

       

After the death of Menelik in 1913 and the assumption of power by Emperor Haile 

Selassie, modifications were made in land law. In terms of land use security in the 

rangelands, the 1955 Constitution of Haile Selassie recognized grazing lands as the 

state domain, while the pastoralists had user rights, and appropriation of the pastoral 

lands by private interests was widely practiced (Fecadu, 1994: 71). The pastoral 

communities were administered through local balabats who were given feudo-military 

titles by the Emperor. The country was divided into governorate generals (teqlay gizat) 

that comprised multi-ethnic groups within the administrative units (Dilebo, 1974).     

   

There was a change in scope in land use policies in the grazing lands during the brief 

period of Italian occupation of Ethiopia (1936-1941). Firstly, the old administrative 

power systems were dismantled and reorganized. The pastoral groups were placed into 

two of the four governorates of Galla and Sidamo and Harar (Haile, 2006). The 

southern grazing lands were put under the Galla and Sidamo administrative territories 

(Perham, 1948). In the Sidamo region, the traditional grazing borders that separated the 

Somali and other pastoral groups allowed greater infiltration of the Somalis across the 

common administrative borders with Somalia. It was during this period when ethnic 

compositions were altered. When the British restored the imperial government of Haile 

Sellassie after the defeat of Italy during WW II, the former administrative borders were 

re-established and the pastoral groups in the south were included under the same 

territorial administration of Sidamo once again (Perham, 1948).  

 

After the overthrow of the imperial regime of Haile Selassie in 1974 by the military 

regime (the Derg as it was known), the feudal land holding systems were abolished 

(Dessalegn, 1984). The socialist government of Mengistu Haile Mariam, made dramatic 

changes to land use policy throughout Ethiopia (Kamara, 2000). Through the Land 

Reform Proclamations of 1975, the government nationalized all rural lands, bringing to 

an end the old production relations practiced in the south (Yeraswork, 2000) and 
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creating uniform usufruct rights under the overall responsibility of the state (Dessalegn, 

1994). The changes, however, remained ambiguous on the pastoral land rights (Helland, 

2002). For example, Article 24 of Land Reform Proclamation stipulated that the 

nomadic peoples had customary user rights for grazing lands. The proposed rights were 

endorsed only for the reorganized pastoral associations but not the traditional system. 

Indeed, Article 26 of the Proclamation states, “…pastoralists shall establish their 

association in a manner that is suitable for development…”  

       

Pastoral communities were fragmented into new pastoral associations in accordance 

with the Rural Land Proclamation No. 31, while abolition of the traditional institutions 

under Article 32 undermined the traditional administration. The new peasant 

associations (PAs) run by the young political cadres implemented land laws (Pauswang, 

1983; Yeraswork, 2000). This policy was applied across the whole country but the 

extent to which it modified the traditional rights to land and the potential impacts on the 

rural economy varied from the farming to the pastoral regions of the country. Among 

the peasants, ownership of the land was replaced by another exploitative system of 

surplus extraction whereby the farmers were compelled to sell their produce to 

Agricultural Marketing Corporation at non-competitive prices (Clapham, 2002a), while 

among the pastoralists tight control over the PAs (Dessalegn, 1984) and the resource 

borders eroded their traditional flexible land use systems. The changes altered the 

ecology of the grazing lands towards bush encroachment, while development in terms 

of water ponds caused the pastoralists to concentrate in a few places, consequently 

resulting in environmental degradation (Oba, 1998). The changes in land use were also 

not made in consultations with the local institutions, thus the responsibilities for land 

use shifted from the wider community to individual PA leaderships. The result was that 

the community was fragmented and the former neighbours becoming “outsiders” who 

were expected by the new PA administrative arrangements to make decisions 

independent of one another. Using the Borana as a case, we show how the changes in 

land use policies impacted on the customary rights of the community.  The model of 

change we are describing could, however, be applied to other pastoral groups in the 

lowlands. 
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The Impact of Land Use Policies on the Borana System of Land Use 
     

Prior to the conquest in 1899, land use in Borana was closely tied to access to 

traditional deep tula wells and shallow adaadii wells in central Dirre and Moyale 

districts (Fig. 1), while in the Liban district the main source of water for the dry season 

is the Daua River (Oba, 1998). The past success of Borana pastoralism (e.g. Cossins 

and Upton, 1988) was based to a large extent on robust customary resource tenure 

rights and the gada institutions for managing the grazing lands (see Legesse, 1973; 

Watson, 2003). The gada is the supreme political authority and custodian of the Borana 

laws and regulations (aadaa seera Borana) (Legesse, 1973). The emphasis on internal 

peace through pan-Borana solidarity creates rights to resources, while the gada 

safeguards those rights (Oba, 1998). The gada council, during the pan-Borana 

Assembly of Gumi Gayo (held at the Gayo wells) organized in the middle of the 8-year 

gada period, makes ‘proclamations’ on the rules that regulate the use of water and 

grazing lands and is also responsible for helping the community to adjust customary 

tenure rights in response to pressures from official policies. Among the grazing land 

resources, access to water points, grazing and ritual lands represent the essential 

pastures of Borana pastoralism. In Borana tradition, property rights to wells are 

established by membership in the well-owning clans, while the land is the property of 

the tribe under the jurisdiction of the gada. As access to the wells affects access to the 

rangelands (Helland, 1982), it follows then that a clan that loses control of a dry season 

water source would lose access to the pastures. The problem of access was traditionally 

tackled through water use networks between different users (Tache, 2000). The gada 

has the responsibility to protect the grazing resource borders based on historical use of 

the land as defined by ritual sites and key clusters of wells. The use of the resources 

has, however, not been exclusive. Other pastoral groups, such as individual Somali 

clans, built client relationships with Borana clans in order to gain access to the wells 

and utilize the grazing lands. The “guest” ethnic groups were not expected to develop 

their own water sources neither were they entitled to the property rights to the grazing 

lands, although their user rights were acknowledged through reciprocal arrangements 

(Oba, 1996).  

       

The reasons the Borana were critically concerned over the security of the tula wells in 

particular is that the grazing lands and the wells are intricately linked. Loss of the wells, 
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either due to inter-ethnic conflicts or through realignment of government administrative 

borders, makes the grazing lands unusable. Since wells, unlike the grazing lands are 

semi-private, loss of the wells for whatever reason would imply resource loss by the 

whole community, making the pastoral production vulnerable to recurrent droughts. 

The Borana internal resource borders were therefore used for managing grazing and 

water resources rather than restricting pastoral grazing movements. This is 

differentiated from external resource borders that separated the Borana from the 

competing ethnic groups such as the Somali clans.  

       

The system was radically altered after the region was incorporated into the Empire. In 

Borana, similar to the other regions of the south, the settler soldiers and immigrant 

farmers from Northern Ethiopia acquired extensive parcels of land (gasha) to the 

detriment of pastoral land use (AGROTEC, 1974). Over time, the farming centres grew 

into towns and markets. Sedentarized farmers did not spare ritual lands as the need for 

crop lands increased, which had the effect of squeezing the Borana into more marginal 

areas. Despite the loss of land, the perception of the community was that within the 

context of the modern state, their external and internal resource borders based on 

cultural and religious identities could not be interfered with by the state. In the state’s 

view, however, customary land rights ceased to exist after the Borana and other 

communities were incorporated, while through occupancy they were granted user rights 

by the state (Helland, 2002). 

       

Developments in the rangelands were limited. In the late 1960s and the early 1970s, the 

Imperial Ethiopian Government embarked on commercial ranches aimed at improving 

the traditional system of pastoral production (Hogg, 1990). The changes drastically 

altered the internal customary resource tenure of the Borana by accelerating the 

processes of rangeland privatisation (AGROTEC, 1974). The programs designed for 

pastoral development under the Imperial government was additionally aimed at 

developing the rangelands for meat export through fattening of cattle on state ranches. 

The direct benefits to the community were in terms of periodic veterinary diseases 

control programs (Hogg, 1997). 

       

The program was given new impetus under the Derg that developed the Ethiopian 

Livestock Marketing Enterprise (ELME) and the state-ranches became fully operational 
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(Hogg, 1990). The state-ranches created disputes between the community and ranch 

officials. An example of this was the establishment of the Dida Liban Ranch in the 

Liban district in the 1980s (Fig. 1). The Borana were opposed to the ranch for two 

reasons. Firstly, the site has been used for the gada ritual pilgrimage from time 

immemorial. Secondly, the community representatives had informed the ELME Branch 

Head that a ranch on the site would block access routes to the only perennial water 

point (Tache, 2000). Despite the community’s objection, the local ELME officials 

proceeded to fence the land with the state support, subsequently excluding the local 

communities from the grazing lands.  The community representatives who voiced 

objections to the project were bullied and threatened by the officials of the PA and the 

administration with imprisonment for pursuing alleged illegal activities (Oba, 1998). 

Under the PA administration, the grazing lands were reorganized internally by 

dismantling the traditional model of the Borana, thereby reconstituting major changes to 

land use both from within and without. In certain cases, the PAs even tried to control 

movements of herds across the administrative borders (Helland, 2002). The intrusive 

governance by the state through PA political cadres has thoroughly weakened the 

functioning of indigenous land use systems (Oba, 1998). 

      

A new political landscape emerged following the defeat of the Derg in 1991, resulting 

in the transformation of the state structure (James, et al, 2002) as well as land use policy 

by the new government of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front 

(EPRDF). The new policy had two aspects. Firstly, there was continuity in maintaining 

processes of land alienation. Secondly, it was the first time that privatization of the 

grazing lands was actually implemented in Borana through private investments. In 

addition to these internal processes, the EPRDF government introduced political 

decentralization using ethnicity as the basis for political reorganization of the country 

(Turton, 2006). The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE) comprises nine 

ethnic-based member states (FDRE, 1995). The regional states under the federal 

government of Ethiopia were established along ethnic lines as opposed to previous 

administrative regions that, despite separating the pastures, left different communities 

under the same regional administration (Getachew, nd).   

       

The most interesting changes under EPRDF’s land use policy was that the rights of 

pastoral communities to land were more clearly defined. There was, however, 
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incongruence between rights to land and the free market economic policy that spelt out 

the privatisation programs (Donham, 2002). According to Article 40 (3) of the FDRE’s 

Constitution, land is the exclusive property of the state and the Ethiopian peoples, and is 

not subject to sale or other means of transfer. However, private developers can acquire 

land through lease or rent from the government (Fasil, 1997). Under the EPRDF, the 

problem of land tenure in the rangelands therefore created a contradiction between the 

power of the state and customary tenure rights of the pastoral peoples (Getachew, 

2002). Major decisions regarding land allocation and administration remained within 

the domain of the state.  It appears that different rights are pronounced, but their 

implementation has remained contradictory. For example, two federal land use policy 

proclamations with relevance for the rangelands were misapplied under the guise of 

investment policy. The Federal Negarit Gazeta No. 1 Addis Ababa and 21st August 

1995 under Article 40, 5th item states; “Ethiopian pastoralists have the right to free land 

for grazing and cultivation as well as the right not to be displaced from their own lands, 

the implementation shall be specified by law” (FDRE, 1995: 14). Further, the Federal 

Negarit Gazeta of Ethiopia No. 54 of Proclamation No. 89/1997 under rural land 

administration, Part 2, Section 6 states: 

A land administration law enacted by each Regional council, shall: (1) ensure 
free assignments of holding rights both to peasants and nomads…as well as 
security against eviction and displacement from holdings on any grounds 
other than total or partial distribution of holdings effected pursuant to 
decision by the Regional Council, (2) assign holdings rights sufficient for 
subsistence, both to peasants and nomads, subject to the particular condition 
of the locality… (FDRE, 1997).  

 

The official proclamations appeared to affirm the rights to land by the pastoral peoples, 

where they can graze and cultivate without being harassed and displaced on “any 

grounds” except when the regional councils conduct comprehensive redistribution of 

land according to laws to be specified. Whereas the decision to lease land to private 

developers is often based on arguments that the land will be put to more economical 

use, the irony is that the community that is expected to benefit economically from the 

investment is deprived of access to grazing lands.  

 

The Borana also appear to recognize that the power to regulate land use lies with the 

government agents. Thus, of late, the community has used government rhetoric to 

oppose the implementation of land use policies that have undermined the security of the 
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customary tenure rights. In one case (see below), the affected community petitioned the 

authorities when two traders grabbed and fenced up 720 ha of communal land in Agirte 

in the Dirre district (Fig. 1) with the sole aim of ‘selling’ the land to a private developer 

in Addis Ababa. The event upset the community, and 127 elders representing 12 

encampments (ollaa) presented a written petition to the local administration. We 

reproduce a part of the translation of the petition below: 

This petition is addressed to the Dirre Administrator based at Mega on the 
complaint by the elders of the madda of Dubluqi on loss of the communal 
grazing reserve (kaloo). The kaloo land has been preserved and managed by the 
community of Agirte and the neighbouring areas since the time of the Derg in 
1974 (E.C). We owned and managed the same kaloo land for 18 years. The 
kaloo was established for the benefit of livestock…of 29 encampments…during 
the dry period… The livestock of 70 families comprising horses, camels, cattle 
and small stock are managed here. In addition, within the fenced area there are 
farms where people are cultivating. The gada and the Qallu (i.e. ritual leaders) 
who are our traditional institutions know these facts…Since the administration 
claims to give priority to those activities that benefit the community, our use of 
this land is beneficial to the community. Now with the coming of the dry season 
we have no grazing reserve for our animals. To deny us this beneficial use of 
the land is to cause untold problems for our livestock. We are angered and 
disappointed by this. It is for this reason that we have written to the 
administration in a transparent manner. We are not satisfied that the land we 
have reserved as kaloo for 18 years is given to individuals without our consent. 
When we asked why our kaloo is given to individuals we were referred to the 
Oromia Regional Government [in Addis Ababa] about the matter because 
giving out the land is reportedly authorised by the President of the Oromia 
Regional State. We were told regardless of the objections we had, the decision 
has been finalized. We decided to write this petition as beneficiaries of this 
resource and that our complaint is not that of residents from outside. …We the 
under signed are not satisfied with the matter and confirm that the land was 
given against our consent.1 

 

Writing a petition is a new method used by the Borana for presenting complaints to the 

local authorities. The petition touched on the communal resources that legally qualified 

for protection under the country’s agricultural laws and the new land use proclamations. 

The presence of farming in the area is a significant point in the petition. The community 

and the number of households that depend on the land and the duration the key resource 

was managed were referred to in the land use proclamation, which emphasized that 

“pastoralists cannot be displaced on any ground”. The suggestion that the traditional 

leadership is aware of their property rights is to emphasize the legitimacy of their 

claims within the customary tenure context. The most important part of the petition was 

the political rhetoric often used by the government agents of “giving priority to 
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development activities that benefited the wider society”. The idea of using official 

rhetoric and reminding the higher authorities that the community is being intimidated 

was aimed at exposing the injustices they suffered. Additionally, the petition took 

cognizance of the fact that the community had been fragmented administratively and 

the right to make legitimate complaints lay with the real users of the resource (i.e. 

people belonging to the particular peasant association) as opposed to the wider Borana 

society. Thus, by emphasizing that they were solely responsible for the decisions to 

write the complaint, the community pre-empted any possible allegation by the 

administration that "outsiders” had influenced them.  

       

Although the same land was later claimed by ELME, the actual transfer was delayed 

when the Zonal Administration in Nagelle Borana found out that the land in question 

did not belong to the state enterprise. The legal void aside, a new policy to privatize 

public enterprises was used to justify the sale of ELME and all the property it owned, 

including the state-owned ranches in Dida Liban, in the Liban District (4000 ha) and in 

Surupha in the Yaballo District (4000 ha), to Elfora Agro-industry, a private limited 

company headquartered in Addis Ababa.2 The ranches were part of the key grazing 

lands of the Borana, which were taken by the state and finally sold to the private 

enterprise, making future claims over the same lands difficult because of past multiple 

ownerships. Internally, therefore, the Borana are losing land to the state and private 

enterprises, while externally, vast grazing lands in the eastern and southeastern regions 

were being alienated through administrative decisions and inter-ethnic conflicts. 

 

A Historical Overview of Inter-ethnic Conflicts  
   

The conflict between the Borana and Somalis in the south of the country can best be 

understood from a historical perspective. In earlier times the Borana shared grazing and 

water with the Gabra camel pastoralists (Oba, 1996). The majority of the Somali clans 

(such as Degodia and Marrehan) were recent immigrants into the region (Lewis, 1960, 

1965). The earlier arrivals such as the Garri were in the Daua-Ganale region by the 

1880s, while the others arrived during the earlier parts of the twentieth century (Oba, 

1996). The expansion of the Somalis into this region reached a peak during the Italian 

occupation of Ethiopia (1935-1941). The Garri, a bilingual community who spoke both 
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Somali and the Borana dialect of Afaan Oromo, were in contact with Borana through 

trade, which they used to gradually gain a foothold in the southeast (Dalleo, 1975). 

During the earlier contacts with the Garri in the nineteenth century, Dalleo (1975: 30-

31) states that “…the interior towns such as Lugh and Bardera (inside present-day 

Somalia) served as staging points for camel caravans travelling between Borana and the 

coast”. Abir (1970: 130) also states that the Borana were active participants in the 

coastal trade and “…demanded and received permission to send caravans to trade in 

their country”. Donaldson Smith (1897:177) has documented the early contacts between 

the Borana and the Hawiye Somali clans. He reports, “…These Hawayi Somalis had 

emigrated from Bardera within the last sixteen years (i.e. 1880s), and were now under 

the protection of Abbafilato…” [the actual name was Afalata Dido, the Qallu of the 

Borana] when his party met “…the Borana in the neighbourhoods of the Lae and the 

Goff tula wells” (p. 185). Buxton (1967:91) later describes the wells, including those of 

Wachille, as “…among the most remarkable things in southern Ethiopia…believed to 

have been excavated in the distant past, by the ancestors of these same Boran 

tribesmen”. The Garri therefore got entry into the region and achieved access to key 

grazing and watering resources through client relations with the Borana clans (i.e. they 

identified with the Borana clan of Karayyu) (Oba, 1996). 

 

Historically, therefore, the external resource borders between the Borana and the 

Somali pastoralists have not been in doubt (Kjaerland, 1977; Getachew, 2002). Capeny 

(1905: 263) in 1891 writes, “…It would seem that the problem with which the mission 

(i.e. border commission) had now to deal was to ascertain the limits of the Borana 

territory. In the negotiations of 1900, Menelik had been willing to agree to a partition of 

Borana, but it was now discovered that the tribal organization would hardly admit of 

division”. Capeny goes on to delimit the Borana traditional borders. “The Borana 

territory consists of Liban, Dirri and Tertale…” (p. 263). Captain French (1913:433,) 

writing about the Ethiopia-Kenya border survey of 1911, also reported, “…at the wells 

of Gaddaduma [Qadadduma] …we found ourselves in Boran country, and during our 

stay… we saw thousands of their stock-cattle, sheep, and goats-brought down to 

water…The Boran are … the original inhabitants of this country, [more] than any other 

tribe” (p. 433). By 1920s the situation was changing. Captain Fowler (1924) reported 

that the Ethiopian administrator “Gerazmatch Angasa…at Gaddaduma is doing his 

utmost to please the large number of the Gurre [Garri] who have” recently crossed into 
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Ethiopia from Mandera in Kenya. He further reports “…every facility is given to the 

Gurre [Garri] to water at Gaddaduma, whilst the Boran…has been refused unless a 

suitable gift of stock was forthcoming” (p. 5).  According to Captain Fowler “… the 

worst fault is…for the Borana to have…originally allowed them (i.e. the Garri) into 

their country” and given them access to all the wells.  

 

Whereas inter-ethnic conflicts have had a great impact on the customary rights in the 

rangelands in southern Ethiopia, different pastoral groups appear to perceive the 

problem differently. The Borana perceive that the Somalis are “foreigners”, settled on 

their land by the Italians, while the Italian and Ethiopian governments recognized the 

Somalis’ rights to the Borana grazing lands. The Borana would perceive that although 

the government may regulate land use from within individual groups’ territory, 

changing the external borders of the grazing lands is not in line with the moral 

responsibility expected of the state. Perhaps the reason for this is that the security of the 

external resource borders determined the community’s survival and their well being in a 

ritual manner, which the state was seen to violate. The threat to external resource 

borders might be interpreted as a human rights issue. For instance, Article 1 of the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights stipulates, “…in no case may a 

people be deprived of its means of subsistence”. Also, Article 21 (1) and (2) of the 

African Charter recognizes the rights of peoples to the natural resources, wealth and 

property, while Article 22 (1) of the same Charter made provision for the right of the 

peoples to their economic, social and cultural development with due regard to their 

freedom and identity (http://www.achpr.org/english/_info/charter_en.html; 

http://www.hrweb.org/legal/cpr.html). 

       

Analysis of inter-ethnic conflicts will therefore demand proper understanding of the 

perceptions of the opposing groups over resource borders and how competing pastoral 

groups used government policies to claim ownership rights to grazing lands. Land use 

administration during the imperial period attempted to settle conflicts over resource 

borders by dividing the grazing lands in the eastern part of the region between the 

Borana and the Somali clans (i.e. Degodia, Garri and Marrehan). The decisions did not 

take into account key resources such as wells.  
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The claims over land used four criteria: 1) the historical rights to land; 2) tribal 

conventions organized by the state; 3) administrative divisions of the land by different 

Ethiopian governments; and 4) the political divisions of the country along ethnic lines. 

Those who support the Borana view cite historical evidence. For example, in 2001, the 

Borana community residing in Addis Ababa presented a petition to the Oromia 

Regional State that provided historical evidence of the Borana claims. The contributors 

pointed out that “…the Borana Oromo have a long and continuous history of land use 

of about a thousand years of inhabiting the region”. They cited personal experiences of 

the displacement of the Borana from the Dolo district bordering with the Somali 

Republic during the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 (Borana elders, 2001: 2).  

       

The Somali pastoral groups’ rationale for claiming grazing resources of the Borana is 

perhaps their apparent perception that they established ownership of land through use of 

force and occupancy, which they equated with use (Fedders and Salvatori, 1980:21), 

while for the Borana, territorial ownership was based on historical rights linked to land 

for religious pilgrimages and water points that could not be owned on the basis of force 

and occupancy alone. Thus, those who support Somali claims emphasize the occupancy 

and creation of official administrative borders. Getachew (nd) suggests that the grazing 

borders of the Borana and those of the opposing Garri in the area of the Moyale District 

were established during the meetings organized by the administrators of the imperial 

government in 1932/1933. The administrators, with the help of the military and 

representatives of the warring groups, drew grazing borders with pens across official 

maps. The new ethnic resource borders were inclusive of key tula wells in the eastern 

parts of southern Ethiopia (i.e. the Lae, Goff, Gaddaduma, Wachille and Udat wells (see 

Fig. 1). In interviews with Borana elders, we could not confirm their participation in the 

said grazing treaty. Indeed, Getachew also concurs that “The agreement was not 

effective because, firstly, the Borana were represented in the Mega town meeting by 

non-Borana delegates and [the Borana] were against the decision on the ground that it 

failed to respect their traditional rights” (Getachew, nd: 6).  

       

What, however, transpired was that the Somalis took advantage of the favourable 

political disposition with the Italian invasion to press for land claims against the 

Borana, whom they accused of sympathizing with the Ethiopian resistance against the 

Italians. The brief period of Italian occupation of Ethiopia holds particular relevance for 
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understanding the historical and contemporary conflict between the Borana and Somali 

groups for at least two reasons. Firstly, the Somali-speaking groups expanded into 

Borana land, marking the beginning of the shift in the external resource borders. 

Secondly, the period was followed by mass displacements of the Borana. Upon 

occupying the Borana region, the Italians recruited the Somalis from the Italian 

Somaliland into the expedition force (banda). The Italian occupation of Ethiopia (1936-

41) also marked the influx of modern firearms and armed local groups that upset power 

balance among the historically competing pastoral groups. Waves of Somali pastoralists 

followed closely behind the occupation army and settled in the southeastern and eastern 

parts of Borana land. Accordingly, the Degodia settled in Dolo, the Marrehan in Liban 

and Garri encroached further into Moyale (Dabbasa Arero, personal communication). In 

1941 after the defeat of Italy by the British, the Italian army left behind armed Somali 

irregulars who turned into bandits that massacred the Borana, creating massive IDPs. 

Consequently, the Borana in Dolo were annihilated, and those who survived the 

massacre in Liban crossed the Daua River and fled to Dirre or crossed into Kenya, 

having been forced to abandon the grazing lands in Dolo, most parts of Liban and the 

eastern parts of Moyale.  

       

After the Ethiopian administration was re-established, the 1948 tribal protocols 

regarding the eastern rangelands in Liban fixed ethnic grazing borders without giving 

consideration to seasonal migration patterns and historical claims to water sources. The 

imperial government of Haile Selassie allowed the Somalis to remain in Borana and 

graze their stocks on the condition that they paid tax to the government through the 

customary Borana leadership, who were considered by the state to be the legitimate 

owners of the grazing lands. The regime later introduced “tribal treaties” by creating 

new tribal borders. Creation of new tribal borders carved out of the historical Borana 

grazing lands and re-allocations to different groups in essence formalized land 

ownership for the outsiders, while disregarding the historical claims made by the 

Borana (Duba Dima, personal communication; Getachew, 2001c, 2002). The Borana 

objected to the decisions and successfully petitioned the protocol during the inter-tribal 

convention of 1952. The Governor of Sidamo province in the town of Nagelle Borana 

signed the declaration on behalf of the government. The signing ceremony was held in 

the presence of government-appointed local leaders (balabat) and traditional elders 

from the conflicting groups. That tribal convention stipulated that “…the territory [is] to 
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be collective property of the Boran tribe…. Other tribes have temporarily assigned 

grazing and water user rights over the eastern and northern portions, which had already 

been conquered…” according to this latter protocol (AGROTEC, 1974: 23). An 

interesting aspect of this particular tribal convention was the terminology used to define 

rights to land. According to the protocol, the whole of the Borana people and the land 

they claimed (but did not occupy at the time) was considered as their rist, which is a 

legal concept used in northern Ethiopia that defined land ownership by birth rights. By 

implication, the collective rights of the Borana were recognized by the Imperial 

Government (AGROTEC, 1974).  The conventions however failed to solve the problem 

over grazing resource borders, perpetuating conflicts between the opposing 

communities. Later on, the Somalis influenced the Ethiopian administration and 

obtained recognition through ‘tribal land demarcation’ arrangements. Since then, the 

tension between the Borana and the Somali groups has persisted.  

 

The conflicts, which were local, over time, had become a part of the regional conflicts 

in terms of inter-state conflicts along the borders between Ethiopia and Somalia after 

the latter became independent in 1960 (Touval, 1963). Besides open inter-state wars, 

support for insurgency and counter-insurgency was a common trend, taking advantage 

of internal political grievances on both sides of the border (Bereket, 1983). The nature 

of macro-relations with Somalia Republic and insecurity along the frontier with 

Ethiopia created a security threats (Clapham, 2002b: 22). The conflicts between the two 

countries over the Ogaden region of Ethiopia in particular spread into the other lowland 

regions inhabited by the Borana and other pastoral groups. For example, in 1976 the 

Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF) was formed to liberate the Ogaden region of 

Ethiopia, and the Somali Abo Liberation Front (SALF), collaborating with WSLF, 

fought to liberate the Oromo inhabited regions of Hararghe, Bale and Borana. The 

liberation movements used the existing political fault lines between conflicting ethnic 

groups to claim territories by their linguistic and Muslim groups (Markakis, 1987). The 

pastoral groups that sympathized with the movements formed the vanguard for land 

claims. In the 1970s, the WSLF and SALF and pastoral groups allied with them 

occupied the Borana grazing lands in the south. The Ethiopian state armed the Borana 

Oromo to fight against the guerrillas.  
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In terms of local relations over resources, the westward expansion of the Somali clans 

continued to control expanse of the rangelands by pushing out the inhabitants.  The 

Borana’s ambition of reclaiming their ancestral lands and containing Somali groups’ 

further expansion into the southern rangelands coincided with Ethiopia’s protection of 

the country’s sovereignty. For the Somali clans, the objective of pushing out the Borana 

from the vast grazing lands in the eastern and southeastern parts of the country and 

gaining political dominance remained unchanged. In fact through the guerrillas’ 

successes the Somalis initially achieved their objective (Getachew, 2001b). The WSLF 

and SALF occupied and divided the Borana into two halves: the ‘liberated’ east and 

those that were still under the Ethiopian government administration in the western part 

of the territory. The Addis Ababa-Moyale highway became the de facto borderline 

between the divided Borana until the status quo was restored in 1978 through a large-

scale military operation locally termed as irmijja. As mentioned above, the conflict 

provided common grounds for cooperation between the government and the Borana. 

The government fought the guerrillas to maintain the territorial integrity of Ethiopia and 

the Borana fought the Somalis to regain the grazing lands and to reunite the divided 

community, using firearms provided by the Ethiopian state. The Borana’s goal of 

liberating the ancestral grazing lands was partially successful until their gains were 

reversed with the regionalization policy after the downfall of the Derg regime.  

 
Post-1991 Political Dynamics and Inter-ethnic Relations over Land  
       

The new political landscape prompted shifts in political alliances where the former 

guerrillas now became representatives of regional states. For example, the former SALF 

changed its name to Oromo Abo Liberation Front (OALF) in order for those groups 

(such as the Garri) that were fighting the Ethiopian state and the Borana under SALF to 

seek political representation in the federal arrangement through affiliation to Oromia 

Regional State. However, the attempt failed and the OALF split into two, “one part 

remains the OALF while another has reverted to call itself SALF and is now attempting 

to transfer a slice of Oromia to the Somali province [Regional State] of Ethiopia” 

(Schlee, 1994: 981).  

       

The post-Derg political dynamics also brought about a shift in the relationship between 

the Ethiopian state under EPRDF and the Borana: from mutual strategic alliance in the 
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past to mutual suspicion and discordance. Historically, the inter-state conflicts between 

Ethiopia and Somalia and the suspicious attitude of the former towards the Ethiopian 

Somali groups, coupled with the local level tension between the expansive Somali 

groups and the Borana, put the latter in a strategic alliance with the state against “the 

common enemy”. But this all changed after the downfall of the Derg in 1991. In the 

new ethnic federal system, improved contacts among different Oromo groups in 

different regions marked a rapid rise of Oromo nationalism and aspiration for 

development of collective Oromo identity (see Schlee, 2003). The new regional 

administrative borders separated the respective ethnic regions of the Oromia and Somali 

regional states. The regional borders of Oromia and Somali states are not marked on the 

ground, but follow the distribution of respective linguistic groups.  

       

The Oromo People’s Democratic Organization (OPDO), a coalition in the ruling 

EPRDF party, administrates Oromia, while the Somali People’s Democratic Party 

(SPDP) that maintains a special relationship with EPRDF with the status of aggaroch 

(the partners) administers the Somali Regional State. The two regions are targeted by 

armed rebel movements fighting for self-determination (Oromo Liberation Front, OLF 

for Oromia and Ogaden National Liberation Front, ONLF, for the Somali region of 

Ogaden) and thus potentially fall under security surveillance by the federal government. 

Furthermore, the Ogaden has a long history of armed struggle for political 

independence, and the successive Ethiopian governments have had to deal with the 

Ogaden question (Farer, 1979). The imperial and socialist regimes “tackled” the 

problem through military means while the government of FDRE has constitutionally 

recognized the right of regional self-administration up to and including secession 

(Article 39 of the FDRE’s Constitution of 1995), and along with this, apparently made 

land concessions, which in the case of the Ogaden might serve as a containment policy. 

However, the present heightened armed conflicts between the ONLF and the Ethiopian 

state on one hand and the involvement of Ethiopia in the current Somalia political and 

military conflicts on the other are likely to have changed such perceived alliance (at 

least after the April 2007 bloodshed following the ONLF’s attack on Obole oil 

exploration field, see The New York Times, April 25, 2007).  

 

In the case of Oromia, the question of political self-determination that borders on 

secession raises a more serious dilemma for Ethiopia.  As Baxter (1983: 146) alluded to 
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some years back “ If Ogaden or Eritrea were detached from it [Eritrea got independence 

from Ethiopia in 1993], Ethiopia would merely be diminished; but if the Oromo were to 

detach themselves, then…the Empire, which Menelik assembled and Haile Selassie 

held together would fall apart ”. This fear is real. The ambition of the current 

countrywide political agenda at work is therefore to reverse the tradition of centre-

imposed political culture by reconfiguring the state structure into ethnic federation 

whereby the sub-federal units enjoy self-governance, while still being tightly controlled 

from the centre (Vestal, 1999; Schlee, 2003). However, as noted, armed political 

movements fighting for regional self-determination have rendered the lowlands a 

security hot spot. While the conflicts between the state and the political dissidents have 

had direct impacts on the lives and livelihoods of the local pastoralists and may be 

under control, the regional conflict has not diminished (Clapham, 2006). The goals of 

state policy at the local levels may appear cryptic but sceptics would infer that the state 

involvements are aimed at pre-empting community support for the armed groups by 

creating inter-community discord and denying them grounds for building joint political 

alliances against the state.   

       

It is perhaps in this context that the problems of administrative borders between the 

Oromia and Somali regional states need to be examined. The conflicts between the two 

regional states have tremendous implications for resource use conflicts because the two 

regions shared long administrative borders and share resident populations (Markakis, 

1998). Similar to the conflict between the Afar and Issa pastoralists in the northeastern 

part of the country (Markakis, 2003b: 447), the conflict between the Borana and the 

Somalis groups and the resultant threats to loss of land by the former community has 

remained unresolved. For the Borana, their displacements from the traditional home 

range, which are now transferred to the Somali regional state (such as parts of Moyale, 

eastern Arero and Liban districts) has created political fault lines between the ethnic 

groups on one hand and between the Borana and the Federal State on the other.  

       

The background to the recent shift of the territorial borders was as follows. Following 

the break-up of the government of President Siad Bare in Somalia in 1991, refugees 

fled across the border. The refugees from Somalia were settled in the eastern parts of 

the Borana zone in Ethiopia as the DPs (Bassi, 1997). The new political identities that 

degenerated into incidents of open violence in the 1990s, involved fighting between 
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Borana and Garri, Borana and Marrehan, Borana and Degodia, Arsi and Gurra, Arsi and 

Degodia, Guji and Marrehan, Guji and Degodia with serious implications for 

population displacements (see Belete, 1999; Fekadu, 2004).  

       

The EPRDF government had came to power around this period of regional political 

upheavals. The settlement of DPs considered as “returnees” from warring Somalia 

resulted in internal displacement of the Borana. Consequently, the Borana lost access to 

the tula wells in Goff and Lae and grazing lands in Liban and Arero, becoming IDPs 

within their traditional home range (Fig. 1). Additionally, the new federal system 

introduced two additional elements into the already fragile inter-pastoral relations vis-à-

vis regional state border definition. Firstly, ethnically articulated territorial claims in the 

federal units proliferated (Turton, 2006) as the Regional States claimed land in other 

states where their linguistic groups were found. Secondly, the House of Federation 

recommended popular votes through referendum over grazing land disputes. In other 

words, regardless of where they inhabit, each ethnic group claimed little parcels of land 

to be patched up with the Regional State that they were linguistically associated with. 

So, the Somalis living in the Oromia State would still claim to be placed under the 

administration of the Somali Regional State and vice versa. This was the case even 

when the groups that were physically removed from the ethnic–based Federal state, 

created little “isles” of communities under the jurisdiction of different states but located 

in “wrong” places. The changes confused ethnic resource borders and stirred up 

conflicts at local as well as at regional levels. For Borana, the effects of the political 

development was the loss of access to traditional home rangelands and the key wells, 

which caused internal competition over the reduced environmental space, generating 

dilemma in livelihood responses and creating greater risks to drought and poverty (Oba, 

1998; Tache, 2000).  

       

In an interview we conducted in Irdar, a Borana elder who was displaced from Goff, 

stated that his attempt to return to his wells at Goff and Lae was made impossible 

because the Garri believed that they had irretrievably taken over the wells and 

surrounding rangelands “in lieu of the camels they lost during the fighting with the 

Borana in 1991 and 1992”. Today, bitter feelings of key resources loss persists on both 

sides, which may amount to a conflict in waiting, rendering the prospect of peace 
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between the pastoral groups to be in doubt (see Schlee, 1994). The problem has been 

made even worse by the recent referendum on grazing lands.  

 

[Fig. 1 near here] 

 
The Referendum on Grazing Lands 
     

Deciding customary rights of grazing lands through referendum is a new phenomenon 

in Ethiopia. The Borana raised the issue on the occasion of the 38th Gumi Gayo 

Assembly convened in July 2004 in the form of an oral petition to government 

representatives, comprising the then President of the Oromia Regional State, Mr 

Juneydi Saddo, and high-ranking civil and military officials. A community 

representative presented the case, focusing on the upcoming referendum in which the 

Borana would be compelled to vote to decide their “historical rights to resources”, 

which in their perception could only be equated with a “guest demanding to vote on the 

ownership of the home that hosted him” in the words of the Borana spokesman.  

       

Despite the Borana’s objection to the referendum expressed at the Assembly, the 

government pushed the agenda forward to redraw the regional administrative borders 

in preparation for the 2005 election. For the government, the referendum was the legal 

instrument available for resolving border disputes within the federal arrangement under 

Article 62 (6) of the Federal Constitution, which stipulates that the House of 

Federation  “shall strive to find solutions to disputes or misunderstandings that may 

arise between States” (FDRE, 1995: 116). The referendum was held in October 2004 in 

Liban and parts of Arero, while the Moyale case remains unresolved. In the meantime, 

the Oromia Regional Government withdrew claims to 9 PAs where voting did not take 

place. These included the PAs and town kebeles in the Moyale district of the Borana 

zone although the report did not specify the reasons for withdrawal from voting (Table 

1). The withdrawal of the claims by the Oromia Regional State on the basis of the lack 

of Borana’s physical presence failed to consider the displacement of the community 

after the violent conflicts following the change of government in 1991, insecurity and 

loss of access to the wells, which the Garri had since occupied. Both communities 

might be having different land claim strategies. For the Borana, the loss was 

attributable to lack of political support. For the Somali group it appears that they have 
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been more proactive in re-claiming territories they allege belonged to them by taking 

advantage of the improved relationship with the state. The Borana would claim that the 

referendum was held as a means of giving legitimacy to the claims of the Somalis in 

what has always been their customary territory. In the Liban district, they used as 

evidence, the voting at Haro, a section of the Kebele 03 in the town of Nagelle Borana 

where the Somalis enjoyed overwhelming numbers (Table 1). That community did not 

exist until the 1990s when it was set up as a relief distribution centre for the Marrehan 

displaced by the conflict. As for the Borana, who were previously internally displaced 

they were not allowed to return to their former places to vote at places such as Walenso 

in the Liban District of the Zone.  

 

 [Table 1 near here] 

 

Walenso, which is a prime grazing land in Hadhessa PA (Fig. 1) was historically used 

for wet season livestock grazing before it was transferred to the Southern Rangelands 

Development Unit (SORDU). The community sent three elders to negotiate the 

transfer of the ranch (covering 25,226 ha) to SORDU on Nehase 6, 1973 Ethiopian 

Calendar (August 1981). It was the same ranch and surrounding grazing lands that 

during the referendum of 2004 was annexed to the Somali Regional State. For the 

Borana, it was a great humiliation to lose the customary rights to the Walenso 

rangelands. In approving the detachment of Walenso, the government officials did not 

consult the Borana about the recent history of the ranch or failed to consider historical 

realities.  

       

During the voting, large numbers of Degodia from Filtu were brought in and the Zonal 

officials and representatives of the National Electoral Board reportedly ignored the 

Borana complaint about the matter, despite a lengthy petition presented by the Borana 

leaders.3 The referendum over grazing lands ignored the cultural practices that bound 

people to their environment for political expediency. The implementation of the new 

administrative policy provided a new legal reference that one group could use in 

defence of the new gains, while the other group considered it to be “a historical loss”. It 

is for the latter reason that the Borana initially hesitated to take part in the referendum 

so as not to commit a historical mistake. They saw their participation as legitimizing the 

Somali claims. Therefore, it appears that the manner with which the state handled the 
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conflict, instead of addressing the root causes of the problem, could in future 

complicate the relationship between the opposing pastoral groups. Moreover, the 

referendum in absence of the law that adequately protects the customary rights of the 

traditional claimants would undermine development of proper land policies in future.  

 

Conclusions 
      

In this article we have attempted to analyze the long-standing conflicts between the 

Borana and Somali clans from a historical perspective. The study demonstrates the 

existence of incompatible systems for establishing rights over land: historical domain 

versus occupancy and usufruct rights. The articulations of the different claims have 

reflected shifting alliances between local and state interests over historical periods. 

Regional geopolitical interests have framed the local conflicts between the pastoral 

groups. While ethnic, environmental and religious factors cannot be ruled out, the 

conflicts between the Borana and Somali clans are largely attributable to the politics of 

control of rights, and the country’s political programme of ethnic-based federalism has 

brought dynamism into an old inter-ethnic conflict by giving it a new impetus.  

 

Problems related to land use policies and inter-ethnic conflicts are of great concern 

throughout the Ethiopian rangelands. During the previous century, land use policies 

under different governments were vague on the protection of pastoralists’ customary 

tenure rights. Customary tenure insecurity in the region is by and large an outcome of 

larger political processes and land policies during different regimes. The fundamental 

causes of the neglect of traditional systems of resource administration in Ethiopia are 

manifold and have attitudinal, economic, political and policy explanations. The state not 

only directly seized pastoral land and incorporated it into other land use types that 

competed with traditional land use, but it also superimposed conditions that affected 

inter-pastoral relationships. These arose mainly from repeated changes in external 

resource borders between different pastoral groups following adjustments of internal 

administrative borders and application of different policies based on different political 

programmes. The state usually designed and implemented the restructuring task, which 

proved to be detrimental to the customary right holding communities, thereby causing 

persistent conflicts over land control. In the majority of the cases, policies have 
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neglected traditional systems of resource administration. The policies applied to the 

rangelands have alienated the customary rights, aggravating inter-ethnic conflicts. The 

customary right holders consider their claims to be a legitimate historical right that 

equates land not only with grazing and water but with the spiritual well being of the 

community as well. Loss of ritual lands causes social disharmony.  

 

In addressing the problems over customary tenure rights in the future, land use policies 

need to focus on socio-economic realities in the rangelands, including traditional 

conflict management and cross-ethnic institutions that deal with conflicts over 

resources, rather than causing changes in customary tenure regimes. Thus, an 

alternative policy option should seek ways and means of protecting pastoralists’ 

customary land rights in a manner that promotes inter-pastoral peace, whereby mutual 

accommodation across resource borders can play an essential role in peace building. 

This might work if the formulation of land use policies for the pastoral areas was started 

at a different level. Firstly, there should be a reassessment of state land use policies in 

the pastoral regions. Proper interpretations of land use policies for pastoral lands cannot 

be achieved if agricultural land use policies alone are used as guidelines. Instead, the 

state should strive to acknowledge the role of legal plurality that acknowledges 

existence of customary rights within the national constitution. Under the country’s 

constitution, customary laws concerned with resource tenure rights should be protected. 

The current policy of undermining customary rights and manipulating administrative 

borders amounts to neglecting such rights. Secondly, at the local levels, land use 

policies in the rangelands should focus on proper understanding of the indigenous 

systems of rangeland management and the customary laws for formulating policy 

guidelines and allowing active participation by pastoralists in discussing changes in 

land use. Where ownership rights cannot be equitably established, the communities 

concerned should be allowed to use indigenous institutions to establish collective rights 

of the pastoral resources. Given the conflicting relations and mistrust between the local 

institutions, the government and development agencies can play a facilitator role in 

creating forum for an open discussion. In the absence of such a bottom-up approach, 

conflict resolution and sustainable peace is impossible to achieve in the future.  
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Endnotes 
 

1. A letter dated 23/2/1990 Ethiopian Calendar (EC) to the district administration on 

misappropriation of land in Dubluq and Madhacho PAs was translated from Afan 

Oromo (Oromo language), which is the official language in the Oromia regional state of 

federal Ethiopia. 

2.  The Ethiopian Privatization Agency notified the Council of Oromia in Addis Ababa 

of the sale of ELME to Elfora/MIDROC (Letter number 21/1/43/761/91 on Megabit 21, 

1991 EC). 

3.  The petition was addressed to the House of Federation, Office of the Prime Minister, 

House of Peoples Representatives, Ministry of Federal Affairs, Office of the National 

Electoral Board, the Council of Oromia, and Office of the Neighbouring Regions 

Affairs in the Council of Oromia. The following documents, all written in the Amharic 

language, accompanied the petition and are available with the authors:  1. Minutes 

dated Nehase 6, 1973 EC (August 1981) regarding the transfer of the portion of the 

Walenso plain to SORDU for a grazing reserve.  The transfer was signed by three 

Borana elders on behalf of the pastoralists of Hadhessa PA. 2. Minutes written on 

Tikimt 14, 1977 EC (October 1985) addressing community complaints regarding the 

width of the Walenso ranch and request to minimize it so that the pastoralists could get 

enough pasture en route to Hadhessa traditional wells. 3. Minutes produced on Miazia 

7, 1979 EC (April 1987). This meeting at the Walenso Ranch addressed pastoralists’ 

complaints and decided that the ranch size should be reduced to allow pastoralists  

adequate space. 4. Minutes documenting a meeting that the Walenso ranch committee 

held on Yekatit 6, 1980 EC (February 1988). The committee discussed various 

administrative issues regarding the ranch. 5. Letter number 151/ 220/ 227 dated Miazia 

15, 1979 EC (April 1987) addressed to Liban District Office from the head of ‘Plan 
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Ketena Tsifet Bet’ [Office of the Regional Planning] on conflicts between the 

pastoralists from Hadhessa and Qoratti PAs and the ranch personnel over water and 

pasture. 6. Letter number 32/9/121 signed by the Borana Provincial Administrator on 

Sene 23, 1980 EC (June 1988) instructing the SORDU Branch in the town of Nagelle 

Borana to seek to promptly settle the disputes between Hadhessa and Qoratti PAs and 

the ranch over resources in the ranch. 7. Site map of the Walenso ranch.  
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Table 1: Referendum results in the Liban and Arero districts.  

 

PA/kebele Vote for Oromia Vote for Somali District 

Kebele 01 of Nagelle Borana town 2220 292 Liban 

Kebele 02 of Nagelle Borana town 1755 164 Liban 

Kebele 03 of Nagelle Borana town 1553 758 Liban 

Kebele 04 of Nagelle Borana town 801 45 Liban 

Gobicha 848 555 Liban 

Laga Gula 1166 211 Liban 

Kobadi 948 147 Liban 

Haro  3 1535 Liban 

Hadhessa 1278 6 Liban 

Bulbul 1002 5 Liban 

Malka Guba 829 6 Liban 

Madhadunun 988 289 Liban 

Qarsa Malle 801 247 Liban 

Mi’essa 1850 4 Liban 

Arda Bururi 925 300 Liban 

Cana Mansa 1117 405 Liban 

Bittaata 520 220 Liban 

Goff Ambo ? ? Liban 

Walenso ? ? Liban 

Madar 573 491 Arero 

Wacille 1400 102 Arero 

Walensu 1074 292 Arero 

Renji 758 164 Arero 
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Figure 1. The map of southern Ethiopia 
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SUMMARY 

 

Sustainable land use by pastoralists in Africa was possible in the past because of access to 

large tracts of land. Decades of development interventions that altered patterns of land 

use, and loss of land to alternative economic development, have made pastoral production 

more vulnerable to recurrent droughts, particularly in the Borana region in southern 

Ethiopia. Using gada timeline, we reconstructed livestock holdings of sample 

households, response to changes in land use, the impact of droughts on livestock 

holdings, changes in per capita livestock holdings, and the dynamics of wealth ranks, 

over a period of 22 years (1984-2006). We investigated household responses through 

non-pastoral economic strategies, such as expansion of cropping and livelihood 

diversification. We tested four scenarios of crop cultivation adaptations using the 

livelihood response model (LRM) to understand household motivation for participating in 

crop cultivation. We analyzed livelihood diversification in terms of activities undertaken 

by poor and wealthy households.  

After the crash during the 1984 drought, livestock holdings showed no successful 

recovery over the 22-year period. The reduced livestock per capita shifted wealth ranks 

towards a predominance of poor and destitute household categories. Three of the four 

scenarios were partially supported by the community household data. The LRM showed 

that motivation for crop cultivation was varied among households and between groups. 

Overall, wealth was not a good predictor of household motivation for expanding crop 

growing. Seventy five percent of the households engaged in crop cultivation had less than 

20 Tropical Livestock Units (TLUs). Rainfall variability and low crop yields probably 

had more influence than wealth. The poor households participated more than the wealthy 

households in petty trade, the sale of forest products, labor migration and were dependent 

on food aid. Livestock sales remain the main source of cash for the wealthy groups. In 

Borana, changes in land use from pastoralism to crop cultivation have not reduced the 

risk of poverty; instead such changes have increased the risk of greater losses of livestock 

through land fragmentation. A more visionary future policy should promote pastoralism, 

while maintaining limited subsistence agriculture for food security. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Sustainable land use by pastoralists in Africa has been possible because of past access to 

large tracts of land (Lesorogol 2008). The grazing lands have since shrunk, following 

decades of development interventions and changes in land tenure that altered patterns of 

land use, thus undermining pastoral production strategies for surviving droughts. 

Pastoralism, as a form of economic production and land use, would remain viable as long 

as the grazing lands are large enough to account for greater rainfall variability and spatial 

and temporal unpredictability of vegetation production. Development interventions, such 

as transforming communal land holdings into ranches, creating new patterns of land use 

by providing water in the former wet season grazing lands, and promoting 

sedentarization, have undermined pastoralists’ survival strategies. The consequence on 

pastoral production has been the subject of numerous scholarly research and policy 

discussions (e.g. Monod 1975; Salzman 1980; Galaty et al. 1981; Fratkin 1991; Sorenson 

1995). Many of the earlier studies warned about the dangers posed by pastoral 

development that ignored the traditional adaptations of land use to environmental 

variability (e.g. Baxter 1991; Fratkin 1991; Homann et al. 2007; Kamara et al. 2004; 

Pallottino 2006). 

The pressure on the pastoral economy due to changes in land use can be evaluated 

in terms of impacts of droughts on the livestock economy (Angassa and Oba 2007). 

Droughts are a natural feature of arid lands and in the past, survival was possible because 

the pastoralists had buffer resources to which they escaped during times of stress.  The 

impact on livestock populations was short-term and herd recovery was possible within 5 

to 10 years (Dahl and Hjort 1976). Under altered land use patterns, the impact has 

become severe and livestock recovery takes a much longer time, if it occurs at all (Oba 

2001).  

We focus in this paper on the impact of droughts on livestock populations and 

pastoralists’ livelihood diversification, as indirect outcomes of land use policies. 

Drought-induced livestock losses threaten households with an immediate livelihood crisis 

and the long-term risk of poverty (e.g. Baxter; 1985; Campbell 1984, 1999; Dahl and 

Hjort 1976; Fratkin 1991; Fratkin and Roth 1990; Hogg 1980, 1986, 1987; Sperling 
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1987; Homewood and Lewis 1987; Little 1985; McCabe 1987; Roba and Witsenburg 

2004). The impacts vary between animal reproductive classes and species (i.e. cattle, 

small stock and camels). Recovery after individual drought episodes also varies 

depending on the extent of livestock mortality, as well as the frequency of droughts (Oba 

2001). Given that the impact of droughts on the pastoral subsistence economy is long 

term (Angassa and Oba 2007), household wealth might shift between stress periods. This 

means that the same household might experience shifts in wealth fortunes from self-

sustaining at one time, to pauperization at another time (Little et al. 2001). Wealth 

inequality increasingly undermines traditional institutions of redistribution of livestock 

products (Tache and Sjaastad, 2008b; Homann et al. 2007; Berhanu et al. 2007). 

 Accelerated poverty among pastoralists has become a driver of socio-economic 

transformation. The pastoralists are attempting to mitigate poverty by participating in 

non-pastoral livelihood activities aimed at self-sufficiency in food production (e.g. Ellis 

1998, 2000; Little et al. 2001; Swift and Hamilton 2001; Fratkin and Means 2003; 

McCabe 2003; Webb and Coppock 1997). By adjusting their modes of survival, herders 

are increasingly participating in crop cultivation and livelihood diversification (Lesorogol 

2008).  

Crop-livestock mixed strategies are a growing form of adaptation among African 

herders, creating systems where traditional pastoral production is being combined with 

growing grains (Okuniwa et al. 1996; Berhanu and Colman 2007). The immediate goal of 

crop cultivation is to meet the shortfall in food supplies, while the long-term goal may be 

property accumulation. However, the reliability of crop cultivation in arid and semi-arid 

rangelands is low, given the high variability of rainfall and frequent crop failures (e.g. 

Campbell 1999). The temporal nature of cultivation, coupled with limitations introduced 

by rainfall variability, could be a de-motivating factor in expanding crop cultivation 

(Adriansen 2006). For wealthy households, crop growing conflicts with livestock 

management through fragmentation of the grazing lands (Powell et al. 2004; Thornton et 

al. 2007) and reducing the possibility of herd mobility (Boone et al. 2005).  

Crop cultivation alone does not adequately address risks of food insecurity; 

therefore herders are also involved in livelihood diversification such as livestock trade, 

petty trade, sales of forest products, seeking urban labor opportunities, and investment in 
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education of their children in anticipation of future source of income (Homewood et al. 

2006). Livelihood diversification strategies might vary along wealth lines, with the 

wealthy and the poor pursuing different strategies for different reasons (Little et al. 

2001). The critical consideration of pastoralists’ responses to changes in land use should 

therefore be contextualized. Given that the degree of economic erosion is highly 

heterogeneous, studying communities who experienced particular economic stresses 

might be more revealing in terms of how each group approached mitigation of poverty 

and food insecurity, rather than comparing less heterogeneous samples (Little et al. 

2001). 

 The current study examined how the Borana in southern Ethiopia responded to 

competing land use changes and drought impacts on livestock holdings that might have 

stimulated household livelihood diversification. The study fits into the wider debate of 

land use transformation in pastoral systems in Eastern Africa, where competing land use 

systems have imposed constraints on the mode of production (Mwangi 2007). Over the 

years, the Borana grazing lands have shrunk due to internal and external conflicts 

(Fekadu Adungna 2004), and presently the society is said to be depending on about 40% 

of the former vast grazing lands (Belete Bizuneh 1999). In the southern rangelands of 

Ethiopia, pastoral production has been subjected to severe pressure due to various factors, 

such as conflicts over grazing lands, compression of the population into a fraction of the 

former territory, ecological degradation caused by the expansion of bush encroachment 

(Gemedo Dalle et al. 2006; Oba et al., 2000; Angassa and Oba 2008), land alienation due 

to the creation of state-controlled ranches, altered land use as a result of recent water 

developments, internal pressure on the remaining grazing lands by the establishment of 

semi-private range enclosures, and crop cultivation (Hogg 1997; Tache 2000; Desta and 

Coppock 2002; Angassa and Oba 2007; Berhanu et al. 2007; Kamara et al. 2004).  

The Borana, similar to other pastoralists in Eastern Africa (e.g. Campbell 1999; 

Little et al. 2001) whose economies have suffered repeated drought disasters, are engaged 

in crop cultivation for purposes of economic diversification (Coppock 1994), as well as 

increased needs for self-sufficiency in terms of food production. Despite previously being 

considered as a source of surplus livestock for internal and external marketing (Desta 

1999), the region is shifting towards subsistence agriculture. Farming was introduced 
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when Menelik II conquered the region in 1890s, but the Borana resisted the sub-division 

of land. By 1972, the Pan Borana Assembly of Gumi Gayo allowed the community to 

incorporate crop cultivation into pastoral production (Berhanu and Colman 2007).  

During the previous three decades, the shift from exploitation of livestock to 

subsistence farming appears to be posing threats to the previously sustainable livestock 

production system (Cossins 1988; Coppock 1994; Kamara 2001; Angassa and Oba 2007; 

Angassa and Oba 2008). For example, Kamara (2001) posed a number of questions 

(paraphrased here) in order to understand the factors that have influenced the Borana 

responses to changes in land use: (1) What drivers motivate Borana households for 

expanding crop cultivation? (2) What are the relationships between sizes of land 

cultivated and household livestock per capita? (3) Could poverty be the main motivating 

factor for crop cultivation? As can be appreciated, farming in the rangelands competes 

with livestock management in two critical ways: through land fragmentation it interferes 

with herd mobility, and it removes the most productive lands from the grazing herds 

(Coppock 1994; Angassa and Oba 2008).  

The present study aimed to understand the relationships between crop cultivation 

and household herd sizes. We hypothesized that if economic diversification were the 

motivating factor, then there should be an increase in the amount of land under 

cultivation, regardless of the livestock holdings. The alternative hypothesis was that 

multiple factors were motivating crop cultivation. If the latter were the case, then we 

expected to find various responses across communities. More specifically, our objectives 

were the following: Firstly, to understand long-term household herd dynamics and to 

analyze impacts of droughts on animal reproductive classes (mostly cattle), response by 

different species and changes in herd composition; secondly, to reconstruct household 

wealth ranks, as well as livestock per capita. Thirdly, we tested the livelihood response 

model (LRM) to understand possible motivations of households for expanding crop 

cultivation in relation to livestock wealth. Fourthly, we aimed to understand how 

households responded to crop cultivation in terms of farm sizes, yields of main crops, 

yields per capita and redistribution of grains through the functioning of social networks. 

Fifthly, we analyzed livelihood diversification to understand strategies for coping with 

food insecurity across different wealth ranks. 
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METHODS 

 

Data collection 

The region is semi arid with fluctuating rainfall patterns and an annual average below 

600 mm (Fig. 1). Rainfall is highly seasonal divided between the long rains (ganna) from 

March to May, the interim cool period (adoolessa), the short rains (hagayya) from 

September to October followed by the very hot and dry season (bona hagayyaa) from 

November to March. The hagayya rains are always unreliable, creating periods of 

extended dryness even during non-drought years. The Borana pastoral management 

system has been adapted to the rhythm of changing seasonality and the resulting 

increased variability in forage productivity (Cossins and Upton 1988; Oba 1998).  

Drought is a recurrent phenomenon. Traditionally, the Borana system of 

settlements is semi-sedentary. The livestock management practice involves maintaining 

milk herds (loon warraa) in the main settlements and mobile herds (loon fooraa) in 

remote rangelands, where they use mobility to cope with the spatially and temporally 

distributed forage production. The surplus herds, composed of males, non-milking 

females, pregnant animals and the young, are moved from the warra to the mobile foora 

herds. Grazing is rotational between the wet and the dry seasons. Grazing of the wet 

season rangelands depends on temporary water sources in natural pools and human-made 

ponds. In the traditional grazing system, during the rainy season, the foora herd moves 

into the peripheral areas and utilizes grazing, surface pools and traditional ponds. When 

the temporary water sources are exhausted, the herds return to the dry season pastures to 

the tula well complexes and the adaadii well rangelands (Helland 1982) which have been 

rested in the meantime. As a rule rather than as an exception, different communities 

reciprocally shared water and grazing resources.  

The traditional type of land use was successful because the grazing lands, which 

were communal, were managed in a coordinated way for several centuries, making the 

Borana system among the most sustainable pastoral productions in East Africa (Cossins 

1988). This was until development interventions fragmented the rangelands (Kamara 

2001; Desta and Coppock 2004), wielding a devastating blow to drought survival 

strategies. Land use policies that included water resource development, the establishment 
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of grazing enclosures and the expansion of crop cultivation greatly modified the 

traditional systems of land use. Semi-privatization of the grazing lands as croplands and 

grazing enclosures for calves fragmented the rangelands. From observation, croplands 

and semi-privatized range enclosures currently show a trend of expansion in the 

rangelands. This can be explained by the national policy that promotes crop cultivation in 

semi-arid rangelands, despite the experience that crop cultivation is highly prone to 

failure due to unreliable rainfall. The policy makers and development agents perceived 

that changing patterns of resource use could benefit the population through improved 

land use and the increased provision of technical assistance, such as the development of 

new water points. However, the development of more water points in the wet season 

grazing areas created permanent settlements, leading to abandonment of the traditional 

wet and dry season grazing patterns (Oba 1998).  

For the present study, a total of 330 households were randomly selected and 

interviewed from four purposively picked Peasant Associations (PAs) in Dida Hara, 

Harweyyu (in the Yaballo District), Dubuluq and Harallo (in the Dirre District), which 

are economically highly heterogeneous. Interviews were conducted in Afaan Oromo (the 

Oromo language) using questionnaire (see below). Each interview session took several 

hours to half a day, depending on the availability of the informants from each household. 

In most cases, the interviews were discontinued to allow individuals to complete their 

chores and follow ups were conducted later. The interviews covered 127, 70, 51 and 82 

sample households randomly selected out of 873, 400, 100 and 780 sampling frames from 

Dida Hara, Harweyyu, Dubuluq and Harallo PAs, respectively. The communities of Dida 

Hara were comparatively wealthier in terms of livestock holdings and had the most 

diversified livelihood activities, including pastoralism, itinerant livestock trade, retail 

business and crop production. Investment in fixed assets in towns is also emerging. Those 

in Harweyyu PA exhibited predominantly pastoral production with evidence of recent 

adaptations of crop cultivation. The community of Dubuluq comprised an impoverished 

peri-urban population that had lost the greater part of its livestock during the droughts of 

1999 and 2000. The Harallo community is the oldest government resettled community in 

Borana. This community suffered economic dislocation in the 1980s due to the Ethiopia 
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and Somalia Ogaden war of 1977-1978. Among the sampled households were a few that 

relied on livestock production.  

For the time-series data collection, we used the Borana Oromo system of time 

recalling. The Borana have a comprehensive knowledge of time, which is based on 

knowledge of seasonality in terms of short time periods, and a time recalling system 

based on the gada generation classes for decades or more. There are five generation 

classes (gogeessa or luba) into which the whole society is divided. A different luba 

assumes power every eight years. Thus, a particular gogeessa returns to power after a 

cycle of 40 years (Legesse 1973). Each gada period is named after the elected leader of 

the generational class (abbaa gada). Individual gada periods serve as time markers of 

important socio-political and religious events, and people’s ages and events are fixed by 

this system, rather than by the seasonal calendar. The Borana mark each gada period (of 

eight years) by three major events for recalling time related to pastoral production and 

general societal functions. The first major event is the taking of power (baallii fuudhan) 

from the previous abbaa gada, which is always at the end of eight years. The second 

major event is when the gada in power organizes the Pan-Borana Assembly1 (Gumi 

Gayo) at the Gayo wells, which is always conducted in the fourth year of each gada 

period. The third major event is handing over of power (baallii kennan) to the incoming 

abbaa gada. The handing over of the leadership, as well as the decisions made at the 

Gayo Assembly have huge influences on the communities’ future actions in terms of 

pastoral production. For individual households, these three events are also times for self-

evaluation, the greatest concern being the state of the pastoral economy. 

 

Livestock population dynamics using gada timeline 

 

The previous three gada periods were used to reconstruct household livestock population 

dynamics in terms of cattle, small stock and camels, as well as to be able to use livestock 

holdings to monitor household wealth ranks. The households were requested to recall 

livestock holdings during the periods corresponding with time points along the gada 

timeline (GT) as follows: The year 1984 (GT1) when Boru Guyo (1984-1992) took the 

                                                 
1 The Assembly where customary law is enacted and the revisions of old laws are announced. 
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gada office from his predecessor; the year 1988 (GT2) when he organized the Gumi 

Gayo; 1992 (GT3) when he transferred power to Boru Madha (1992-2000); 1996 (GT4) 

when Boru Madha organized the Gumi Gayo; the year 2000 (GT5) when Boru Madha 

transferred power to Liban Jaldessa (2000-2008); 2004 (GT6) the occasion when Liban 

Jaldessa organized the Assembly; and finally, 2006 (GT7) was the time of the field work. 

Each time point is a time marker of a major event and therefore the data represents 

livestock population dynamics across time, as opposed to single events. Droughts 

occurred throughout northeast Africa during the periods 1984, 1992, 1996 and 2000. 

From the 22-year period data we were able to reconstruct household livestock 

populations for cattle, and herd composition in terms of reproductive categories. For the 

drought years, we estimated livestock losses by species.  

In order to determine household wealth ranks, we converted all the livestock 

holdings (small stock, cattle and camels) into Tropical Livestock Units (1 camel = 1 

TLU, cattle = 0.7 TLU, and small stock = 0.1 TLU). Using the household livestock 

holdings over time, we investigated their distribution across the seven customary wealth 

rank levels in Borana, which is also the wealth classification that reflects the social 

security system of Buusaa gonofaa (Tache and Sjaastad, 2008b). The wealth rank levels 

are: very wealthy (duuresa ciccitaa) with 179 TLU household-1; rich (dureessa) 58 TLU 

household-1; self-reliant (nama ufirraa bulu) with 30 TLU household-1; transitional 

(harka qalleessa − has weaker capacity) with 11 TLU household-1; poor (deega) with 7 

TLU household-1; very poor (deega bombii) with 5 TLU household-1; and destitute 

(qollee guutuu hiikanaa) with less than 2 TLU household-1. The last two categories 

consist of households that are threatened with loss of pastoral identity.  For the sample 

year (2006), individual households were asked about the number of dependants that the 

household supported. The livestock per capita was then calculated as the ratio of 

livestock to the number of dependants per household (TLU per person). The variation of 

livestock per capita provided an indication of poverty risks. For the households of 

different wealth ranks, the availability of milk in terms of owned and loaned livestock 

(cattle, small stock and camels) was investigated, as well as sources of milk for the 

children of the poorer households.  
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Responses to crop cultivation 

 

The same households were again interviewed (we interviewed both men and women, 

where applicable) about access to farmlands, sizes of the cultivated lands and annual 

grain yields for the year 2005, which was the last rainy season before the survey. The 

main crops reported were maize, beans and wheat. The households were further requested 

to describe the use of the grain harvests in terms of the proportions allocated for: 

household consumption; sales in local markets; social reciprocity networks; seed for 

planting; grain storage for food security; and grain loans. Grain yields per capita were 

determined for each household, in order to understand the risks of food insecurity. The 

relationship between the sizes of farms and yields were used to gauge the communities’ 

motivation for expanding cropping (see the LRM below).  

 

Livelihood response model (LRM) 

 

In traditional pastoral production systems, the objectives of herders determine the types 

of production they manage. These objectives are intended to optimize their choices within 

the given constraints of the environment and social factors. In reality, the herders’ goals 

are risk aversion strategies: strategies to reduce the risks of droughts, to improve 

conditions for herd growth and to implement economic diversification (Mace and 

Houston 1989). The model is unlikely to be static, but rather dynamic in terms of 

ecological conditions and different communities, and varied from one household to 

another. Nevertheless, the model could be generalized under comparable strategies, such 

as the expansion of cropping against wealth ranks. This is clearly the case under 

conditions where pastoralists combine various degrees of livestock management with 

crop cultivation, in so doing, combining traditional strategies with diversification of 

livelihoods. In the dynamic optimization model therefore, the state of household wealth is 

related to the risks or motivation that a particular household might have for expanding 

croplands   (Mace 1993).  

We developed a simpler but comparable optimizing model, which measures the 

motivations of the households for diversifying their livelihood. The most critical 
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relationship in the linkage between land use changes and livelihood responses were 

expressed in terms of the sizes of land under crop cultivation and households’ livestock 

holdings. We developed a scenario model that investigated household objectives for 

expanding crop cultivation in the grazing lands. The model assumed that the motivation 

to cultivate crops might vary from one household to another and from community to 

community, but that it is related to the economic status of the households (cf. with the 

optimal model of Thornton et al. 2007; Mace 1993). Figure 2 summarizes four possible 

scenarios:  

• Scenario (i). Increase in farm size is a result of two economic conditions. Firstly, 

impoverished households engage in crop cultivation when herds lose viability to 

provide reliable source of livelihood. Secondly, crop cultivation is for economic 

diversification, where households engage in farming with intention of 

supplementing livestock production. The scenario assumes that given the 

vulnerability of the livestock to droughts and subsequent food insecurity, 

households engage in farming as a means of mitigating food deficit as well as 

safeguarding the livestock from depletion through frequent sales. This means that 

crop cultivation and livestock production go hand in hand (Fig. 2, Line a). 

• Scenario (ii). Changes in farm sizes are poverty driven, suggesting an inverse 

relationship between sizes of livestock holding and sizes of cultivated land. The 

relationship might suggest that the poorer households engage exclusively in 

farming, perhaps as an evidence of external support systems for the poor to 

increase crop cultivation. The wealthy herders for their part have no motivation to 

depend on external forces to invest their time in crop cultivation (Fig. 2, Line b).  

• Scenario (iii). Farm sizes might be independent of livestock holdings, suggesting 

that neither poverty trends, nor a change in herd sizes, motivate the community to 

expand land under crop cultivation. This scenario assumes that the motivation for 

crop cultivation is due to factors outside the pastoral system (Fig. 2, Line c).  This 

may also sugest that the adoption of farming is predominantly motivativated by 

diversification for the wealthy households.  

• Scenario (iv). A direct link might exist between farm sizes and livestock holdings, 

at least when the herds become insufficient to support the households with the food 
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required. After the herds recover to optimal levels, however, the households reduce 

their participation in crop cultivation and return to pastoralism. Such a scenario 

might occur under drought-induced poverty conditions. Livestock losses during 

drought episodes increase the risk of poverty, which results in households investing 

their time in crop cultivation as a diversification in terms of food security. After 

livestock recovery is achieved, and the produce of the herds meets the household 

subsistence needs, cropping expansion for purposes of food security becomes 

unnecessary. It would then be cost effective for households to rely on local markets 

for their grain supplies. Therefore, the households shift their time and resources 

back to the management of the herds. In this particular scenario, household 

motivation is regulated more by internal economic forces than by externally driven 

policies to support the expansion of crop cultivation (Fig. 2, Line d). 

• Other scenarios that might have an overriding influence are environmental 

variability in terms of soil fertility, the limitation of suitable landscapes, and 

rainfall reliability that controls the success or failure of crop harvests. In semi-arid 

environments where rainfall failure is common, households are de-motivated from 

investing all their resources in crop farming, since they experience regular crop 

failures. Their lack of motivation could be induced by high levels of uncertainty 

that force them to invest less time and labor in crop planting, and weeding when 

rainfall becomes patchy. As a result, only a fraction of potential farming 

households prepare their lands and plant crops at any one time. Although this 

scenario probably has overarching effects on the success of crop cultivation, we 

only inferred, but did not test it.  

 

Livelihood diversification 

 

Community data were used to evaluate the scenarios as responses to risks and attempts to 

mitigate poverty. In addition, the outcomes of the different scenarios were gauged in 

terms of household participation in a variety of livelihood coping strategies, such as 

livestock trade, petty trade, sales of forest products, seeking urban labor, and education of 

their children as future source of income. The study verified evidence that households 
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with greater livestock holdings frequently sold livestock in order to purchase grains to 

supplement their food supplies. Others relied on reducing expenditure in order to save the 

remaining herds, sought employment outside the pastoral system, requested the support 

of friends and relatives, or used cash savings from sales of livestock and farm produce. 

Among the destitute households, the periods of drought stress increased their 

participation in the sale of forest products such as firewood and charcoal, as well as their 

dependence on food aid. Members from each household would intend to participate in all 

the activities simultaneously in order to diversify their livelihood.  

 

Data analyses 

 

We used a General Linear Model in SAS (SAS 2003) to analyze changes in household 

livestock holdings and for cattle changes over time in terms of mature cows, mature 

males, heifers and immature individuals. Drought induced mortality for all the livestock 

species was compared according to time and PAs. For cattle, mortality by reproductive 

classes was compared over time. The changes in wealth ranks of the individual 

households across the communities were compared using the Chi-square test (χ2). We 

used linear and quadratic terms between farm sizes and livestock holdings to analyze the 

motivation of a household to participate in crop cultivation, using the scenarios described 

in the LRM. We fitted the farm sizes and the herd sizes for the four communities 

independently, assuming that different economic and external factors motivated the 

households of different communities in different ways. We again compared the four 

communities’ responses to a variety of livelihoods using the Chi-square test (χ2). For 

livelihood diversification responses, we used simple frequencies to understand the 

proportions of households involved in the different livelihood response strategies. All 

analyses were considered significant at P<0.05.  
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RESULTS 

 

Livestock population and wealth dynamics 

 

Ninety one percent of the households reported that they were involved in traditional 

livestock management. The data on the dynamics of livestock populations along the gada 

timeline show a gradual decline in mean total livestock holdings between 1984 and 2006 

(Fig. 3A). The reduced means for the years 1992 and 2000 reflect the impacts of droughts 

(see below). The decline in total livestock populations across the region was highly 

significant (F-test, P<0.001). Between 1984 and 1992, the mean regional household 

livestock population declined by about 40%, while by 2000 the population had declined 

by a further 60%. The changes were more dramatic at the PA levels. For example, in 

Dubuluq between 1984 and 2006, the cattle population declined by about 92%, while the 

community of Harallo experienced a decline of 66%. The cattle population in Dida Hara 

between 1988 and 1992 declined by 40% and fluctuated thereafter, showing a gradual 

recovery in 2006. In contrast to cattle, camels and small stock showed less variation over 

time. The adoption of camel management by different communities was varied, showing 

an increase for the households in Dida Hara and Harweyyu, while the households in 

Dubuluq and Harallo showed poor adaptation to camel management (Table 1).  

Cattle were adversely affected by recurrent droughts, more so than the other 

livestock species (Table 2). Cattle losses attributed to droughts between different drought 

episodes, varied from 25% to 53% (F3, 1229 = 64.59, P<0.001). The impact of droughts on 

cattle varied among the reproductive classes, with the immature and cows affected more 

than heifers and mature males (F-test all, p<001) (Fig. 3B). The mature males were less 

sensitive to drought-induced mortalities (P= 0.065). The changes were also examined 

from the perspective of the livestock reproductive classes, for which we used cattle as the 

main livestock species managed by the households.  The data show that the Borana cattle 

herds have a preponderance of females (Fig. 4). In terms of subsistence-based 

management, the high proportion of reproductive females reflects the importance of 

reproductive capital. Additionally, the females play a role in distribution of cattle through 

the social networks of the clans and kin. The females are also the main source of milk for 
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household consumption and loans to friends. The drought-induced mortality for the small 

stock and camels was not significant over time (Table 2). The small stock and camels 

were probably favored by the changed ecology of the rangelands towards the dominance 

of browsing plants. Camels experienced the least drought-induced mortality (Table 2).  

By 2006, the livestock per capita averaged 0.46 TLU. At community level, the 

households in Dubuluq and Harallo had the lowest livestock per capita and were likely to 

be on the verge of losing pastoral production viability (F3, 329 = 10.95, P<0.001, Fig. 5). 

Drought-induced livestock mortality radically shifted household wealth ranks over time 

(Fig. 6). The impacts of droughts on pastoral production can be appreciated considering 

that Borana pastoralism is a redistributive system. Changes in wealth ranks have direct 

implications for the capacity of different communities to support the needy members. 

Variation between the seven wealth ranks shifted the capacity of households for 

mitigating risks of poverty during periods of droughts when there were greater 

expressions of poverty, while during recovery periods there were improvements in terms 

of wealth, food supply and capacity to assist needy members. The greatest impacts were 

on the composition of the very poor (deega bombii), the destitute (qollee guutuu 

hiikanaa) and the wealthy (dureessa) categories. The households’ wealth ranks over a 22 

year period (see Fig. 6) showed clusters during 1984 and 1988 when there were high 

frequencies of the very wealthy and rich households, and lower frequencies of the poor 

and the very poor categories. After 1992, there was a progressive decline in the 

proportion of the wealthy and the rich households, when these households accounted for 

only 10% of the total number of households. These changes in wealth ranks between 

different periods of droughts confirm the increased poverty risks experienced by the 

households, which drove them into economic diversification, including growing crops.  

 

Participation in crop cultivation 

 

Among the sample households, 95% were involved in crop cultivation. At the local level, 

the community in Dubuluq showed reduced participation in livestock husbandry (64.7 %) 

and crop cultivation (58.8%), but involved more in petty trade (21.6%) compared to the 

other three communities (Table 3). This was explained in terms of the lack of oxen for 
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traction. Since the farm plots on average remained small in size (varied from 0.7 to 1.2 

ha), the population of households involved in cultivation (95%) implies that much of the 

former grazing lands were being ploughed up. The household surveys showed that the 

acreage under crop cultivation was the highest for the communities of Harallo (F-test, 

P<0.001) (Fig. 7A). Plot sizes varied according to wealth ranks, with the wealthy 

households owning 1 to 3.57 ha (60% of the wealthiest), while the other ranks hold 

smaller plot sizes (less than 1 ha) for cultivation (Fig. 7B).  

The performance of crop cultivation in terms of yields was dismal. Yields for the 

three main food crops were variable across the communities (Fig. 7C). The yields  (F-test 

all P<0.001) were equivalent to 26.3 metric tons of grains year-1, which might be an 

average harvest during years of favorable rainfall.2 In terms of yield per hectare, the 

average was 960 kg ha-1. The implication of lower yields became clearer when we 

expressed yields per capita, which was equivalent to 94.6 kg person-1 year-1, or 7.9 kg 

person-1 month-1. This amount meets only an estimated 26% of the annual grain 

requirements per person. The grain harvest budget for each household showed that the 

households consumed the greater proportion of the total harvest, followed by the amounts 

sold (Fig. 7D). The data show that the amount of grains saved for household food security 

is the lowest.  

 

Livelihood response model (LRM) 

 

Despite the low yields, the household data show that there is a linear relationship between 

farm sizes and grain yields (r2 = 0.62, p<0.0001, Fig. 8A). From the evidence we inferred 

that the expansion of crop cultivation might be motivated by the increased food security it 

provides. However, temporal dynamics are involved in crop cultivation and most 

probably in yields. The survey data on responses of different communities to the 

relationship between cropland sizes and total livestock holdings supported three of the 

four LRM scenarios (see also Figs. 2 and 8B).  

                                                 
2 From key informants we deduced that over a 26-year farming history (since 1980), the community had 
achieved successful harvests only 19% of the time. 
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(i) Firstly, the scenario which assumes that the size of the herds was a motivating 

factor for crop cultivation suggested that reduced herds motivated the Borana households 

to embrace farming. There could be two possible explanations under this scenario. The 

first possible explanation is that households own a very small herd size and thus engage 

in farming for survival (e.g. Dubuluq PA; see Fig. 8B). The quadratic function between 

total livestock holdings and farm sizes explains about 26% of the households’ motivation 

in terms of the relationship between the two variables (r2 = 0.26, p<0.05; Fig. 8B). This 

means that 74% of the variation in the behavior of the households is probably explained 

by other livelihood strategies. We know that the majority of the households had dropped 

out of the pastoral system. Most of these households were in the very poor and destitute 

wealth ranks, owning < 5 TLU. For these households, it was the lack of access to food 

from the traditional pastoral production system that probably motivated them to cultivate 

crops. The limited amount of land cultivated might be explained by the lack of oxen for 

traction, greater reliance on food aid and other livelihood strategies. The second possible 

explanation that supports this scenario is that a household with moderate herd size adopts 

crop cultivation in addition to livestock production. The sizes of farms and herds were 

positively related but not significant (e.g. Harweyyu PA, r2 = 0.064, p>0.05). The 

increase in livestock holdings up to 60-80 TLU was followed by an increase in crop 

cultivation. Given that the sizes of herds and the extent of land under cultivation explain 

only 6% of the household motivation, we suspect that farming is a newly adopted 

livelihood strategy in the area.   

(ii). The data did not support the second scenario that assumes a linear negative 

relationship (see Fig. 2, Line b).The absence of this  scenario suggests that the Borana 

have accepted mixed farming and livestock economy as a strategy to mitigating risks of 

food insecurity. The implication is that both the poor and wealthy households engage in 

farming activity.  

(iii). The case of the community in Dida Hara showed that farm sizes were less 

influnced by livestock holding (r2 = 0.0492, p>0.05; Fig. 8B). Economic diversification 

and wealth accumulation appear to be the motivating factors. The fact that livestock 

holding explains only about 5% implies that the adoption of crop cultivation in Dida Hara 
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is influenced by other factors such as government policies that promote crop cultivation 

and soil fertility.  

 

 (iv) The fourth scenario which assumes that poverty drives crop cultivation up to 

some optimal herd size (see Fig. 2, Line d) is supported (although not strongly) by the 

responses of the commuity in Harallo (r2 = 0.096, p<0.05; Fig. 8B). At about 20 TLU, the 

motivation to cultivate crops apparently declined. The households’ motivation to grow 

more crops explains only 10% of the variation in the relationship between size of land 

under crops and livestock holdings. For such households, the motivation was possibly to 

return to pastoralism. It should be recalled that this community comprised households 

whose economic fortunes were adversely affected by inter-ethnic conflicts, thus resettled 

by the state to engage in crop cultivation as the main stay. Therefore, external factors 

such as government policy may explain the expansion of crop cultivation.  

 

Livelihood diversification 

 

The households in the four communities devised various coping strategies to 

mitigate risks of food insecurity (Table 4). The strategy of herd diversification was 

evident in the increased management of camels. The strategies were adopted depending 

on whether the surviving cattle class could sustain food production, and whether or not it 

had the potential for herd recovery. One such strategy was drought management for 

saving livestock. In extreme situations, the households upheld the difficult decision to kill 

suckling calves in order to increase the survival chances of the cows. The households’ 

rationale in putting more emphasis on the survival of cows took into consideration the 

shorter time required for mature cows to resume milk production and calving in the post-

drought period, compared to the calves that might come into lactation only after 3 to 4 

years. Another common drought herd management strategy was herd splitting to exploit 

different environments, thereby reducing the risk of losing all the livestock. At the end of 

drought periods, herd replacement becomes necessary (Table 4). A small proportion of 

the wealthy households reported that they invested in fixed assets such as buildings that 
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could either be rented out to urban dwellers, or used for running retail businesses for 

consumer goods (Table 4).  

Livestock sales were a significant source of cash for most households (Table 5). 

Comparing the PAs (Table 3), the communities in Harallo least participated in livestock 

trade, while the Dida Hara communities participated the least in petty trade. Participation 

in petty trade was greater for the communities in Haraweyyu and Dubuluq than the other 

PAs (Table 3). The evidence suggests that livelihood diversification might be motivated 

by economic stress. The more impoverished community in Dubuluq appeared to have less 

capacity to participate in livestock trade and crop cultivation, but was involved more in 

petty trade (Table 3). The more frequent livestock sales were by the households in 

Harweyyu with the least in Harallo. The extent to which various households sold animals 

to buy consumer goods may have impacted the herds differently. The poorer households 

might be forced to sell the few animals left in order to buy food, with the potential of 

risking stock depletion more than the very wealthy and rich households. Frequent sales 

would ultimately expose the former to chronic poverty.  

One major reason suggested by the households for selling livestock was to buy 

grains from the market. The demand for grains and the need to sell livestock were greater 

during drought years than during wet years. The households also used the cash they 

received from livestock sales to buy more livestock for self-restocking or herd 

replacement. Some households did save cash but it was rarely in the bank (Table 5). 

Another coping strategy used by some of the poor households during droughts was to 

reduce the number of meals by cutting down on non-essential consumer goods (Table 5). 

Usually, households pressed by food shortages are not selective in the type of food eaten. 

This is a behavioral response induced by the risk of going hungry, particularly when there 

are gaps in food supplies. This strategy is not at all new to these communities who are 

frequently threatened with food insecurity. For Borana households experiencing food 

shortages, sparing the limited food for children as the most susceptible group, is a 

common practice. Therefore a community malnutrition indicator that focuses on children 

alone might miss the state of chronic food shortage. Rather, the most elderly members of 

the community, who are least prioritized, would provide early indicators of food 

shortages.  
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Periodic shortages of food forced the community to rely on food aid (Table 5). Even 

stockowners became aid recipients during drought years. It was also significant that 

households sought help from relatives, friends and clan members (Table 5). This was 

often in the form of livestock transfers in the case of clans, or sharing milk herds in the 

case of friends and relatives. Transfer of milk stock (ameessa) is the usual inter-

household system of food sharing. Such redistribution is in accordance with mutually 

developed social responsibilities and customs. In our survey, we considered milk sharing 

as a variable to measure food distribution among households of different wealth ranks 

(Fig. 9). In our sample, 82% of the households were actively involved in redistribution of 

resources through social networks. The networks function as an insurance mechanism, 

through which livestock and food are distributed. The functioning of the networks 

depends on having a functional pastoral economy (Tache and Sjaastad, 2008b).  

As would be expected, the wealthiest households owned higher numbers of cattle, 

small stock and camels in milk, compared to the poor and destitute households. 

Correspondingly, the poor and destitute households had the highest numbers of loaned 

milk cattle. For the poor and destitute households, the small stock and camels loaned for 

milking from relatives and friends were only a few (Fig. 9 A, B, C). The evidence 

suggests that small stock and camels are not widely used in social networks. About 20% 

of the households used social networks for milk distribution through animal loans, while 

a larger number (50%) of the poor households relied on local milk markets to purchase 

the milk they needed. About 30% of the poor and destitute households lacked both access 

to loan animals and the capacity to purchase milk. 

Greater risks of poverty can be inferred from the proportion of households that 

relied on the sales of forest products, such as charcoal and firewood (Table 5). Culturally, 

these are activities associated with families who have dropped out of the pastoral system. 

In our sample, about 17% of the households were involved in petty trade, selling 

incidental food stuffs, such as tea leaves, sugar, salt, the stimulant khat (Catha edulis), as 

well as forest products (81%). The incomes from these sources were used for meeting 

basic household food needs and maintaining social networks.  

A high percentage of the households reported that their members were involved in 

unskilled labor migration (Table 5). This can be distinguished from local work activities 

 21



on communal projects organized by Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs), where 

individuals are paid in the form of food for work or cash. The dependence on 

opportunistic labor was highest among the destitute community around Dubuluq (51%). 

This community had also the greatest number of households dependent on food aid or 

food for work (85%). In Dida Hara, participation in wage labor was the lowest (8%), 

suggesting that the pastoral sector in that community is still capable of supporting surplus 

household labor. A high proportion (74%) of the households reported that their members 

participated or were willing to participate in urban labor migration, due to family 

dislocation after losing livestock to droughts (e.g. Dubuluq). As a long-term strategy, 

most households reported that they were using the education of their children as an 

investment for future economic diversification (Table 5).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The Borana herders in southern Ethiopia have reacted to externally driven land use 

changes and declining pastoral productivity by making internal self adjustments in terms 

of de facto sub-dividing of the communal rangelands for purposes of crop cultivation and 

the establishment of grazing reserves. The changing land use patterns associated with 

water resource development and the fragmentation of grazing lands have reduced 

livestock mobility (Tache 2000). Furthermore, by taking up the landscapes most suitable 

for livestock grazing during drought years, crop cultivation has increased the risks of 

livestock losses.  

We considered different scenarios that motivated households to participate in crop 

cultivation, by assuming that there are relationships between wealth (in terms of 

livestock) and sizes of croplands cultivated. We assumed that the relationships vary in 

terms of space and time, although we considered only spatial variability. We suggest that 

there are no single factors that explain household motivation, although the environmental 

and rainfall variability could have an overarching influence. The four communities 

appeared to have participated in some sort of livelihood diversification. The livelihood 

strategies varied according to the household wealth ranks. Below we discuss livestock 
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population and wealth dynamics, crop cultivation, the LRM and livelihood 

diversification.  

 

Livestock population and wealth dynamics 

 

Household livestock data at the regional scale ( i.e the 4 sites) over the 22-year period 

showed a gradual decline in cattle holdings. Regional cattle populations may have 

declined by as much as 40 to 60%, while there was less evidence of decline for small 

stock and camels. At local levels, there were greater variations with some sites 

experiencing declines up to 92% of the herds. For the same region, Cossins (1988) 

reported a decline of 43%, from which the herds recovered after 10 to 15 years. Our data 

shows a downward spiral in the cattle populations between 1984 and 2006, suggesting 

that after 22 years there was no successful recovery of the cattle herds for sample 

households. From household surveys, Desta and Coppock (2004) also reported that over a 

period of 17 years, cattle holdings per household exhibited a downward trend, showing a 

lack of recovery to pre- 1980/1981 drought levels.  

Despite the decline in cattle populations, the trend in herd composition did not 

change between 1984 and 2006. The preponderance of females in the herds reflects the 

great care that the Borana place on the reconstitution of the reproductive herds. There are 

various reasons for taking the greatest care of the reproductive females. They represent 

reproductive assets, of which the Borana rarely dispose, except if they exhibit physical 

defects. The lower proportion of heifers compared to the numbers of immature 

individuals and cows could be explained by their greater vulnerability to droughts at early 

ages (see below), by being sacrificed to save lactating cows during periods of stress, or by 

being sold when male stock are not available in the herd. The mature males form the 

consumptive stock that is periodically sold and slaughtered. The males represent ‘cash 

savings on hooves’. The recent strategy of herd diversification in terms of management of 

small stock and camels is an attempt to support cattle production for reasons of self-

sufficiency, rather than shifting the preference of livestock species.  

The household data confirms that the greatest threat to cattle management was 

recurrent droughts (Oba 2001; Angassa and Oba 2007). The 1983/1984 droughts killed 
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about 30% of the regional cattle population. Before the full recovery was achieved, the 

1991/1992 droughts caused 40% regional cattle mortality (Diriba 1995). The cattle 

population again crashed during the 1995/1996 droughts. The 1999/2000 drought stress 

resulted in massive losses of cattle across the region, estimated at between 50 and 70% 

(Relief Web 2000). Informants attributed these high cattle losses to foot and mouth 

disease on drought-weakened animals. The lower mortality of small stock and camels 

shows that these species are better adapted to surviving drought than cattle. The Borana, 

similar to the Turkana pastoralists, are aware that a variety of livestock species with 

different food habits are more suitable to manage in drought-prone environments than a 

single species (Ebei 2006). Among the Turkana, McCabe (2004) showed that 

management of multiple species forced households to split the herds and use multiple 

management strategies, since different livestock species require different types of grazing 

landscapes. In the case of the Borana, herd diversification in terms of small stock and 

camels was probably a reaction to environmental change (Angassa and Oba 2008).  

The declining livestock holdings against the predicted increasing human population 

(e.g. Helland 2001) imply that the livestock per capita has deteriorated over time. From 

the current data, there is compelling evidence that the Borana are much poorer today than 

they were decades ago. In the 1990s, Desta (1999) reported a decline in livestock per 

capita from 4.1 to 2.3 TLU per person over a 15-year period. This can be compared with 

the Afar pastoralists where a large proportion of the population has below 5 TLU per 

capita, with the figure shifting between ex ante and ex post periods of drought (Davies 

and Bennett 2007). The standard livestock per capita for self-sufficiency by agro-pastoral 

households is accepted to be 3-4.1 TLU per person (Sandford 1983), or 7 TLU per person 

for a pure pastoral community (Dahl 1979). The figures for our sample households (with 

a mean of 0.46 TLU per capita) show that the Borana households on average are losing 

self-sufficiency in terms of livestock production.  For the same community, a mean figure 

of 3 TLU per capita has been reported for only 12% of the population (Homann et al. 

2007).  

It seems that the livestock per capita for Borana households has been declining 

since studies conducted in the 1990s. Asefa (1990) showed that wealthy households at the 

time had 14.2 cattle per capita and poor households had 2.3, while Desta and Coppock 
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(2004) reported in the same region that wealthy households had 12.8 cattle per capita and 

the middle class had 2.3 cattle per capita. Other studies among northern Kenyan 

pastoralists suggest that TLUs per capita for poor and wealthy households varied from 

4.5 to 7.0 (Fratkin et al. 2004). For the Maasai herders, the TLU holding per holding 

varied from 4 to 30 for the poor, and from 155 to 855 for the very wealthy (Homewood et 

al. 2006). Given the considerably lower figures of livestock per capita in our sample, 

particularly after the drought periods of 1999/2000, it appears that a large proportion of 

households are now performing below the sustainable economic threshold and are likely 

to drop out of the pastoral system (e.g. Little et al. 2001). The decline in livestock per 

capita and resultant shifts in household wealth ranks over a period of 22 years, reflect the 

erosion of the pastoral economy (see also Little et al. 2006). 

The wealth data for our sample households show that individual wealth ranks over 

the reconstructed time have experienced considerable shifts (the exception is the destitute 

category − qollee guutuu hiikanaa). Greater risks of poverty were reflected by shifts in 

household composition of the very poor, the wealthy and the rich, while the destitute had 

little to lose in terms of livestock and were therefore less varied in composition (cf. Little 

et al. 2001). The dynamics of wealth ranks have implications for mutual sharing by 

households in their reciprocity networks. The security of the community is directly tied to 

the number of very wealthy and rich households in different clans. The wealthy and the 

rich (i.e. middle class) are traditionally the givers, while the poor, very poor and destitute 

household categories are more of the recipients. The implication is that during periods of 

droughts when a large number of the livestock die, the shifts in composition of the wealth 

ranks could influence the numbers of the givers and receivers. At the end of each disaster, 

the number of the potential receivers exceeds the number of givers and in extreme cases, 

the society might lose the capacity to redistribute food and other resources. This 

happened in the 1880s during the rinderpest epizootic (Oba 1996). During such periods, 

the society would delay distribution obligations until recovery, thereby creating ‘social 

debts’. Given the current changes, social debts are likely to be extended, as the reducing 

capacity to provide for additional households after each disaster creates surplus poor 

households that would be forced to drift out of the pastoral system.  
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The destitute category, according to the Borana world view of wealth, has lost their 

self-identity of being pastoralists or being Borana, as they have lost the capacity to 

contribute to the social institution of Buusaa gonofaa (see below). Such economic 

dysfunction has implications for the future of individual households in the pastoral 

system. The destitute and the poor, who even after recovery are unlikely to regain self-

sufficiency, would remain poor, while the wealthy and the rich with residual livestock 

would hope to recover after drought stress. However, calamities such as stock raids can 

also reduce the wealthy to being destitute in a short span of time.  

In a pastoral system, a reduction in the number of poor categories and an increase in 

the rich and wealthy categories are signs of recovery (Little et al. 2001). Conversely, a 

greater accumulation of poor and destitute households and increasing drift out of the 

pastoral system signify a potential collapse of the traditional wealth system. At present, 

the poor classes (i.e. the transitional poor, poor, very poor and destitute) constitute 80% 

of the total household composition, while the very rich, rich and self-reliant together 

constitute 20% (Tache and Sjaastad, 2008a), suggesting that the threat of pastoral 

collapse might be a reality. During the 1997/1998 regional surveys in the Borana plateau, 

Kamara (2001) reported that the poor and destitute comprised about 80% of the 

population. As shown by the current study, the conditions appear not to have improved, 

thus forcing the Borana to seek alternative sources of livelihood, including crop 

cultivation. 

 

Participation in crop cultivation 

 

Mixed livestock-crop cultivation is the main economic base of Ethiopia. The degree of 

integration varies from the highlands where cropping dominates, to the lowlands where 

pastoralism dominates (Getahun 1978). In the Borana lowlands of southern Ethiopia, 

agro-pastoralism remains on an experimental basis. The adaptation to crop cultivation is 

being driven by the need to increase self-sufficiency in terms of food production, 

although the risk of rainfall failure remains high. We know that the community in general 

did not cultivate crops in the 1920s (Hodson 1927). Between 1950 and 1960 some 

families living in the sub-humid zones were influenced by the Ethiopian farmers to 
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cultivate crops. The early farming communities traditionally had small herds, and were 

called baddoolee (a term referring to the inhabitants of the sub-humid zones, but meant to 

be derogatory because of their practice of tilling the land (Oba 1998)). Legesse (1973) 

remarked that the Borana were in contempt of those who tilled land to grow crops.  

In the early 1980s, only an estimated 0.3% of the rangelands were under crop 

cultivation, which grew to 1.4% by 1986 (Desta 1999). By the end of the 1990s, the 

extent of the population involved in cultivation was sizeable (Berhanu et al., 2007) and 

the estimated total land under cultivation had increased to 2-3% (Coppock 1994). By the 

2000s, 10 to 12% of the grazing lands were enclosed (Homann et al. 2007). Another 

recent estimate is that up to 15% of the former grazing lands are under crop cultivation, 

having grown substantially (by 34%) after the 2000 drought (Berhanu and Colman 2007).  

Angassa and Oba (2008) estimate that only 4% of the community practiced crop 

cultivation in 1970s. Kamara (2001) reports that 80% of households were cultivating in 

1997/1998 (compared to our sample of 95% in 2006). Our finding of a 0.7 to 1.2 ha is 

comparable with the size of plots cultivated by individual households reported earlier, 

namely 2.4 ha (Kamara 2001) or 0.2-1.8 ha (Desta 1999). Among our sample 

communities, the farm sizes varied with household wealth ranks, the wealthy households 

cultivating larger pieces (1 to 3.57 ha) than the poor household classes (<1. 0 ha) (see 

Fig. 7B). Among the Maasai in the Ngorogoro Conservation Area (NCA), farm plot sizes 

vary between 0.67, 0.89 and 1.43 ha for poor, medium and wealthy households 

respectively (Thornton et al. 2007). Other estimates for the Maasai region slightly vary 

between 0.28 and 0.3 ha (Homewood et al. 2006). These plot sizes for land cultivated by 

East African herders are lower than those reported for West African agro-pastoralists, 

which are estimated at 3.5 to 5.1 ha (Okuniwa et al. 1996), or 8.7 to 12.7 ha (Powell et al. 

2004). 

The cultivated land has so far produced highly dynamic results, varying from years 

of successful rainfall to drought periods when farming is abandoned. Farm expansion 

followed the droughts of 1983/1984 and 1991/1992 after the majority of the Borana lost 

their livestock (Oba, 1998). This might suggest a link between the risk of poverty and the 

expansion of cultivation (see the LRM below). The variations in the extent of cultivated 

land might further suggest that unreliable rainfall made cropping opportunistic. The 
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slash-and-burn type of agriculture needed little capital or time investment. During the 

periods of sufficient rainfall soon after droughts, the households increased their land 

under cultivation, while with evidence of livestock recovery and rainfall failure, more 

focus was given to livestock management.  

The evidence might suggest that the households varied investment of their time 

between livestock management on the one hand, and crop cultivation on the other, 

depending on the degree of economic stress. Crop failures, which are frequent, waste 

labor invested for planting and weeding (Berhanu and Colman 2007). Even when crops 

were successful, grain yields were low, which we estimated would enable a household to 

be self sufficient for 3 to 4 months on average. The grain yields harvested by Borana 

households were about 50% less than the Ethiopian national average of 1834 kg (Berhanu 

and Colman 2007). Although we did not separate the grain yields by wealth ranks based 

on farm sizes, we deduced that the poor and the very poor had smaller harvests than 

wealthy households. Such variations in crop harvests according to wealth have been 

reported for Sahelian herders (Rovere et al. 2005). In our sample communities, much of 

the grains produced were consumed at home, with about 10% set aside for social 

distribution, sales and saving for seeds. In this particular study, we did not estimate the 

proportion of income from crop sales by households of different wealth classes. For the 

same region, Berhanu and Colman (2007) found that the very poor households sold more 

(4.1%) of their total harvests than the rich households (2.7%), which suggests that in both 

cases, much of the harvest was for home consumption, as supported by our findings. The 

four communities in our study did not practice grain loans in bulk as a food security 

strategy. Grains were sold soon after harvest, despite unfavorable grain prices at the time. 

Traders in towns would then store the grains in bulk, until grain supplies became scarce 

and prices rose. 

Why then are the Borana pastoralists growing crops and sub-dividing their lands? 

As the LRM shows, there are important reasons for doing so. Firstly, it is likely that 

households in different wealth ranks might have different objectives for involvement in 

crop cultivation. We know that they have different means and capacities. The poor might 

just want to grow food to meet their household requirements. The wealthy might have 

other reasons, such as using grains to hedge against having to sell livestock to buy grains. 
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The wealthy might therefore sell more grains (they also cultivate larger plots) to meet 

incidental costs associated with the purchase of consumer goods, or to pay debts at a 

retail business. Secondly, the demand for grains in the diet of the pastoralists has 

increased and much of the requirements are either self-grown or supplied from local 

markets. Whatever the reasons for crop cultivation, the evidence so far shows that 

livestock still accounts for a substantial source of income for households, compared to 

crop cultivation (Berhanu et al. 2007). For this community, livestock remains the main 

capital asset, while farming is used mainly for purposes of subsistence, a system which 

resonates with other East African pastoralists (McPeak et al. 2006). 

In linking the discussion to the responses of the community to changing land use 

patterns in the Borana grazing lands, the key informants suggested that crop cultivation in 

general is a sign of increased pastoral poverty. Both the wealthy and the poor participated 

in crop cultivation mostly to avoid the sale of their livestock by using their crops as a 

buffer, while at the same time being critical of the fragmentation of the rangelands 

(Homann et al. 2007). In the view of these societies, crop cultivation in the rangelands is 

an act of self-predation for two reasons. Firstly, they are aware of the fact that land 

fragmentation by croplands interferes with traditional land use systems. Secondly, by 

appropriating the most productive landscapes for the purposes of crop cultivation, they 

were exposing their livestock to greater risks of drought-induced mortalities. Cultivation 

of the rangelands undermines drought coping strategies (Desta and Coppock 2004), as 

well as being competitive in terms of land and labor allocations (Berhanu et al. 2007). 

The choices between expanding the cropping lands, the risks of crop failures, land 

fragmentation, losses of livestock, or future opportunities for changing land tenure, are 

among the factors that controlled the livelihood responses of the households. 

 

Livelihood response model (LRM) 

 

The LRM is a dynamic model that might change in terms of response values from one 

time to another and from one community to another. Both the dependent (crop land sizes) 

and independent (wealth) variables are likely to change over time. A wet year following a 

drought year will provide different motivation for households to engage in cultivation, 
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while during a drought year, the motivation to cultivate will not exist. During times of 

drought, the greater focus is on the protection of livestock assets. The loss of such assets 

would force poor households to eat their residual herds, thus exposing themselves to 

greater risks of poverty (Mace 1993). For such poor households, the cultivation of crops 

becomes a survival strategy. A poor household that does not cultivate would suffer 

double jeopardy, first by being exposed to greater risks of starvation, and second by 

disposing of their remaining herds, resulting in chronic poverty.  

An interesting observation was that the communities had different reasons for 

expanding cropping. The main drivers were varied degrees of historical economic 

stresses. We suggest that the remaining unexplained variations probably depict other 

possible responses. Firstly, the non-linear relationships between crop-plot sizes and TLU 

show that the relationship between wealth and farming might not be direct. Our findings 

confirm the conclusion reached earlier (e.g. Berhanu and Colman 2007), that poverty 

alone cannot be the reason for motivating herders to participate in crop cultivation. 

However, the poor and the wealthy had varied reasons for expanding crop cultivation. We 

have, for example, shown that crop yields increased with the extent of land being 

cultivated. We assumed that if there were no limitations of labor, and especially traction 

animals for plowing, then most families would increase the sizes of the plots they 

cultivated. But this was not the case. The large number of participants did not translate 

into larger pieces of cultivated land; rather, it translated into small fragmented plots. 

Secondly, expansion of cropping was influenced partly by pastoral psychology and the 

lack of farming culture that causes households to treat farming as a type of production 

secondary in importance to livestock management. Conflicting time allocations between 

farming and herding undermine the commitment to grow crops beyond what is required 

for subsistence.  

Further, the households did not make permanent investments in farming. The 

families who farmed a patch in one area may move elsewhere, where they acquired other 

temporary patches. The abandoned patches were then acquired by others, or remained 

fallow. The greatest challenge to crop cultivation remains the lack of integration between 

cropping systems and livestock management. Due to the fact that the cultivated lands and 

settlements where the livestock are based are located in different landscapes, the Borana 
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rarely applied livestock manure to manage soil fertility on their plots of land. 

Consequently, huge piles of manure are running to waste near settlements. The failure to 

use livestock manure is likely to cause the current systems of farming to be unsustainable.  

Thirdly, we have mentioned that besides the limitations caused by crop failures due 

to the shortage of rainfall, farming could not potentially be increased infinitely, because 

there are limited landscapes suitable for cultivation. Most suitable landscapes − which are 

bottomlands − have already been occupied by farms (Coppock 1994: Angassa and Oba 

2008). Fourthly, the poor households lacked the resources to mobilize labor for clearing 

the land, planting and weeding. More often than not, their lack of traction animals does 

not allow them to expand the sizes of plots. The wealthy households, by comparison, are 

not constrained because they have resources to mobilize; the labor needed and often have 

sufficiently trained oxen pairs for cultivating larger pieces of land. However, their 

commitment to farming crops still conflicts with their preference for livestock 

management.  

Fifthly, government policies might be encouraging communities to increase crop 

cultivation in the hope of creating self-sufficiency in terms of food production. However, 

such policies remain unrealistic, as both the cultural and environmental factors 

discourage the development of large-scale farming. The Borana have, however, used their 

own criteria for gradual crop expansion. They have two types of semi-privatized land: 

range enclosures for preserving calf pastures (kaloo), and plots for crops (oobruu). The 

range enclosures are under the category of farms in terms of tenure security, when in 

reality they are protected grasslands (Tache 2000; Angassa and Oba 2008). It is this form 

of land use change, which could pose a threat to the communal grazing lands.  

Sixthly, important regulators of land use among the Borana, at least in the past, 

were the influential customary institutions of the Gumi Gayo and the gada. For example, 

significant Borana participation in crop cultivation occurred only after the Gumi Gayo in 

1972 ‘blessed farming’ as another economic venture in which the community should 

engage (Berhanu and Colman 2007). From the discussions with key informants, there 

was strong opposition to the expansion of cropping in the rangelands, but they 

acknowledged that the changes in land use have had inevitable consequences. The key 

informants mentioned external forces, including land use policy, as being the main 
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drivers of changes in land use. In particular, the reorganization of the community into 

Peasant Associations (PAs) after the Ethiopian Revolution in 1974 has undermined the 

communities’ capacity to regulate land use. Increasingly, the Borana are having to 

collaborate with new institutions, such as the PAs, in terms of land allocations for 

alternative uses (Angassa and Oba 2008). They also suggested that the official land use 

policy that served as the main driver of land use change has been influential in increasing 

poverty, which the Borana lack the capacity to deal with.  

The key informants suggested further that community-wide increase in poverty has 

forced the society to relax its social regulations and allow members to experiment with 

new economic opportunities. The community is also conscious of the future, anticipating 

changes in land tenure towards privatization, by which parcels of cultivated land could be 

the basis for private land claims. Thus, by referring to range enclosures as ‘farmlands’ 

(oobruu), the Borana may be anticipating future land divisions. Whereas the open 

rangelands could be reallocated by the state for alternative forms of land use, the 

croplands would be safe from such a policy. It is therefore this uncertain future of land 

tenure that is driving the community towards fragmentation of the grazing lands.  The 

absence of linear relationships between crops plot sizes and wealth also suggests that the 

Borana are finding it more convenient to participate in multiple livelihood strategies 

simultaneously.  

 

Livelihood diversification 

 

Various livelihood diversification strategies were used simultaneously to mitigate the 

risks of poverty. For poor households, livelihood diversification was a way of making up 

for livelihood losses in terms of livestock constraints. For the wealthy and rich 

households, diversification was aimed at reducing risks of food insecurity (Little et al. 

2001). It emerged from the discussions with key informants that communities have been 

subsisting on diminished herds since the droughts of the 1980s, which has increased their 

reliance on food aid. Moreover, communities are exploiting the increased involvement of 

local and international NGOs in emergency and post-emergency development, as a 

source of livelihood diversification (Oba 1998). Most donors and NGOs consider risks of 

 32



poverty as a long-term process and for that reason, emergency programs are usually 

linked to development programs. The most striking development activity is that of re-

stocking poor and destitute households. Despite being sporadic, these programs have 

benefited recipient households. Returning destitute households to the tradition of 

pastoralism involved reconstituting the lost herds. Traditionally, this was the function of 

the clan security system of Buusaa gonofaa (Tache and Sjaastad, 2008b). When the 

traditional institutions failed to support the poor, the majority of poor households dropped 

out of the pastoral system, as demonstrated by the communities in Dubuluq and Harallo. 

The former community comprised households that dropped out of pastoralism after the 

1999/2000 droughts. The majority of these destitute households migrated to the peri-

urban environment where food aid supplies were available. Presently, the livelihood of 

the community is mostly petty trade and unskilled wage labor (for the Samburu case, see 

also Lesorogol 2008). By comparison, the community in Harallo, affected by the earlier 

droughts and inter-ethnic conflicts, was resettled by the government and given farm plots, 

pairs of oxen and seeds to commence crop cultivation. Unfortunately, frequent crop 

failures due to erratic rainfall made crop cultivation unsuccessful. For these and other 

communities, livestock sales continued to be the main source of cash income, particularly 

during droughts.  

Livestock sales during droughts were aimed at purchasing grains to maintain 

energy intake by households (Cossins 1988; Desta and Coppock 2004). Despite the 

unfavorable prices, increased livestock sales during droughts were a reflection of poor 

livestock condition, as well as surplus stock in the local markets. It was not unusual for 

pre-drought livestock prices to fall by as much as 30%, while grain prices increased 

(Cossins 1988). GRM (1989) quotes a case during the 1983/1984 droughts when cattle 

prices fell by 60%, compared to the 1991-1992 droughts when the price of cattle declined 

by 90%. Grain prices during droughts could increase by as much as 150% (Cossins 

1988). During the 1996 drought, the scarcity altered grain-cattle market behavior when 

the Borana were forced to barter heifers for grains (Halake 1996). 

Some households responded by activating networks of friends, kin and descent 

groups for livelihood diversification. Families of different wealth ranks depended on each 

other’s resources for survival. Poor households depended on the livestock wealthy 
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households (i.e. very wealthy and rich) for livestock and food distribution (Webb and von 

Braun 1994). The loss of livestock therefore has a cascading effect on household level 

food security redistribution and sharing, which usually involves networks of women 

(marro) (Oba 1994). During periods of stress, social security networks in general are 

weakened, since both the poor and wealthy households experience diminished resources 

for social distribution (Little et al. 2006). On such occasions, poor households developed 

ingenious methods for experimenting with new livelihood responses, including labor 

migration, in order to remain functional. 

Labor migration to small rural towns in the region, as well as to cities across into 

Kenya, is becoming an increasingly attractive livelihood diversification strategy for 

young people from poor households. Destitute households joined labor migrations 

because they had no livestock left. The few remaining animals were left with friends and 

relatives. Poor households sent their youths (mostly men) to join informal labor migration 

in order to support those left in the rural areas. Some had hoped to invest in livestock to 

compensate for what their families had lost (see also Little et al. 2001). In the current 

study, a significant proportion of households have members involved in labor migration 

(Table 5). By comparison, stock rich households moved parts of their family to towns for 

reasons of economic diversification (e.g. Hogg 1980). Indeed, in the study region, the 

erratic nature and limited commercialization of the pastoral system might have failed to 

attract hired farm labor, while the wealthy have invested more in trade and businesses 

(Berhanu et al. 2007).  

We remain uncertain about the extent to which the income from migrant labor or 

casual labor has improved the livelihoods of the poor households left in the rural areas. A 

study of the Kenyan Borana reported a high proportion of unskilled labor migration from 

the pastoral areas to towns and cities, and showed that the volume of labor migrants 

increased following major droughts (Doti 2005). Similarly, the Maasai of Tanzania, 

particularly young morans, migrated to urban areas after they lost livestock in the 1990s 

(May and Ole Ikayo 2007). A large proportion of the migrant laborers were employed as 

night watchmen in rural towns and cities. Doti (2005) reports that the watchmen in 

Nairobi sent remittances estimated at 60% of their monthly income back to their rural 

homes to support their families.  
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However, for the study region, the contribution made by urban labor migration 

“…[remains an] extremely feeble pathway to a source of livelihood for the marginalized 

Borana” (Berhanu et al. 2007: 877). From the limited data in this study, it is impossible to 

make conclusive remarks about the trend of labor migration from the pastoral regions of 

southern Ethiopia as a coping strategy for mitigating risks of poverty. Yet, based on 

anecdotal evidence, the migration of unskilled labor to urban areas could be an important 

livelihood diversification strategy. The society is aware of the fact that unskilled labor is 

not a solution to their future economic well-being. Thus, the plan of most households is to 

educate their children. They used as evidence, families whose children received education 

and are now employed by the state or local NGOs. These families used the earnings of 

their sons and daughters to re-invest in livestock, helping their livestock economy to 

recover.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This study shows that land use changes in Borana in southern Ethiopia have linkages with 

the performance of the pastoral economy. The changed land use patterns fragmented 

grazing lands and made pastoral production more vulnerable to periodic droughts. Total 

livestock holdings appear to be declining in a spiral fashion across the 22-year period 

under review. The gradual decline in household livestock per capita to below the 

subsistence level implies that the pastoral system alone is becoming insufficient to 

support households in terms of their food requirements.  

Increased threats of droughts on the herds, in terms of losses of reproductive 

females and immature individuals that are critical for future herd recruitment, imply that 

recovery after droughts is not being achieved. Consequently, the wealth ranks of 

individual households have shifted towards greater proportions of poor and destitute 

households. From the evidence we inferred that the traditional systems of sharing 

livestock produce in terms of providing support to the poor are likely to weaken. 

Declining herds during periodic droughts created food insecurity, which motivated the 

households to become involved in crop cultivation and other livelihood strategies. 

However, evidence of low crop yields and low yields per capita show that farming meets 
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only 26% of the annual grain needs per person. In response to the changing land use 

patterns and declining livestock wealth, communities have been induced into various 

forms of livelihood diversification. In terms of adapting to cropping as a livelihood 

strategy, various scenarios were considered.  

The LRM showed partial success in predicting household behavior towards the 

adoption of crop cultivation. This highlights the need for more longitudinal data to 

adequately reveal the interactions between livestock production and the adoption of 

farming. One expects that episodic droughts would make it difficult to establish a 

dynamic relationship between farming and pastoralism. However, the model showed that 

the responses were internally or externally driven.  

The data supported (but not strongly) three scenarios. The first scenario that was 

supported is that responses of households to cropping expansion were motivated by 

reduced livestock holdings (< 5 TLU), but the limited extent of land cultivated was 

probably due to the lack of traction animals. The types of households represented by the 

Dubuluq PA have lost self-sufficiency and depend mostly on food aid and wage labor. 

This scenario also supports the assumption that crop cultivation could be a livelihood 

diverfictaion strategy to supplement livestock production. Farm size increases up to some 

critical herd size (60-80 TLU), after which the sizes of land cultivated did not increase 

with the increase in the livestock herd sizes (supported by the Harweyyu PA). The second 

scenario was that the size of the cultivated areas was related to the critical herd size (20-

40 TLU), after which the motivation was probably to return to pastoralism (supported by 

the Harallo PA). The third scenario that was supported is that economic diversification 

and wealth accumulation might be motivating factors in participating in crop cultivation 

(supported by the Dida Hara PA). Overall, the supported scenarios indicate that adoption 

of farming in Borana is due to many factors, not excluvively due to poverty.   

From the LRM we deduced that farming was just one source of livelihood 

diversification utilized by the four communities. The redistribution of resources, which is 

part of the societal tradition, appeared to have been weakened in terms of meeting the 

needs of the growing populations of the poor. Livestock marketing remains at low 

volumes due to the lack of competitive prices and the low capacity to buy all the stock 

brought in for sale. Despite the Borana adoption of crop cultivation, low crop yields that 
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do not meet the needs of households for much of the year, do not justify the change of 

land use towards crop cultivation as compared to the traditional pastoral production. With 

regard to policy, it might be more prudent to encourage the Borana to use the market to 

buy the grains they need by using cash from livestock sales and other livelihood 

opportunities, rather than converting the rangelands into farm lands (Angassa and Oba 

2008).  

A more viable approach would be to recognize the potential for multi-directed 

policies for promoting pastoralism in the rangelands, or to focus on livestock marketing. 

More importantly, the lack of progress in development policies focused on the rangelands 

is due to the power relationships between the implementers of official policies and the 

customary institutions that, despite having a huge capacity for self-regulation, have lost 

the autonomy to decide on the future of the community. The formal institutions have 

failed to provide workable solutions and have influenced land use changes in 

unsustainable directions. Therefore in southern Ethiopia, land use policies need to 

consider the potential of the land for grazing and crop cultivation, as well as the current 

economic returns from livestock management, which are far superior to those from crop 

cultivation. The risk of promoting crop cultivation to the detriment of pastoralism in the 

rangelands is increased dislocation of the population that would pose a future risk to 

poverty reduction in pastoral areas. Any policy that ignores these facts might create 

conditions that reproduce poverty, thus forcing the communities to continue relying on 

food aid.  
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Table 1. Livestock holdings (in species TLU) at household and per capita levels in 
sample sites of the Yaballo and Dirre districts (2006) 
 
            
PA 
 

Household 
cattle 

holding 

Per capita 
cattle 

holding 

Household 
small stock 

holding 

Per capita 
small 
stock 

holding 

Household 
camel 

holding 

Per capita 
camel 

holding 

Dida Hara 
(n= 127) 

18. 91±2.86 1.77±0.24 2.09±0.19 0.23±0.02 2.02±0.36 0.18±0.03 

Harweyyu 
(n= 70) 

12. 68±2.31 1.64±0.21 2.66±0.67 0.41±0.12 1.54±0.35 0.20±0.04 

Dubuluq 
(n= 51) 

2.14±0.40 0.34±0.09 0.23±0.07 0.03±0.00 0.09±0.05 0.01±0.00 

Harallo 
(n= 82) 

3.88±0.51 0.60±0.11 0.68±0.09 0.11±0.02 0.28±0.22 0.06±0.05 
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Table 2. Livestock losses (%) during major droughts between 1984 and 2000 in the 
districts of Dirre and Yaballo in the Borana zone, southern Ethiopia 
 

Livestock species Drought year 
Cattle Small stock Camels 

1984 28.98 ± 1.38c 6.7 ± 1.23a 3.28 ± 1.95a

1992 42.02 ± 1.73b 9.87 ± 1.71a 4.10 ± 2.34a

1996 25.85 ± 1.48c 8.99 ± 1.68a 0.46 ± 0.46a

2000 53.25 ± 1.67a 7.62 ± 1.49a 3.58 ± 1.91a

Mean in same column followed by similar letters are not significantly different. 
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Table 3. Household participation (%) in major economic activities in the central Dirre 
and Yaballo districts in the Borana zone, southern Ethiopia 
 
Peasant 
Associations 

Animal 
husbandry 

Crop 
cultivation 

Livestock 
trade 

Petty trade 

Dida Hara 100 96.1 10.2 13.4 
Harweyyu 97.1 97.1 11.4 21.4 
Dubuluq 64.7 58.8 7.8 21.6 
Harallo 89.0 95.1 6.1 17.1 
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Table 4. Drought coping strategies by the households in the central districts of Dirre and 
Yaballo in the Borana zone, southern Ethiopia 
 
Coping strategies % Response χ2 Sign. 
Herd diversification 43.3 49.326 *** 
Herd division 48.8 32.821 *** 
Herd replacement 38.5 27.502 *** 
Stock transfer 28.5 29.355 *** 
Investment in fixed 
property 

4.8 6.457 NS 

***p<0.001, NS p>0.05 
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Table 5. Households’ long-term livelihood response strategies in the central districts of 
Dirre and Yaballo in the Borana zone, southern Ethiopia 
 
Livelihood strategies Household 

participation (%) 
Frequent livestock sales 81 
Use cash savings 69 
Reduce household expenditure 25 
Seek relatives’ support 82 
Seek employment as migrant laborer 74 
Sale of forest products 81 
Depend on food aid 90 
Child education 65 
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Fig. 2 
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Fig. 3 
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Fig. 4 
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Fig. 6 
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Fig. 7 
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Summary  

In this paper, we examine the traditional wealth ranking system of Borana pastoralists 

in Ethiopia, and explain its emphasis on livestock through their central role in not 

only material survival but also in the performance of key social and religious duties. 

We investigate the proximity of conventional poverty indicators to the traditional 

rankings, revealing the relative lack of proximity of per-capita income and 

expenditure indicators. Poverty diagnosis among pastoralists such as the Borana, if it 

is to be accurate and generate appropriate measures, must to a greater extent rely on 

asset-based indicators and focus on groups rather than individuals or households. 

 

 



1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

Poverty is an old and persistent human problem. It has been described as a global 

threat and a handicap to humanity by President Truman in 19491 and “the gravest 

insult to human dignity” (Brundtland, 1996: vii) from whose consequences “nobody, 

rich or poor, can remain immune” (IFAD, 2001: iii). Since the 1990s, international 

financial institutions have promoted adoption of poverty reduction strategies in 

national policy formulation in the developing world and the United Nations’ 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) stipulate eradication of poverty by 2015 as a 

primary target. 

 

In order to monitor progress in the fight against poverty at a global level, crude 

measures are necessarily used, with the “dollar-a-day” poverty line used by the World 

Bank leading the way. Such measures contain problems of measurement, cross-

country conversion, and consistency, leading to spurious fluctuations in national 

figures and significant discrepancies between different poverty indicators (Deaton 

2000). At a different level, however, it is relevant to ask whether the conceptions of 

poverty implicit in conventional measures match the conceptions of poverty found 

among the diverse cultures in which poverty is located. To the extent that significant 

gaps exist between standard and local understandings, poverty reduction strategies 

may find scant support or acceptance in local contexts, and the manner in which 

strategies complement or compete with local institutions for poverty reduction may be 

neglected. 

 

In this paper, we examine local conceptions of poverty in Borana, Ethiopia. What 

does it mean to be poor and what are the implications of poverty for social status? 

How is poverty addressed at a local level, and what are the institutions that direct such 

efforts? We also undertake a quantitative comparison of the traditional wealth ranking 

system with more conventional measures: which measures most closely resemble the 

traditional ranking system, and what are the implications of using measures that are 

quite different? 

 

In Section two, we revisit some of the main approaches to poverty analysis that have 

been adopted over time and outline their relevance to pastoral contexts. In Section 3, 
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we introduce Borana and its people, and outline the methods used. Section four 

discusses the meaning of poverty in Borana and introduces the traditional wealth 

ranking system. In Section five, numerical poverty indicators are presented and 

compared to the traditional approach. Section six summarises and covers the 

implications of the analysis. 

 

2.  POVERTY: CONCEPTS AND MEASURES 

 

Modern poverty research originated in 19th century Britain, with the works of Charles 

Booth and Seebohm Rowntree conducted in London and York City respectively.3 

These studies shared an urban focus and advanced an income-based conception of 

poverty.4 Income available for obtaining basic necessities subsequently became the 

standard poverty measure (Rowntree, 1910). Booth suggested classification of 

families into the “poor” and the “very poor,” based on income categories (cited in 

Fried and Elman, 1969: 55).5 This influence is also evident in more recent and 

contemporary research. For instance, Lipton (1988: 4) applies the proportion of 

income spent on satisfaction of basic needs to classify income groups into “the poor” 

and “the ultra poor.” In the short term at least, income may underestimate the standard 

of living as households dissave, borrow, or share in consumption with other 

households; or income may overestimate the standard of living in the face of rationing 

or unavailability of necessities (Atkinson, 1987). Consequently, expenditure measures 

were developed as better proxies for household consumption. “In considering the 

choice between income and expenditure, it is helpful to distinguish two rather 

different conceptions of poverty: that concerned with standards of living and that 

concerned with minimum rights to resources.” (Atkinson, 1987:930). A common 

feature of both income and expenditure approaches to poverty, however, is their 

neglect of the dynamic processes that lead to poverty, ignoring temporal, spatial and 

contextual attributes of poverty (Novak, 1996). The economic purist, it could be 

argued, at some point began to confuse the concept with its particular measures. 

 

Thus, a broader approach, which attempts to capture multidimensional and complex 

features of poverty, has emerged. Proponents consider qualitative determinants of 

poverty and reject excessive reliance on income and expenditure as glossing over 

important factors such as values, preferences, and the political realities that influence 

 3



subsistence (Rein, 1970). This approach suggests a framework for a “pyramid of 

poverty concepts” to encompass a variety of ideas (Baulch, 1996:2).6 It endorses a 

series of inter-linked meanings and rejects the quest for a single, agreed-upon 

meaning as “artificial academic formalism” (Spicker, 1999: 151).7 This broader 

perspective on poverty has spawned a multiplication of concepts considered relevant 

to poverty research, including relative deprivation and its focus on internal 

distribution (Townsend, 1971, see also Sen, 1973, 1995), basic needs (Brandt, 1980), 

social exclusion (Pansters and de Ruijter, 2000; DFID, 2005), and sustainable 

livelihoods and its associated concept of dependency (e.g. Vedeld et al., 2004). Sen 

(1999) draws attention to capability deprivation, since it captures aspects of poverty 

hidden by income measures, further arguing that income is a means to an end rather 

than an end in itself (p.14).8 Ill health and lack of education have also been advanced 

as dimensions of poverty (see e.g. Deaton, 2000). At the same time, temporal aspects 

of poverty have come to the fore. Hulme and Shepherd (2003) separate between the 

chronic poor, the transient poor, and the non-poor. Carter and May (2001) define 

those with insufficient assets as “structurally poor” while those who intermittently fall 

below a given level of consumption are “stochastically poor.” 

 

In this expansion of the concept and conception of poverty, the economic purist might 

therefore counter that what has emerged is not a richer understanding of poverty but a 

confusion of the concept with its causes and its symptoms. Ill health may be both a 

cause and a symptom of poverty, but to say that it is poverty is a dilution of the 

concept, making it intractable and of limited practical use. In fairness, however, the 

broadening of the concept through invocation of aspects such as social exclusion, 

health, and education has helped to divert attention away from sterile statistics and 

static measurement exercises towards the policies and social process that generate 

misery. And at least to some extent, rather than its conversion into a bloated and 

obscure mass from which the policy maker or researcher can extract whatever they 

want, the concept of poverty has splintered into a number of more precise fragments – 

e.g. income poverty, asset poverty, stochastic poverty – that each has a particular 

meaning and usefulness. 

 

Causes of poverty are complex. Were it not so, poverty would surely be less 

prevalent. Broadly speaking, explanations have revolved around the structural and 
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cultural/behavioural dichotomies. The structural argument emphasises economic 

forces operating beyond the control of the individual, whereas the cultural or 

behavioural explanation views individual behaviour as capable of generating poverty 

(Miller, 1996). Structural aspects are seen as more dynamic, while cultural and 

behavioural aspects are regarded as more sluggish, displaying high degrees of inertia 

in the face of exogenous changes. The root of the cultural/behavioural argument is 

traceable to the “culture of poverty” paradigm (Lewis, 1966), which argues that 

poverty breeds a way of life that forms a unique subculture of the poor. Such a view 

depicts the poor as a causative agent of their own poverty by pursuing a reckless life 

style that incubates a “deficit of culture,” eventually chaining them to perpetual 

poverty (Solinger, nd: 1). This endogenous explanation relates to an alleged attitude 

of ultra-conservative resistance to change (Prawl as cited in Mathur, 1989:6). It has 

been severely criticised for reducing the essence of developing societies to stagnancy 

(Isbister, 1993) and for putting too much blame on the poor “when in reality, the 

prime obstacles to the elimination of poverty lie in an economic system that is 

dedicated to the maintenance and increase of wealth among the already affluent” 

(Gans, 1971: 156). In other words, the explanation ignores external social forces that 

determine resource distribution (Townsend, 1971). 

 

Further to exogenous explanations and the structural argument, hunger and poverty 

have also been attributed to a lack of entitlements (Sen, 1981) and to capability 

deprivation (Sen, 1999). Within “exogenous” explanations, there has also been a 

relatively recent shift. Where previously there was an emphasis on international 

economic mechanisms and problems of exploitation and dependency, new economic 

growth theory has emphasised the importance of domestic policy on markets, 

education, health, and infrastructure.9  

 

Anderson and Broch-Due (1999: x) argue that “poverty does not come with a single 

definition that can be easily detected through standardized indicators and 

measurement.” Thus, poverty conceptions appropriate to urban, developed societies 

may be quite inappropriate to rural, developing societies. And in mainstream literature 

on rural poverty, pastoralist peculiarities are either excluded or marginalised by 

broader poverty indicators. For instance, access to agricultural land and capacity to 

obtain agricultural inputs are widely used as indicators in analyzing poverty in the 
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agrarian systems, but are inappropriate when applied to the pastoral context (see e.g. 

Khan, 2000). 

 

Conceptions of poverty among mobile herder communities are complex. In the arid 

and semi-arid regions of Eastern Africa, fluctuating climatic conditions set an 

ecological constraint on distribution of key natural resources such as pasture and 

water. A successful pastoral production system incorporates strategies to overcome 

these constraints, including common access to extensive territories, the exercise of 

mobility, flexible resource tenure systems, and institutions to manage collective 

resources (Markakis, 1993). Moreover, all of these aspects are interconnected. The 

command of extensive rangelands assumes rights of access to outlying resources 

through mobility. Mobility arises out of the practical necessity to utilize scarce, 

scattered and seasonal resources (Baxter, 1975) and is a key risk-spreading strategy in 

drought-prone areas (Niamir-Fuller, 1999). 

 

In the traditional pastoral system, poverty is not a permanent state of affairs; rather, it 

is a transient condition where livelihoods fluctuate between periods of great livestock 

losses and periods of recovery (Oba, 2001). In Eastern Africa, however, increased 

drought recurrence, land alienation and the emergence of competing land use systems 

have combined to transform periods of stress into a deepening livelihood crisis 

(Baxter, 1993; Hogg, 1986). 

Flexible resource tenure, extensive mobility, and considerable fluctuations in climate 

(and the fortunes pastoralists) pose serious challenges for poverty measurement 

(Merryman, 1987; Batterbury and Warren, 2001; Diriba, 1995), but these are often 

ignored. After a brief look at methods and study area, we outline the conception of 

poverty as it obtains within the particular culture of Borana pastoralists, and then 

contrast this conception with more standard measures of poverty. 

 

3.  METHODS AND STUDY AREA  

 

This study is based on field research conducted in the Borana Zone in southern 

Ethiopia over the period of July 2005 to September 2006, with an additional visit in 

July to August 2007. The Borana Zone is bordered by Kenya in the south, Somali 

Region in the south-east, Guji Zone in the east and Southern Nations, Nationalities 
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and Peoples Region (SNNPR) in the west and north. The Borana are a section of the 

Oromo society inhabiting the Borana and Guji Zones of Oromia Regional State, with 

Yaballo and Nagelle Borana as their respective administrative centres. The Borana 

live in Yaballo, Arero, Taltalli, Dirre and Moyale districts in the Borana Zone and 

Liban District in the Guji Zone. 

 

The Borana trace descent through the father’s line, and are organised into age grades 

and generational class systems (Legesse, 1973) with five generational classes 

(gogeessa) alternating in assumption of power every eight years to lead the society 

during the specified term of office. The land is generally arid or semi-arid with 

fluctuating climatic conditions and mean annual rainfall between 400 mm and 600 

mm (Coppock, 1994). Pastoralism is the main source of livelihood. The society that 

was once predominantly cattle pastoralist now rears a mixture of livestock species, 

including cattle, sheep, goats, camels, and equines. Pasture, water and mineral licks 

make up the three key natural resources on which the Borana pastoral production 

depends, each resource having specific management rules that regulate access. Pasture 

is common property and its management is the collective responsibility of local 

territorial units constituted by mixed clans, whereas wells as the critical dry season 

water source are owned by clans (Helland, 1977). Mineral licks, produced from the 

natural crater lakes, are controlled by government and are taxed.  

 

In Borana today, several different livelihood strategies coexist. In some places people 

engage in a relatively “pure” pastoralism while others pursue more diversified 

livelihoods strategy such as agro-pastoralism, livestock trade, and other non-pastoral 

activities. There are also communities residing in resettlement sites and peri-urban 

areas that depend on relief aid and crop cultivation in years with adequate rainfall. 

 

Site selection for data collection was informed by these dynamics. The four sample 

Peasant Associations (PAs) of Dida Hara, Harweyyu, Dubuluq and Harallo were 

purposively selected from Yaballo and Dirre districts. Despite common socio-cultural 

characteristics, there are significant site-specific peculiarities that are important for 

unravelling, in a broader perspective, livelihoods and poverty trends in Borana.  
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In Dida Hara, livelihoods are diversified. Pastoralism, itinerant livestock trade, retail 

trade and crop production are widely practiced, with a few families also possessing 

properties in town. Out of seven clusters constituting the PA, three were selected for 

the study. The Harweyyu PA represents “pure” pastoralism, with the customary land 

use system relatively in tact and with less direct competition between grazing and 

other land use types. The PA consists of four clusters from which two were selected. 

In the Dubuluq PA, there are a variety of land uses and livelihoods, including 

pastoralism, cooperative ranching, agriculture, and an impoverished peri-urban 

community. The study focussed on the latter community, which was driven from 

pastoralism by the 1999/2000 drought. The community, adjacent to Dubuluq town, is 

locally called the “village of the uprooted.” The Harallo PA is a new administrative 

entity, created when an old resettlement recently was merged with non-resettlement 

clusters from other PAs. The new PA is a home to an economically heterogeneous 

group of households, from which three clusters were selected. Sampling within 

clusters was random. 

 

Field methods included participant observation, key informant interviews, a wealth-

ranking exercise and a socio-economic household survey. The wealth ranking 

exercise was based on the traditional system of wealth classification, identified 

through key informant interviews. In each sample site, we presented the list of 

households covered by the survey, without disclosing any quantitative information, to 

a group of non-surveyed men and women who then proceeded to rank the households. 

 

The survey covered household demographic information, livelihood sources, livestock 

holdings over time, other assets holdings, and household expenditures. The study 

covered 330 sample households. Besides the basic constraints of sampling at least 10 

percent of the total frame and at least 50 households from each PA, sample sizes were 

determined by logistics and time constraints. We used a separate frame for sample 

selection in each PA and the sample sizes varied depending on the number of the total 

households inhabiting the clusters covered by the survey. Accordingly, 127, 70, 51 

and 82 households were randomly selected from frames of 873, 400, 100 and 782 in 

Dida Hara, Harweyyu, Dubuluq and Harallo, respectively. Quantitative results should 

be interpreted according to the terms of a case study, and are representative only of 

the sample itself. 
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We also organized a one-day stakeholder workshop in Yaballo town in September 

2006 with the objective of providing feedback on the preliminary research findings 

and to further consolidate our learning on conceptualization and measurement of 

poverty. 

 

4.  THE CONCEPTION OF POVERTY IN BORANA  

 

4.1 The Meaning of Poverty 

 

The notion of poverty and its manifestations in Borana cut across economic, social 

and cultural realms. Livestock holding is a key factor. Besides its economic value, 

ownership of cattle plays a central role in meeting social and religious obligations. 

The economic motive of herd ownership is thus re-enforced by its socio-cultural 

foundation. Poverty refers to a situation where a family lacks economic capacity to 

meet its needs through its own resources and when its social networks are too weak to 

make up for shortfalls.10 Resource scarcity makes it extremely difficult for the poor to 

participate in social networks in terms of resource redistribution, to negotiate and 

establish marriage, and to perform important rituals and ceremonies. 

 

Ceremonies include seasonal or daily prayers for peace, fertility, prosperity and 

general well being, and other important occasions such as child naming and social 

retirement rituals (Legesse, 1973). Rites are also conducted for deceased parents (such 

as the fertility rite, soodduu). With the exception of the daily prayers, which can be 

conducted through the coffee ceremony (Baxter, 1965), ceremonies and rituals 

involve animal sacrifices. Rituals have important functions in the society. Whereas 

child naming and social retirement commemorate events during one’s lifetime, rites 

for the deceased are believed to link the living generation to their ancestors.11 People 

who do not conduct the rite for the deceased parents are considered to lead an 

insecure life, and are made vulnerable to misfortunes by denying the dead their rights. 

Moreover, the male head of the family is culturally sanctioned from participating in 

the social retirement rite until fulfilling what custom demands from him. The Borana 

believe that not only the living but also the deceased have “expectations” to be 

fulfilled, and lack of livestock constrains that fulfilment. Also, as we witnessed during 
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the fieldwork, foretellers (raaga) occasionally warn society about imminent large-

scale catastrophes (such as epidemics, war, or famine). Animal sacrifices are an 

integral part of the ceremonies believed necessary to forestall such disasters.  

 

With respect to poverty, key informants emphasise elements of food security, asset 

protection, and sustainable herd growth. In this regard, a household is said to be poor 

when the family herd features the following characteristics: (1) when the total herd 

size is too small to provide adequate direct products or to attract enough exchange 

value to buy food (the food security aspect); (2) when the herd size is too small, it 

becomes more vulnerable to depletion due to shocks, necessary sales, slaughter, and 

gifts, etc (the asset protection aspect); (3) when the female stock is too small to 

produce enough female calves for productive capital, or when the number of male 

stock is too small to provide insurance for the female stock against disposal, a family 

is in poverty or vulnerable to it (the sustainable herd growth aspect). 

 

Causes of poverty in pastoralism are multifarious and sometimes difficult to 

comprehend. Borana identify natural, human-made, and supernatural causes of 

poverty. Natural causes mainly refer to the recurrent droughts (and animal diseases) 

that severely affect livestock production and crop cultivation. The impact of natural 

factors is reinforced when accompanied by human actions, relating to poor herd 

management, conflicts and inappropriate pastoral policies. On the part of the 

pastoralist, for example, failure to pursue seasonal mobility is tantamount to failure in 

herd management and increases vulnerability to drought, while conflicts cause 

poverty through direct loss to raids or displacement-induced hardship. Inappropriate 

pastoral policies, such as land alienation and sedentarization, have often resulted in 

environmental degradation and disruption of the pastoral land use systems. A family 

may also be impoverished for obscure reasons, despite its commitment to proper herd 

management and grazing abundance. These relate to mature females failing to 

conceive, mysterious frequent death of the key animals in the herd (e.g. lead milk 

cows or the best breeding bulls), unusually high calf mortality in the normal seasons, 

and sudden drying up of milk cows. These mishaps, referred to as miidhama, directly 

affect herd growth, recruitment, and household food production, and are attributed to 

supernatural causes. 
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In Borana, poverty is not synonymous with a lack of livestock. The Borana notion of 

poverty encompasses concepts such as food insecurity, vulnerability to shocks, and 

social identity. Livestock are, however, central to all of these – to the avoidance of 

food shortages and vulnerability to shocks, to the fulfilment of specific ceremonies 

and rites that establish a family’s acceptance and status in Borana society, and to 

participation in the various customary social security networks. Thus, livestock are 

internalised into the conception of poverty but also critical in determining status with 

regard to its other aspects. Regarding poverty, livestock are part conception, part 

symptom, and part an instrument in its avoidance or amelioration. 

 

4.2 Wealth Ranking  

 

Economic inequality is a common feature among pastoralists, grown out of historical 

internal dynamics and unequal access to external sources (Manger, 2000). In the 

Borana system of wealth classification, livestock holding is the primary point of 

reference, both in people’s minds and in the clan administrative system of support to 

the poor. Among farming communities in Borana, land holding is increasingly also 

used as an indicator, but it did not exist among the Borana in the past. Crop 

production is not considered in the institutionalised forms of mutual assistance, such 

as clan-based cattle redistribution, but form a domain within informal residential or 

kinship networks. A person without a cow or heifer is located at the bottom of 

economic ladder and is socially defined as a “pauper without braided tuft” (qollee 

guutuu hiikanaa). Families that do not own cattle have no position in Borana society, 

even when their granaries are full.  

 

Having several herd units is a wealth indicator, explained by the concept of ulee, 

literally referring to a herding stick but denoting a herd unit. Each ulee12 is herded 

separately. Again the number of animals constituting the herd unit is not rigidly 

determined. Beyond number, the owner knows each animal in the herd by name, 

color, genealogy, and history (Legesse, 1973). Herd division is carried out according 

to herd composition and sometimes age. Few families possess many ulee. In Dirre 

District, the wealthiest pastoralist possessed 12 ulee of cattle, whereas the 

corresponding value was nine for Yaballo District. Families owning many herd 
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divisions are so conspicuous in the society over time and space that their names are 

familiar to the present generation through cattle songs.13

  

Traditionally, the Borana rank households into seven main wealth categories. We 

present the strata in the descending order of wealth, and then provide the 

characteristic features of each wealth group as the community described them during 

the interviews.  

 

1. Dureessa ciccitaa (“rotten rich”) 

Different terminologies are used to describe this wealth category to qualify the level 

of richness. Dureessa ciccitaa (literally means ‘rotten rich’) is a figurative term 

denoting abundance in economic terms as well as individual behaviour that, 

sometimes, persons with such economic status exhibit. The phrase dureessa jaamaa 

(‘blind rich’) is also applied to refer to such behaviour. To emphasise big stock size 

beyond manageability, they also use the terms deebanuu diimtuu or nama horiin hin 

galle. People belonging to this category are those whose economic capacities allow 

them to pursue activities of their choice, within the limits of pastoralism but far 

beyond worries of self-sufficiency. In other words, it refers to those households whose 

food supply is ensured regardless of seasonal variations. Those people with big herds 

of cattle, camels and small ruminants (to which Borana refer to as the “three with 

sweet milk”) fall into this category. Even when the family herd is not diversified as 

such, those whose mono herd type consists of several herding units, including the 

young stock (gorba), dry stock (gu’eessa) and lactating cows herd (haawwicha), 

belong to same category. These people usually have wider social networks and 

capacity to influence decisions in the society at different levels.  

 

2. Dureessa (“rich”) 

This second order wealth rank literally means “rich.” Deebanuu and moonaa balloo 

are also used in describing it. Moonaa balloo (‘wide cattle enclosure’) is an indicator 

of big herd size. Another symbol of stock richness is the size of the heap of the cow 

dung outside the cattle enclosure, and in the Borana folklore, it “tells” wealth status. 

People belonging here are those who, beyond ensuring own food and other demands, 

can host clan assemblies (nama gochii irratti naanna’uu dandeettu). In principle, 

these people can support needy clan members and relatives without significantly 
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affecting their own wealth status. The size of the household notwithstanding, those 

with “medium” numbers of the “three with sweet milk” fall into this category. 

“Medium” herd size here means that a household has a balanced herd composition in 

each stock type, and enough animals for reproduction, milk production, and exchange.   

 

3. Nama ufirraa bulu (“self-reliant”) 

This category refers to those households that “have enough to eat and drink, or can 

live on what they own.” The following economic attributes further describe people 

falling into this wealth rank. It comprises those households that possess enough cows 

to produce sufficient milk for the household without compromising the healthy 

growth of calves. They may also have a few sterile females, cows of poor dairy 

quality, or those with damaged teats that the Borana define as doomaa baakkicha, and 

some male stock (hancafa). Having these types of animals within the herd means that 

the family has a better choice in marketing decision, unlike poor families who must 

spare the only breed bull or the few immature animals they possess. People belonging 

to this category are located at a cut-off point along the wealth ladder, as they can 

make decisions without fear of seriously compromising long-term herd growth. 

 

4. Harka qalleessa (“thin-handed”) 

Under this category fall those who may have capacity to feed their families but only 

by overstretching their potential. Their nucleus herds are vulnerable to depletion, 

particularly if the family size is big. People in this category are known by other 

terminology, nama harka gabaabaa (“short-handed persons”) – a person with 

insufficient animals to provide an outstretched hand of help to others in need.  

 

5. Deega (“poor”) 

A household is said to be “poor” when it is unable to fulfil the basic demands of its 

members through its own resources and thus forced to establish a symbiotic 

relationships with stock-rich families. The household usually has few animals and 

gets support from the patron families or kinsmen. The patron family sometimes assists 

the dependent household by covering major costs in return for household labour until 

the few animals the latter owns multiply into a viable herd size. This option is 

constrained by labour demand in the community.  
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6. Deega bombii (“flat poor”) 

Families with a very few animals belong to this category. They are often referred to as 

just having the tuft (and thus social identity) but economically very poor. They 

usually render labour services through local networks, work for wages, or rely on the 

sale of forest products to obtain daily subsistence.   

 

7. Qollee guutuu hiikanaa (“poor without braided tuft”) 

These are families having no cattle at all. If they do not have any other animals either, 

they are defined as having “nothing with liver” to emphasize the extent of poverty. 

They live entirely at the mercy of others, or depend on what nature can offer. It is the 

obligation of the clan to restore the social identity of members with these attributes 

through the institution of buusaa gonofaa (Tache and Sjaastad, in press). The 

extended meaning of guutuu as a status symbol also applies to the female-headed 14 

households, denoting possession or lack of cattle.   

 

4.3 Household Poverty Profiles 

 

Table 1, where average livestock holding (in  TLU) is tabulated for each wealth rank, 

illustrates the importance of livestock in the traditional ranking system. Each of the 

top three ranks possesses, on average, more livestock than the ranks below them 

collectively. Substantial standard deviations, however, also reflect considerable 

variability within each rank. 

 

TABLE 1 HERE 

 

Table 2 presents the percentage distribution of sample households across the seven 

traditional wealth ranks. Poverty is more prevalent among the peri-urban households 

that depend on farming, wage labor, and aid (PAs 3 and 4) than among those engaged 

in pastoralism (PAs 1 and 2). Of the 330 sample households, roughly 80% fall within 

the different “poverty ranks” (comprising the four lowest categories) while the 

remaining 20% are distributed across the three wealthier ranks. In three of the PAs, 

the rank of deega (rank 5) is the most populous, while in Dubuluq the highest 

proportion of households (61%) are found within the rank of qollee guutuu hiikanaa, 

the lowest rank.  
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TABLE 2 HERE 

 

In Dubuluq (PA 3), all the sampled households fall within the lowest four ranks, with 

88 percent falling within the lowest three. Also in Harallo (PA 4), the great majority 

of households (more than 97 percent) fall within the lowest four ranks, with 77 

percent in the lowest three. From a local perspective at least, these figures 

demonstrate the failure of sedentarization as a policy for rehabilitating impoverished 

pastoralists. Households in Harweyyu (PA 2) are, on average, considerably more 

wealthy than those in Dubuluq and Harallo, but more than 71 percent are found within 

the lowest four ranks, with exactly 50 percent within the lowest three. Even in the 

wealthiest PA, Dida Hara (PA 1), 65 percent of the households fall within the lowest 

four ranks, with 48 percent in the lowest three, reflecting the prevalence of poverty in 

the study area. 

 

What of gender aspects of poverty in Borana? Of the 330 sample households, about 

17 percent (56 households) were female-headed. As seen in Figure 1, there were no 

female-headed households in the two wealthiest ranks, while a staggering 44 percent 

of female-headed households were located in the bottom rank (compared to 13 

percent of male-headed households). More female-headed households, and all 

divorcees, were found among the peri-urban and farming communities (which are 

poor) than among pastoralist communities. Divorce is less accepted among traditional 

pastoralists. Thus, it is probable that fewer women will pursue this option in such 

communities. At the same time, those who do may choose to resettle in peri-urban or 

farming communities. Female-headed households also included older widows, relying 

on their children or sons-in-law for support, and women subsisting on casual labor, 

sale of forest products, or food aid.  

 

FIGURE  1  HERE 

 

By tradition, gender roles in Borana are complementary in upholding family life. 

Gendered aspect of poverty are largely reflective of social problems such as family 

disintegration, childlessness (giving birth, particularly to a son, gives a woman more 

security), and insufficient protection from customary institutions and state law. Due to 
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the principle of patriliny, management of the family economy and its assets are the 

responsibility of the male heads while women run the domestic domain. When the 

male head dies, the first-born son assumes his management responsibilities, but the 

social identity of the family is maintained with reference to the deceased man as long 

as the widow is alive. If the man dies sonless, the widow is inherited by her husband’s 

brother. If the widow has a young son, she assumes de facto economic headship under 

close supervision of the husband’s patriclan. The livestock herd is the property of the 

family and is managed through the complementary roles each family member plays, 

but men typically make decisions regarding herd dispositions.  

 

Women do not have direct inheritance rights in the property of their family of birth 

(except animal gifts upon marriage). When they marry, they become the responsibility 

of their husbands and associated clans. Also, the logic of the clan-based system of 

resource redistribution is geared towards family welfare rather than individual welfare 

(Tache and Sjaastad, in press). This means that women who fall through the family 

net effectively become excluded from the social security network. This structural 

constraint puts childless widows and divorcees at a higher poverty risk than those 

within the marriage framework. 

 

 

5.  AN ANALYSIS OF POVERTY INDICATORS 

 

5.1. Numerical Indicators 

 

In addition to the traditional Borana wealth ranking system, data collected on the 

same households permitted computation of seven additional poverty indicators of 

relevance to pastoral communities, as well as two indicators based on notions of 

diversification.15 These are as follows: 

 

Number of cattle: This is simply the number of head of cattle owned by a single 

household at the time of the survey, including all ages and classes. 

 

Tropical livestock units (TLU): The number of tropical livestock units (TLUs) 

possessed by each household, calculated according to the FAO standard formula 
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whereby the conversion values were 1.0 for camels, 0.7 for cattle, and 0.1 for goats 

and sheep (FAO, 1986). 

 

Livestock value: The total monetary value of livestock possessed by each household. 

Based on local averages, cattle were priced at 1500 Birr, goats at 160, sheep at 130, 

camels at 1600, and equines at 900.  

 

Livestock income: Net income during the past 12 months that could be attributed to 

livestock, including the difference between sales and purchases of animals and 

income from sales of milk, butter, skins, and hides. 

 

Wealth indicator: The aggregate value of assets held by the household, including the 

value of all livestock, farm land, iron-roofed houses, and urban property. The value of 

farm land is its productive value, calculated by first finding average annual net 

income per hectare, multiplying this with number of hectares held by each household, 

and then discounting over an infinite horizon at a 10 percent interest rate. Data on 

monetary savings were not collected, but this is a very uncommon way of storing 

wealth in Borana. 

 

Household income: Net aggregate household income from all sources, including net 

livestock income, net income from crop cultivation, income from sales of fuel wood 

and alcohol, and off farm income from trading and wage labour. Crops grown include 

maize, beans, wheat, teff, chickpea, barley, wheat and sorghum. 

 

Household expenditure: This indicator estimates monthly household expenditures on 

food and various household items such as clothing, tea, sugar, coffee and tobacco. 

The survey of household items was not exhaustive, but represents a subset consisting 

of the most important items.  

 

Livelihood diversification index (LDI): This index measures the degree of livelihood 

diversification in a household according to a formula whereby LDI = 1 – ∑(ii/I)2, 

where ii is net income from source i and I is the aggregate net income of the 

household. The six income categories included were livestock, agriculture, fuel wood 

sales, alcohol sales, miscellaneous, and off-farm wage labour. This index has 
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weaknesses, in that negative incomes from any one category will lead to distortions; 

negative incomes for a given source were consequently set to zero. Also, the index 

was set to zero for those with aggregate zero net income – which is also the value for 

those who have a positive income from a single source. The index is not intended as a 

poverty indicator in itself, but was included in the analysis in order to gauge the extent 

to which the different poverty indicators capture the dimension of diversification 

 

Livestock balance index (LBI): According to Borana tradition, a balanced herd of 

livestock includes a significant number of each of the “three with sweet milk” – cattle, 

camels, and small stock (goats and sheep). This index measures that balance 

according to a formula that is equivalent to the above diversification index. That is, 

LBI = 1 – ∑(li/L)2, where li is the number of animals in category i, and L is the total 

number of livestock in all three categories. Since one cannot possess negative 

numbers of livestock, that particular weakness is avoided here, but those with no 

livestock will also in this case generate the same zero index value as those with 

animals in only a single category. Like the LDI, this index is not intended as a 

separate poverty indicator. 

 

The relationship between these numerical poverty indicators is revealed through 

simple product-moment correlation. Correlation coefficients and significance levels 

for all pairs of indicators and indices are provided in Table 3.16

 

TABLE 3 HERE 

 

What is immediately apparent is the strongly significant correlation between all the 

poverty indicators; with the exception of household income and household 

expenditure, whose correlation coefficient is still significant at the 0.01 level, all 

correlation coefficients are significant at the 0.001 level. The livelihood 

diversification index, LDI, on the other hand, is significantly correlated only with the 

wealth indicator (at the 0.05 level) and household expenditure (at the 0.01 level). The 

livestock balance index, LBI, is significantly correlated with all poverty indicators 

except household income. A balanced herd is thus captured by most numerical 

indicators through an array of causal relationships or associations: for example, it 

seems clear the more wealthy households will seek to spread their wealth through 
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more balanced herds, and that more balanced herds in turn will give the security 

needed for greater spending.  

 

As expected, the livestock-dominated variables are all closely related. Indeed, tropical 

livestock units and livestock value are virtually identically distributed. This is no 

surprise, since the aim with the former measure was to capture the latter. 

 

A further observation is that there is stronger correlation between wealth (as estimated 

by the wealth indicator) and household expenditure than there is between household 

income and household expenditure, revealing the important impact of durable assets 

on consumption behaviour. Income may be regarded as a more erratic measure on 

which to base household spending budgets. Indeed, it is noteworthy that the 

correlation coefficients between household income and other poverty indicators in 

general are much lower than those between the other indicators. 

 

5.2 Traditional Ranking and Numerical Indicators 

 

In order to compare traditional poverty rankings with numerical poverty indicators, 

the latter must first be converted into equivalent ranks. In turn, each indicator was 

sorted according to household-specific values in a descending order and assigned 

ranks according to a distribution identical to that of the traditional poverty ranking.17

 

Given the Borana emphasis on livestock, two initial hypotheses are (1) that indicators 

based on livestock assets (number of cattle, TLU, livestock value) will be more 

closely correlated with traditional wealth ranking than other indicators, and (2) that 

asset-based indicators (livestock value, wealth indicator) will be more closely 

correlated with the traditional wealth ranking than corresponding income indicators 

(livestock income, household income). 

 

Statistical analysis on ranked variables is not a problem in itself. In this case, 

however, analysis is biased towards correlation because of the equivalent distributions 

of ranks. Indeed, correlation coefficients for all pairs of indicators were significant at 

the 0.001 level. Correlation between the traditional wealth rankings and the ranked 

numerical indicators was as follows: 
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TABLE 4 HERE 
 

We see from Table 4 that household income is the indicator with the lowest 

correlation to the traditional ranking system. It is more instructive, however, to 

observe these relationships through an analysis of the mean difference, or 

“proximity,” in rank for a given pair of variables. Computing proximity generates 

balanced distributions, and since we are mainly interested in the relative proximity of 

indicators, the bias caused by equivalent distribution is immaterial. An analysis of 

proximity will permit us to say whether any two indicators are significantly closer to 

each other than two others. 

 

The proximity of two indicators is simply calculated by computing the absolute 

difference in rank for each household and subsequently computing the mean. Thus, a 

household that is ranked in category 2 in terms of traditional poverty ranking may be 

ranked in category 4 in terms of household income, giving a difference of two. Two 

indicators with identical distributions will have a mean difference of 0; two opposite 

schedules will give the maximum theoretical mean difference of 2.13; while random 

schedules of this particular distribution of ranks will render a mean difference of 

roughly 1.62.18

 

Table 5 presents mean differences in ranks between all pairs of poverty indicators, 

including per-capita versions of five of the indicators.19 We see that per-capita 

indicators uniformly produce greater mean differences than the household-based 

indicators. We are particularly interested in the proximity of standard poverty 

indicators to traditional wealth rankings. We see that the lowest proximities (greatest 

mean differences) are found in those two most conventional measures of poverty – 

household income (1.10) and household expenditure (1.13). In contrast, the three 

“livestock measures” – cattle, TLU, and livestock value – are the closest, with 

proximities (mean differences) of 0.63, 0.60, and 0.59 respectively. 

 

TABLE 5 HERE 
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The next step is to ask whether these variations in proximity to the traditional ranking, 

are significant. For example, is the proximity of the TLU indicator to the traditional 

rankings (0.60) significantly different from the proximity of household income to the 

traditional rankings (1.10)? Focusing only on household-based (rather than per-capita) 

indicators, we gauge this by two-sample, two-tail t-tests on the two schedules of 

proximities associated with two different pairs of variables. The results are presented 

in Table 6. 

 

TABLE 6 HERE 

 

From these tables, we see that asset-based indicators generally are significantly closer 

to traditional ranking than non-asset-based indicators.20 The three indicators based on 

livestock assets are significantly closer to the traditional ranking than the more 

general wealth indicator, but internal differences between the proximities of these 

three are not significant. Only household income is not significantly closer to the 

traditional ranking than household expenditure. 

 

6.  DISCUSSION 

 

The Borana concept of poverty is rooted in livestock holdings. Possession of livestock 

acts as an important mark of cultural identity, makes possible the conducting of 

different rites of passage and marriage transactions, is the investment that creates and 

maintains social ties through watering institutions and solidarity networks, is a 

medium of reconciliation and peace-making, and permits participation in a series of 

religious rituals. Similarly, in the customary gada governance, the transfer of power 

from one generational class to the other involves the transfer of a big cattle herd from 

the gada to the qaalluu institution (Legesse, 1973). 

 

Our analysis reveals that there is significant correlation between all the different 

quantitative poverty measures, including between those based on livestock holdings 

and the more conventional income and expenditure measures. When converted to 

ranked distributions, however, the quantitative indicators exhibit significant 

differences in their proximity to the traditional wealth ranking system of the Borana. 

The indicator closest to the traditional ranking is livestock value, exhibiting a mean 
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difference in rank of 0.59. The indicator exhibiting the lowest proximity to the 

traditional ranking is household income per capita, with a mean difference in rank of 

1.34 (see Table 5). This is in the context of a distribution of ranks where identical 

distributions will yield a mean difference of 0, random schedules will yield a mean 

difference of 1.62, and opposite schedules will yield the maximum mean difference of 

2.13. 

 

First of all, it is clear that none of the quantitative indicators captures all of the criteria 

on which traditional rankings are based. Traditional rankings are to some extent based 

not only on animal numbers and species composition, but also on herd composition in 

terms of male and female animals and their reproductive status; these have 

implications for vulnerability to shocks and subsequent potential for recovery. 

Moreover, a household’s potential for livelihood diversification, as determined e.g. by 

its age composition and education levels, is not fully captured by any of the 

quantitative indicators, although they all are positively correlated with indices of 

livelihood diversification and herd diversification (Tables 3a and 3b). Finally, in 

Borana, the capacity of a household to recover from adversity and shocks depends not 

only on its own resources but on the wealth of those who might be expected to come 

to its aid; and while such considerations are beyond the reach of our quantitative 

indicators, they are internalised in the traditional system whose rankings are based on 

observation through time. 

  

The analysis of ranked indicators reveals that per-capita indicators show less 

proximity to the traditional ranking than household indicators, probably reflecting a 

local perception of poverty that is more focused towards families and social groups in 

general than with individuals. As we would expect, given the importance of livestock 

holdings, indicators based on these holdings were significantly closer to the traditional 

ranking than were more general indicators. Furthermore, and also as expected, 

indicators based on assets were closer to the traditional ranking than indicators based 

on income or expenditure, probably also reflecting both the mostly “organic” nature 

of assets and the difficulties that a household may obtain with respect to the 

conversion of income into consumption during particularly difficult periods. 
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The utility of a given poverty indicator depends on context. The utility of convetional 

indicators based on income and expenditure may be satisfactory for macro-level 

analysis where the concern is with overall levels of poverty within and between 

regions and countries, particularly when poverty is measured at regular intervals 

through time. As one moves towards diagnosis of local poverty in connection with 

specific events, however, the usefulness of these measures declines. This is 

particularly true for communities in which subsistence production and extensive 

redistribution of key assets through traditional networks remain crucial aspects of 

rural livelihoods. 

 

Although increasing commercialization has been observed within different pastoral 

groups (Kelly, 1990; Little, 1992; Ensminger, 1992), commerce remains only one of 

many motivations for livestock rearing and agricultural production among the Borana 

in Ethiopia, and market transactions constitute only one of a large set of modes 

through which goods are exchanged. Daily stock-taking of income and expenditure is 

not entrenched in the traditional pastoral sector and life in the pastoral village is not 

built around financial operations. Instead, social networks of inter-households 

resource sharing and reciprocity play an important role in filling chronic resource 

gaps or temporary shortages. Among the Borana, five separate institutions exist for 

sharing and redistribution of resources across a variety of socially defined groups and 

geographical spaces. These range from transfers of daily consumer goods among 

villagers to the formal replacement, by sub-clan and clan members from other parts of 

Borana in Ethiopia or even Kenya, of herds lost through raids or drought. 

 

Under such conditions, poverty diagnosis based on overall income or expenditure may 

lead to misidentification of both the poor and the extent of their plight, and may thus 

pave the way for inappropriate poverty reduction measures. While income and 

expenditure indicators remain insensitive to the dynamic nature of poverty in pastoral 

societies, poverty measures based on assets (and particularly livestock assets) speak to 

the ability of pastoralists to withstand and recover from the vagaries of nature and 

society that befall them at irregular intervals. In Borana, however, a household may be 

unable to recover not only because of its lack of assets but also because the networks 

that could support it in times of need are unable to do so. The great advantage of the 

traditional ranking system is that it considers the varying fortunes of a household over 
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a period of time; it captures not only details of herd composition that are hidden to 

conventional indicators but also fluctuations in wealth arising from the support 

rendered by (or to) mutual support systems. Significantly, the wealthiest ranks are 

described not only in terms of a household’s capacity to support itself but also its 

ability to support others. 

 

Generally, there is need for a greater focus on networks and groups – including 

groups that are geographically dispersed – in pastoral poverty diagnosis. Use of 

“snapshot” indicators should be complemented by mapping of mutual support 

networks in order to avoid obvious distortions. For meaningful and long-term poverty 

reduction, policies must take into account the causes of poverty. In Borana, this 

implies not only consideration of conventional instruments to aid households in 

withstanding devastating shocks to livestock herds – such as measures to stabilise 

water availability through time or measures that promote diversification of rural 

livelihoods – but also consideration of ways to shore up the foundations of traditional 

Borana institutions for mutual support and recovery. In particular, it implies a careful 

examination of the possibility that government efforts to “modernise” a pastoral 

community through commercial ranching, agricultural market integration, 

privatisation of resource rights, and forced adherence to local government 

administrative boundaries may ultimately undermine the institutions that have proven 

capable of combating poverty in the past. But it also implies careful attention to those 

who routinely fall outside these systems, such as childless women and female 

divorcees. 

 

NOTES 

 
1. See Rist (2002: 71). 
2. The Oromia Bureau for Water Resource Development and NGOs have put up diesel-pumped water 

schemes in the plains, opening up the dry season pasture for perennial use. 
3. See Booth (1889) and Rowntree (1910).  
4. Rowntree and Lavers conducted a survey of the low-income families in the working class district of 

the same city which was published in 1951 under the title Poverty and the Welfare State: A third social 

survey of York dealing only with economic questions, London: Longmans, Green and co. 
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5. Some more recent sources too are apparently interested in understanding poverty in category types.  

While, for example, Iliffe (1987) classifies poverty into structural and conjectural categories, Hulme 

and Shepherd (2003) categorize it into chronic and transient. 
6. This graphic representation puts private consumption on the pinnacle of the pyramid as representing 

the narrowest conception of poverty, and at the base of the pyramid appear the sum of private 

consumption, common property resources, state provided commodities, assets, dignity and autonomy. 
7. According to this source, poverty has material conditions, economic position and social position 

(p.159) as the major clusters each comprising elements that carry discrete and yet overlapping 

meanings. These are need, standard of living, limited resources, lack of basic security, lack of 

entitlement, multiple deprivation, exclusion, inequality, class, dependency and unacceptable hardship.   
8. The adoption of capability approach as an element of livelihoods, and by extension, taking capability 

deprivation as underlying poverty, has been criticized as confusing the process and outcomes of 

livelihoods since “capabilities …both influence and are influenced by personal and household 

livelihood strategies as they evolve over time” (Ellis, 2000: 7). 
9. Not surprisingly, these ideas have been eagerly adopted by the international donor community, 

although that does not detract from their merit. 
10. Interview with Konsicha Bukke and Borbor Bulee. 
11. Interview with Duba Guyyo Dasee, October 2005, Harweyyu. 
12. One ulee comprises approximately 100 animals depending on the grazing landscape (i.e. open plain 

or thick bush cover that affect management size. 
13. Oral tradition maintains that in the whole history of Borana, the richest of all, Goomaa Kuuyyuu, 

had 100 ulee of cattle. 
14. One need use the concept female-headed household with greater caution. Socially, all households are 

identified after a male headed, whether the male head is alive or deceased. The "headship" of women 

thus concerns only economic decisions until the first borne son takes over responsibility. 

15. Household labor costs were not computed – time did not allow collection of these data – so income 

measures are of the value added type (Sjaastad et al. 2005). 
16. Using per-capita rather than household-based indicators had the general effect of reducing 

correlation coefficients in a roughly proportional manner, but coefficients remained significant. 
17. That is, for each indicator, the top five households were assigned the rank of 1, the next six the rank 

of 2, the next 56 the rank of 3, the next 59 the rank of 4, the next 104 the rank of 5, the next 38 the rank 

of 6, and the last 62 the rank of 7. 
18. Based on 190 simulations of random schedules. 
19. Number of cattle and TLU are not presented separately in per-capita versions: these are close 

enough to livestock value to make this unnecessary. 
20. Note, however, that although the wealth indicator is closer than expenditure, the difference is not 

significant. 
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Table 1: Traditional wealth ranking by livestock holding (in TLU) 

Trad. ranking Mean N Std. Deviation 

1 179.620 5 63.2440 

2 58.017 6 60.4351 

3 30.304 56 18.4704 

4 11.278 59 6.7616 

5 7.172 104 5.7096 

6 4.629 38 6.4262 

7 1.616 62 2.8546 

Total 14.032 330 27.1688 
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Table 2: Distribution of customary wealth groups by sample sites 
 

Peasant Customary wealth ranking  

Association 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 

 1 5  3 37 21 41 14 6 127 

  3.9% 2.4% 29.1% 16.5% 32.3% 11.0% 4.7% 100.0% 

 2 0 3 17 15 23 6 6 70 

  .0% 4.3% 24.3% 21.4% 32.9% 8.6% 8.6% 100.0% 

 3 0 0 0 6 8 6 31 51 

  .0% .0% .0% 11.8% 15.7% 11.8% 60.8% 100.0% 

 4 0 0 2 17 32 12 19 82 

  .0% .0% 2.4% 20.7% 39.0% 14.6% 23.2% 100.0% 

Total 5 6 56 59 104 38 62 330 

 1.5% 1.8% 17.0% 17.9% 31.5% 11.5% 18.8% 100.0% 
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Table 3: Correlation coefficients for pairs of poverty indicators and diversification idexes 

 

Coefficients TLU Livestock Livestock Wealth HH HH LDI LBI 

   value income Indicator income expend   

Cattle No 0.9907*** 0.9948*** 0.5410*** 0.9718*** 0.1969*** 0.6806*** 0.0825    0.1564** 

TLU   0.9991*** 0.5567*** 0.9770*** 0.1991*** 0.6909*** 0.0883 0.1886*** 

Livestock value     0.5542*** 0.9781*** 0.1995*** 0.6898*** 0.0890    0.1812*** 

Livestock income       0.5422*** 0.3923*** 0.4900*** 0.0610 0.1514** 

Wealth indicator         0.2454*** 0.6660*** 0.1134* 0.2029*** 

HH income           0.1692*** 0.0115 0.1041 

HH expend             0.1558**     0.1870*** 

LDI        0.2785*** 

*** Significant at the 0.001 level 

** Significant at the 0.01 level 

* Significant at the 0.05 level 
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Table 4. Correlation coefficients for ranked pairs of indicators 

             

Pair of variables     Coeff.   

Traditional ranking x number of cattle:  0.7774 *** 

Traditional ranking x TLU:    0.7961 *** 

Traditional ranking x livestock value:  0.7903 *** 

Traditional ranking x livestock income:  0.5806 *** 

Traditional ranking x wealth indicator:  0.6539 *** 

Traditional income x household income:  0.4126 *** 

Traditional income x household expenditure:  0.4830 ***  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 5: Proximities (mean absolute differences) in rank between pairs of indicators 

 

  Cattle TLU Livestock LVPC Livestock LIPC Wealth WIPC HH HHIPC HH HHEPC 

  No   value   income   Indicator   income   expend   

Trad wealth ranking 0.63 0.60 0.59 0.70 0.95 1.02 0.83 1.05 1.10 1.34 1.13 1.30 

Cattle No   0.13 0.11 0.40 0.81 0.95 0.59 0.84 1.05 1.24 1.08 1.26 

TLU     0.04 0.37 0.79 0.91 0.58 0.85 1.02 1.22 1.05 1.23 

Livestock value       0.36 0.78 0.91 0.56 0.83 1.01 1.22 1.04 1.23 

LVPC         0.92 0.87 0.75 0.60 1.10 1.11 1.17 1.11 

Livestock income           0.23 1.00 1.13 0.79 0.97 1.01 1.18 

LIPC             1.13 1.07 0.86 0.88 1.08 1.09 

Wealth indicator               0.64 0.84 1.08 1.18 1.32 

WIPC                 1.03 0.94 1.30 1.15 

HH income                   0.44 1.21 1.28 

HHIPC                     1.35 1.24 

HH expend                       0.49 
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Table 6: Differences in mean proximity to traditional ranking (horizontally listed proximity 

minus vertically listed proximity) 

 

Difference in proximity to TLU Livestock Livestock Wealth HH HH 

traditional ranking   value income Indicator income expend 

Cattle No 0.0303 0.0364 -0.3212*** -0.2000*** -0.4727*** -0.4970*** 

TLU   0.0061 -0.3515*** -0.2303*** -0.5030*** -0.5273*** 

Livestock value     -0.3576*** -0.2364*** -0.5091*** -0.5333*** 

Livestock income        0.1212 -0.1515 -0.1758* 

Wealth indicator         -0.2727*** -0.2970*** 

HH income           -0.0242 

*** Significant at the 0.001 level 

** Significant at the 0.01 level 

* Significant at the 0.05 level 
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Figure 1: Location, in percent, of male- and female-headed households within traditional 

wealth ranks 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Mutual assistance is widely practiced in southern Ethiopia where pastoralism provides the 
major livelihood source. By combining voluntary and compulsory social networks of 
resource redistribution, the Borana pastoralists address problems ranging from daily food 
gaps to loss of herds through drought or raids. Focusing on the clan-based social security 
institution of buusaa gonofaa among the Borana, this article explores relationships between 
households’ poverty status and their participation in the institution, the sanctions involved for 
non-participants, and the future of the institution in a changing society. The study analyzed 
the experiences of 330 households in four Peasant Associations from Yaballo and Dirre 
Districts, with specific follow-up of individual cases. The indigenous system has the capacity 
to tackle transient poverty as long as pastoral production is able to generate resources for 
redistribution. Households from the poorest segments of the population are, however, more 
likely to exit the system. This raises doubts about the institution’s capacity to combat chronic 
poverty under current difficult conditions, and a more exclusive network may emerge in the 
future. The study also reveals that social security becomes weaker for those who drop out of 
pastoralism. 
 

Key words: Borana, mutual assistance, institutions, pastoralism, poverty reduction, 

social networks, southern Ethiopia 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Classic anthropological studies have shown that networks of resource redistribution 

enhance social solidarity (Malinowski, 1961 [1922]; Mauss, 1990 [1925]) by establishing 

reciprocal1 relationships between the giver and the recipient (Douglas, 1990). The role of 

resource redistribution has variously been seen as driven by altruistic motives (Scott, 

1976), or by rational choice and self-interest (Popkin, 1979).2 Posner (1980) views this 

debate as “sterile”, pointing out that solidarity networks essentially perform the service of 

spreading risk in societies where insurance markets are absent or imperfect. Such 

networks may, however, also facilitate redistribution of assets and commodities that are 

not exchanged in markets (Kranton, 1996) and their formation and persistence may be 

                                                 
We thank the Norwegian Research Council for funding the study. Thanks are also due to Gufu Oba, Leif 
Manger and Marco Bassi for constructive comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
 
1  Malinowski does not explicitly apply the term “reciprocity” to the ethnography of Trobriand 

Islanders, but shows the importance of reciprocal resource exchange in tribal life (See 
Gudeman 2001: 83-84).  

2  See Platteau (1991) for a thorough review of the two approaches.  
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motivated both by a collective desire to control inequality (Hyden, 1990) and by the 

necessity of establishing and maintaining social relationships (Dalton, 1962). According 

to Kolm (2002), reciprocity can be distinguished from both pure gift giving and pure 

exchange, in that it is characterized neither by purely altruistic one-way transfers nor by 

pure self-interest. Recognition seems to be growing of the variety of motivations, 

functions and mechanisms that pertain to such networks, and of the dangers of 

generalizing beyond specific contexts (Sjaastad, 2003). 

Community-level resource redistribution to the poor assumes various modalities, 

including the faith-based zakat and sadaqa among the Muslim people, where a portion of 

agricultural produce is given to the poor through religious leaders (von Braun, 1991; De 

Bruijn, 2000). The tradition of mutual assistance is more elaborate among pastoral 

societies; here, resources are shared in the form of gifts of livestock, money and food, 

channelled through systems of social organization. In Africa, pastoralists invest their 

livestock to build social relations (Baxter, 1975; Broch-Due, 1990; Gulliver, 1955; 

Sobania, 1990; White, 1990), which help households establish social ties in order to build 

future fall-back mechanisms. Among the Maasai in Tanzania, the mutual support system 

is based on clan organization (Potkanski, 1999). The Rendille in northern Kenya 

implement resource redistribution through age set cycles (Sato, 1997), while the Turkana 

use stock friend networks (De Vries et al., 2006). In Ethiopia, the Borana rely on kinship 

and institutionally organized clan social security networks for re-distributing livestock 

(Bassi, 1990; Baxter, 1966). Stock friendship also creates economic bonds across ethnic 

boundaries as a means of widening the safety net in the drought-prone region (Dahl and 

Hjort, 1976; Sobania, 1990; Spencer, 1973). The option of investing in insurance by 

means of participation in social networks may, however, not be open to poor households 

with a chronic lack of resources to contribute. 

This article adopts an approach that integrates institutional aspects and household 

participation in tackling poverty, to assess the systems of mutual assistance among the 

Borana Oromo pastoralists in southern Ethiopia. The article aims to: (1) document the 

structure of the social security institution of buusaa gonofaa and its functions under 

different economic conditions; (2) explore the links between household wealth status and 
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participation in clan social security networks; and (3) assess and evaluate the roles of the 

clan-based social security model in poverty alleviation. 

To achieve these objectives, the study employed a household survey, key informant 

interviews, case studies, and discussions during an organized workshop. The household 

survey covered 330 households, selected from four Peasant Associations (PAs), namely 

Dida Hara and Harweyyu in the Yaballo District, and Dubuluq and Harallo in the Dirre 

District. While the PAs were purposely selected to reflect different livelihood options and 

strategies, the selection of clusters and the households within each cluster was random.  

Wealth rankings differ widely. In Dida Hara, people combine pastoralism, livestock 

trade, retail business, and crop cultivation. In the Harweyyu PA, livelihoods are 

predominantly derived from pastoralism. Alternative livelihoods and competing land uses 

are comparatively rare. The Dubuluq PA represents an impoverished community adjacent 

to the town of the same name. Current inhabitants migrated to the Dubuluq PA when they 

lost their livestock during the 1999/2000 drought. Their daily subsistence is derived 

mostly from wage labour in town. The Harallo PA is a heterogeneous community, in part 

inhabited by families impoverished by droughts and the 1977-78 war between Ethiopia 

and Somalia, who were resettled there in 1980 by the state. Harallo also includes families 

already present in the area prior to the 1980 resettlement, who were merged with the 

settlers in the recent PA restructuring. In this latter group, agro-pastoralism dominates. 

The settlers practice intensive farming in years with adequate rainfall, and many survive 

through the sale of firewood and charcoal in the town of Mega. In all four PAs, in 

addition to providing basic household and livelihood data, households were asked about 

participation in social security networks in the five years following the 1999/2000 

drought. 

Individual cases of particular interest were identified on the basis of the structured 

survey and key informant interviews, and followed up through additional open-ended 

conversations. Additionally, a one-day workshop was organized in the town of Yaballo in 

September 2006, with the objective of discussing the communities’ perceptions of 

changes in the performance of buusaa gonofaa. The workshop brought together fifty 
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participants from the communities, as well as representatives from NGOs and District 

Pastoral and Rural Development Offices.3

 

MUTUAL SUPPORT MECHANISMS AMONG THE BORANA 

 

Social security institutions in Borana have ecological, economic and ideological 

imperatives. Ecologically, southern Ethiopia is arid, receiving erratic rainfall with a mean 

annual amount of 400-600 mm (Coppock, 1994). Due to climatic fluctuations, recurrent 

droughts and changes in land use, vulnerability to livestock loss is a common problem 

(Alemayehu, 1998; Diriba, 1995; Futterknecht, 1997; Tache and Oba, forthcoming). 

Whereas droughts, livestock diseases and conflicts are the main poverty-triggering 

factors, economic disparity has always been a raison d’etre for institutionalized mutual 

support systems. The ecological and economic bases of social security systems are re-

enforced by cultural conventions. Since having no cattle is equated with a loss of social 

identity, social security remains an important mechanism for maintaining and restoring 

such identity. 

The Borana people distinguish between compulsory and voluntary systems of 

resource redistribution. Compulsory assistance refers to obligations to redistribute cattle 

in support of impoverished clan members, where the clan applies specific rules to enforce 

decisions. The ultimate power rests with the clan; individuals who refuse to contribute 

risk exclusion from the social network. In contrast, the tradition of voluntary mutual 

assistance is organized through relations of kinship, friendship, or cohabitation. For 

example, residents in a mixed-clan village (ollaa) exercise resource sharing or reciprocal 

borrowing in daily life, based on the neighbourhood principle of ollittii. Here, mutual 

assistance also takes the form of inter-household networks of women (Oba, 1994).  

The essentiality of village networks is expressed in a biological metaphor, ollaa fi 

duddaan ejjan (‘one stands due to support of his/her back and villagers), to emphasize the 

role villagers play in supporting their members in order for them to stand upright 

economically, like the backbone upholds the body. The ollittii principle is built around 
                                                 
3 Participants were divided into four working groups to discuss, among other topics, the 
functioning of buusaa gonofaa under current economic conditions in relation to its traditional 
purpose. Each group’s deliberations were presented and discussed during a plenary session. 
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the ethos and belief that villagers together experience periods of scarcity and prosperity, 

sadness and happiness. In the context of acute needs, village members upgrade the 

mutual support system into a quasi-sub-clan cooperation beyond ollittii by ‘accepting’ 

one another as members of one’s own sub-clan. While the extent of village-level 

interdependence depends largely on harmony among members, the role of the village 

head (abbaa ollaa) is essential in creating the harmonious relationships required for the 

mobilization of village resources to support the poor members4. In what follows, we 

elucidate the practice of voluntary resource sharing with examples of the institutions of 

meat sharing (jifuu), occasional assistance among age mates, and temporary stock 

transfers (dabaree). 

The jifuu tradition entitles each family in the village to a meat share. By village 

custom, a piece of meat5 is distributed to village women, with priority for those who are 

not breast-feeding in order to cater for possible pregnancy-induced meat craving.6 When 

cattle or camels are slaughtered, each family is provided with one full rib accompanied 

by a few small pieces. Polygamous families are represented by the senior wives. It is 

worth emphasizing that the social significance of sharing meat is more important than the 

amount of meat shared. In addition to its social role, meat sharing among the non-kin 

residential groups is also promoted by the need for economic cooperation that is essential 

in pastoral production, such as labour contribution for livestock herding and watering.7 

Meat sharing is institutionalized and regular among households of collateral siblings, who 

share the clearly defined parts according to seniority. Collateral siblings maintain the 

right to jifuu, as rooted in the key concept of a right to clan property, since they share the 

same clan identity.  

                                                 
4 Leaders with those qualities are often praised as pursuing the ideal of the Borana people, and 

their history transcends generational memories.   
5 Although jifuu essentially concerns meat sharing, the Borana extend its meaning in daily life to 

sharing other food items, including relief food.  
6 There is a shared belief among the Borana people that meat craving may result in miscarriage or 

other major health complications and thus villagers give a special attention to young women. 
The risk does not concern those who are breast-feeding because, according to custom, they 
practice sexual abstinence until their babies are weaned.   

7 In the past, the lower part of the hind leg (mogolee) was roasted and carried to the water point 
so that members of the watering squad from other localities also received their share. 
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Age grading, as a structural feature of the Borana (Legesse, 1973), is another 

social variable that organizes voluntary occasional support among age mates. Boys born 

in one gada period of eight years constitute an age set (hariyaa). Age sets perform various 

interrelated functions of a social, political and economic nature to promote solidarity 

among the cohort.8 They organize age set meetings to discuss matters internal to the 

group and their relations with others. In August 2005 for example, we witnessed the age 

set of Wakora Dida convene in Gobso to mobilize support for one poor member of the 

group, to help him organize a child naming ceremony. The participants (67 in number) 

raised Birr 670 on the spot, and on the naming occasion a month later, individual 

members of the age set contributed eight goats besides the previous financial support.  

The Borana also practice dabaree, the institution of temporary stock transfer, in 

which a family may receive milk animals from kinsmen, clan members or friends to 

tackle seasonal or long-term milk shortages (Tache, 1996). Some examples are described 

here. Gurracha Halake Ginda, from the Harweyyu PA, had forty-two goats and sheep that 

had multiplied from the eight that his cousin had transferred to support him during the 

post-1991/92 drought recovery. A similar arrangement was experienced in the Gololcha 

PA (Dirre District) where the late Gollicha Hache Bonayya transferred three milk cows to 

his father-in-law, Afanco, following the 1984/85 drought. In October 2005, sixteen 

female progenies from the old generation remained with the recipient. Similarly, the 

family of Huqqa Hawa in the Areri PA (Yaballo District) relied for their milk supply 

largely on the flock of goats received from their son-in-law when they were hit by the 

1999/2000 drought. 

The dabaree institution is a fallback ex post insurance mechanism that also plays a 

gap-filling role in the high risk environment. This tradition bestows upon the recipient the 

right to milk, while ownership of animals is retained by the provider. Depending on the 

accord of the relationship, however, the recipient may acquire rights to the animals’ male 

                                                 
8 One such function is the ritual of korbeessa hariyaa, which is an important get-together event for 

members of the age-set residing in one area. The participants spend one night at the residence of 
a host, singing songs that inculcate the values of bravery and virility. During the adolescent 
stage they dwell on love songs.  They challenge one another by reciting their outstanding 
achievements. 
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offspring, while the female offspring are considered productive capital and reserved for 

the owner. 

       By comparison to the voluntary systems described above, the clan-based social 

security institution is built on the ideologies of common identity and shared 

responsibilities, where members enter into duty-bound relationships governed by the 

customary laws of Borana (aadaa seera). The clan networks maintain an enduring social 

structure that guarantees members’ rights to clan assistance in terms of animals as the key 

productive resource. Repayment of clan assistance is ensured by actively participating in 

clan development and administrative matters. The clan response requires formal 

procedures which may take time, so non-clan relations play a crucial role in emergency 

situations, reflecting the complementary nature of the different support systems.  

The various systems of social networks are comparable across a number of 

dimensions: the level at which decisions about transfers of assets are taken, the type of 

resources involved, the cause and nature of problems addressed, the degree of covariance 

of risk, the geographical reach, the frequency with which support is given, and the 

degrees of voluntariness and formality involved in reaching decisions and applying 

sanctions (Table 1). As one would expect, networks are organized in such a way that the 

geographical reach of the support system is expected to exceed the corresponding 

covariance of the problems it is designed to address. Idiosyncratic, day-to-day shortages 

of consumables are addressed through village, neighbourhood, and patrilineal sibling 

networks. Local shortages of milk stock are addressed through temporary stock transfers 

from kin living in other villages or PAs. Local water shortages are mediated at the PA 

level but also through a complex network of dry season access to the wells, organized 

around principles based on clans, inter-clan association, locality and other forms of social 

relations. Finally, major and covariant livestock losses due to drought or raids are 

addressed through the pan-Borana system of buusaa gonofaa, in which a Borana family in 

Ethiopia may receive animals from a fellow sub-clan member living hundreds of miles 

away in Kenya. As the reach of the problem (and the network to address it) expands, its 

frequency diminishes, and the degree of formality and the time needed for the response 

generally increase.  
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[TABLE 1 HERE] 

 

In an agricultural economy, the distinction between ex ante and ex post transfers 

may be crucial (see e.g. Fafchamps, 1992). Transfers of assets to needy households 

before the onset of the growing season may not only reduce or avert the need for 

subsequent transfers of consumables, but may also be more incentive-compatible. In a 

pastoralist economy such as that of Borana, with animals taking on the joint role of asset 

and product, the distinction between ex ante and ex post is potentially blurred. While the 

day-to-day transfer of meat and other consumables is of an ex-post nature, the post-shock 

restocking achieved through buusaa gonofaa is clearly also geared towards long-term 

goals of self-subsistence and the maintenance of social identity. While incentive 

problems remain, these can be addressed through the formal mechanisms of the 

institution itself. 

 
BUUSAA GONOFAA: CLAN-BASED SOCIAL SECURITY   

 

Buusaa gonofaa is an old social security system of stock redistribution among the Borana 

Oromo people. As a generic philosophical concept, it may signify a tradition of common 

resource sharing, but in its more operational sense, buusaa gonofaa refers to the 

institution of cattle redistribution (Bassi, 1990), through which clans respond to serious 

economic loss by a member by invoking the notion of collective rights to clan property. 

The term buusaa gonofaa consists of two compound words, buusaa and gonofaa, each 

carrying different literal meanings, but built on a symbolism that constitutes one unified 

meaning. Buusaa is derived from the verb buusuu, meaning “to pour” or “to contribute 

something” in the Oromo language. Literally, gonofaa9 refers to a skin cover on certain 

household utensils (such as a gourd or butter vessels) for proper protection, or the act of 

repairing a broken utensil. Clans apply the symbolism of “mending through contribution” 

in order to restore the economic capacity of the affected household.10  

                                                 
9 Based on interview with Borbor Bulee and Nura Dida; see also Borana Dictionary by Ton Leus 

(1995), p. 361-62. 
10  Personal communication with Gufu Oba. Also elders state that the concept gonofaa has its root 

in the old practice of trophy taking where an elephant killer brings the ivory home to divide 
among members of his clan. The clan has the right to claim their share of the trophy in exchange for 
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Information is lacking on the temporal origin of buusaa gonofaa. With regard to the 

internal dynamics of the system, oral sources state that buusaa gonofaa was reorganized 

into its present clan-based form around the turn of the 18th century,11 when Dawwe 

Gobbo, the prominent gada leader between 1696 and 1704, convened an assembly at 

Dolollo Makkala in the Dirre region. This later gave rise to the legislative assembly 

called Gumi Gayo, constituted in order to amend existing customary laws and make new 

ones. It is believed that before Dawwe Gobbo, buusaa gonofaa was entirely voluntary and 

exercized among relatives and villagers until it was re-organized into an obligatory 

arrangement under clan jurisdiction.12   

 

The administration of buusaa gonofaa

       

The Borana are a patrilineal society whose social organization features multiple 

structures, each with different roles to play and different organizing principles. At the 

macro level, the society is organized into the two moieties of Sabbo and Goona. The 

moietal organization has social and political functions. Socially, the division institutes a 

cross-moiety marriage alliance, since members of one moiety can marry only from the 

other.13 The political rationale is about balanced representation in the gada office where 

the moieties are equally represented in the six-man adulaa council that assumes power to 

govern the society for an eight-year time period (Legesse, 1973; 2000).  

With respect to social security, the gada institution and clan organization are the 

most important governance structures that constitute what Borana designate 

“administration from above” and “administration from within”, respectively (Tache, 

2000). The term “from above” refers to the role of the gada in the society at large, such as 
                                                                                                                                                 

gift animals, one of which is slaughtered and the trophy is covered with the fresh skin, to 
symbolize clan rights.   

11 Information on the history of buusaa gonofaa is based on interviews with Borbor Bulee, Bulee 
Jatani, Gosa Wario and Tadhole Liban in Dubuluq (also see Gollo, 1997; Oba, 1998; Tache, 
2000; on the history of the Dolollo Makkala Assembly). 

12  Interview with Borbor Bulee 12 July 2006, Dubuluq.  
13 Members of the two moieties relate to one another as the potential in-laws (soddaa), and 

according to custom, the relationship between the in-laws is governed by reverence. The cross-
moiety marriage offers “the most extensive level of societal integration that can be achieved 
though marriage” (Legesse, 2006: 186). By the rule of moietal exogamy, women’s clan identity 
changes upon marriage and thus married women join the moiety opposite to that of their birth. 
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the role of organizing the eight-yearly pan-Borana assembly of Gumi Gayo, which is the 

legislative institution in Borana (Legesse, 1973). The relevance of the gada for buusaa 

gonofaa rests in safeguarding the customary laws (Table 2). On the other hand, 

“administration from within” relates to clan autonomy in administering their internal 

affairs by applying clan law (aadaa gosaa) within the societal legal framework. 

 

[TABLE 2 HERE] 

 

The Sabbo and Goona moieties comprise 3 and 15 clans respectively.14 Each clan is 

broken down into “houses” (mana or miiloo15), which in turn comprise “doors” (balbala). 

Under each “door”, there is yet another unit represented by a patrilineage (miiloo aanaa). 

Patrilineage is also known by other terms such as moonaa, holla and mogolee − we use 

the term moonaa through out this article. The moonaa literally refers to a cattle enclosure, 

but socially it is the economic unit from which resources are mobilized for social security 

or any other clan administrative and development matters. The downward branching 

continues to the level of an individual household represented by a male head and socially 

identified as horooroo abbaa warraa,16 which is the smallest unit to contribute or receive 

formal clan assistance (Table 2). Each level of the hierarchical structure is important for 

the administration of buusaa gonofaa. We briefly discuss three of them: gosa (clan), 

miiloo (sub-clan) and moonaa, these being the most active levels in the institutional 

structure.  

A gosa (clan) is a corporate social group that maintains collective responsibility for 

developing clan infrastructure (water wells and ponds) and leadership capacity building. 

Clan members nominate their leaders into the gada office and support them during and 

after election. A clan also contributes livestock to back up the capacity of sub-clans in 

serious economic loss (see case studies later). They convene the clan assembly (kora 

deebanuu) according to rotation among the constituent sub-clans. 
                                                 
14 These are Digaluu, Maxxarri, Karrayyuu (Sabbo moiety); Daaccituu, Maccituu, Odituu, 

Siraayyuu, Bachituu, Galaantuu, Koonnituu, Harusii, Hawaxxuu, Qarcabduu, Halchaayyaa, 
Maliyyuu, Warrajiddaa, Dambituu and Noonituu (Goona moiety).   

15  The terms sub-clan and miiloo are used interchangeably throughout our discussion. 
16  Horooroo is a ceremonial stick with phallic-shaped head and forked bottom. Every married 

man must possess a horooroo as it symbolizes household independence as a production unit.  
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A miiloo (sub-clan) is responsible for members’ social security. They convene the 

sub-clan assembly17 (kora miiloo), ideally every year, to deliberate internal matters. The 

kora miiloo decides upon, enforces and monitors the implementation of buusaa gonofaa; 

it settles internal disputes and refers issues that require the attention of the entire clan. 

The effectiveness of sub-clan administration in general and buusaa gonofaa in particular 

depends, as a precondition, on the existence of rules and regulation that govern the sub-

clan, resources to be mobilized, and personnel to implement decisions. The economic 

viability of a given sub-clan depends on its demographic strength, the number of 

constituent moonaa, and its aggregate livestock holding. If a sub-clan lacks the required 

attributes, it is bonded with another sub-clan to form a viable economic unit, and the 

bonding is implemented according to the order of seniority of each sub-clan within the 

main clan.18.                           

A moonaa is constituted by the members of the agnatic descent group that converge 

at a common male ancestor. A moonaa acquires its name from the senior member, who is 

also its representative to the external environment and the organizer of meetings among 

members of the patrilineage. Clan-based social security begins at this level. For any 

large-scale resource mobilization, the miiloo assigns quotas to the moonaa according to 

their respective economic strength. The latter, upholding the same principle, then 

distributes the quotas to male heads of household, sometimes on a rotational basis. 

The administration of buusaa gonofaa is organized within the larger Borana legal 

framework, but clans are free to adapt the rules and flexibly work out administrative 

details in order to better suit clan-specific realities. This is because clans vary in 

population size, command of resources, geographical distribution, and availability of 

competent leadership. Clans are organized into social security zones (gaaddisa buusaa 

gonofaa) within the wider Borana rangelands, but it must be mentioned that these zones 

do not represent rigid structural entities and that their numbers vary across clans. The 

relevance of the zones lies in clan monitoring to address immediate problems that 

                                                 
17  For details on clan assemblies and their functions, see Bassi (2005), pp. 217-240. 
18  There is an exception to this rule, related to the principle of priomogeniture. The numerically 

weakest sub-clan is bonded with the most senior sub-clan (angafa), not the sub-clan 
immediately senior to it. The society is organized into junior and seniority orders at all levels 
of the structure.   
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members may encounter. Routine clan administrative matters are dealt with at the madda, 

a PA-equivalent territorial unit, which comes under a social security zone. Procedurally, 

therefore, major problems and needs must be addressed at this regional level before 

reaching the larger clan assembly.  

Clans are led by formally elected leaders, and these leaders are assisted by elders. 

Elders are not elected, but provide de facto leadership through proven personal attributes 

such as demonstrated skills in dispute settlement. The three most common types of 

elected clan leaders are hayyuu (also called lichoo), qa’ee and jaallaba (envoy), while 

elders share the ordinary designation of torbicha or jaarsa. Leaders’ authority varies, 

descending from hayyuu to torbicha, but their roles in the administration of buusaa 

gonofaa are complementary. Upon election, a hayyuu receives formal training in 

customary law, and then practices it while serving in the mobile power center of the gada 

(yaa’a). His authority to make decisions is symbolized by the possession of a scepter 

(bokkuu) (Legesse, 1973). The hayyuu are nominated by their clan, and confirmed into 

the gada office by the council of the retired, the outgoing, and the incumbent gada 

leadership.  

The qa’ee organizes the assembly of the miiloo (in consultation with the hayyuu) 

and summons extraordinary meetings to address emergencies in his social security zone. 

The qa’ee is elected by the assembly of each sub-clan to represent his social security 

zone. In principle, leaders are elected on accounts of proven competence, endurance, and 

personal integrity. However, the qa’ee is often appointed from amongst the most senior 

moonaa in the sub-clan. The office can also be inherited by the oldest son, but the qa’ee 

is subject to impeachment on charges of power abuse or failure to discharge 

responsibilities. The jaallaba acts as an envoy. He is nominated by the sub-clan but 

appointed by the hayyuu.  

 

The nature and activities of buusaa gonofaa

  

The nature of buusaa gonofaa has changed and continues to change with time. During the 

late 19th century, a great famine severely affected the livestock population and marked an 
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institutional collapse.19 People survived on hunting and wild honey, until the few cattle 

that survived the catastrophe were redistributed as the seed for reviving the livestock 

economy. If a family acquired one cow, they would pledge the future offspring to others 

in order to restore the social identity of a household, regardless of its clan background.20 

The institutional resilience was attributable to a strong social tradition of resource sharing 

and the systemic emphasis on the inclusion of all wealth groups in institutional decision 

making and operations.  

The contemporary adoption of cash as a currency for clan social security is an 

important indicator of institutional change, as well as continuity (Table 3). Cattle still 

continue to be the only livestock species involved as a direct medium of formal clan 

assistance, due to their unique cultural values. Under the customary rules of buusaa 

gonofaa, individuals with large camel herds and small ruminants, but inadequate herds of 

cattle, would be considered too poor to make clan contributions. However, with 

increasing herd diversification in response to ecological dynamics, changes have 

emerged. Livestock is cash-convertible and even individuals with few cattle may be 

required to sell small stock and camels to contribute cash, which now symbolically 

represents cattle. Therefore, the adoption of cash payments means that although cattle 

remain the medium of clan-based assistance, other livestock species are also harnessed 

through the medium of the market. Such an important policy change came about as a 

Gumi Gayo resolution during the gada of Gobba Bule (1968-1976), in response to the 

devastating impacts of the 1972-73 droughts.21

The activities of buusaa gonofaa are wide ranging, with capacity building and 

problem solving being the two broad, mutually reinforcing categories. The capacity 

building activities relate to administrative skills and the development of economic 

infrastructure. As was noted, participation in the gada institution enhances leaders’ 

competence in customary law and skills that are necessary for clan administrative 

matters, including buusaa gonofaa. Clans thus elect their leaders into the institution and 

support them by mobilizing human and livestock resources to address labour and 

economic demands that participation in the institution requires. The natural 
                                                 
19  We are grateful to Gufu Oba for drawing our attention to this point. 
20  Interview with Tache Dida Godana in Harweyyu, September 2006.  
21 Interview with Borbor Bulee. 
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infrastructural development (water wells and ponds) builds clan economic capacity 

which, again, involves contribution of the same resources required to dig new wells or 

excavate old ones.  

In terms of problem-solving functions, buusaa gonofaa also addresses occasional 

shortfalls. These are referred to as gufuu guufataa in buusaa gonofaa terms and include 

milk shortages that necessitate milk stock transfers, major health problems and 

corresponding medical expenses, and economic inability to enter into marriage or 

conduct child naming rites. The most important function of buusaa gonofaa, however, is 

to adress the effects of serious economic shocks emanating from raids and droughts. 

Labour and livestock are, therefore, the key resources that clans mobilize in order to build 

governance capacity and develop the clan economy. Participation in clan assemblies also 

provides exposure for youth and provides a forum for presenting one’s need for clan 

assistance.  

 

BUUSAA GONOFAA, POVERTY AND POVERTY REDUCTION 

 

Wealth differentiation and participation in buusaa gonofaa

 

[TABLE 3 HERE] 

 

In evaluating participation with respect to buusaa gonofaa, we considered seven criteria. 

These included four criteria based on type of activity: participation in clan assemblies, 

contribution to clan resource development, contribution to clan leadership participation in 

the gada assemblies, and contribution to mitigation of other clan members’ poverty. Two 

additional criteria were based on the nature of the contribution: living animals, or cash. A 

final criterion was the receipt of clan assistance (of any kind). 

Participation according to these criteria, in the five years between 2000 and 2005, 

was gauged across the different customary wealth rankings. Customary wealth rankings 

among the Borana are heavily influenced by livestock holdings, but do not correspond to 

a simple snap-shot counting of animals or livestock units. Besides sheer numbers, 

customary rankings incorporate considerations of herd composition and associated 
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resilience, labour resources, and dynamic aspects linked to a household’s ability to 

recover from shocks by commanding assistance from social security networks (Tache and 

Sjaastad, forthcoming). Seven different wealth ranks are specified. Because of the small 

number of households in the two wealthiest ranks, we merged these into a single group. 

The results are presented in Table 3; the values indicate the percentage of households that 

participated with respect to each criterion, but do not capture the size of contributions. 

Initially, the results reflect the expected general increase in participation in different 

activities as one moves from the poorest to the wealthiest group. Participation in the 

different activities is, in general, relatively high; only among those ranked in groups six 

and seven is the participation average less than fifty per cent. The activity that 

consistently exhibited the least participation was support to clan leadership representation 

in the gada assemblies. 

Increasing participation with ascending wealth is even more accentuated for 

contributions of living animals. This is also to be expected: because customary rankings 

are so closely related to the possession of livestock, contributions from households within 

less wealthy groups will increasingly be in the form of other goods or services, such as 

cash, labour, or basic consumables. While only 3.2 per cent of households within the 

lowest rank contributed animals, more than ninety per cent of households within the two 

highest ranks did so. The situation is very different with respect to cash: the percentages 

of households that contributed cash are highest in ranks four, five, and six, and a greater 

percentage of households within the lowest ranked group contributed cash (17.7 per cent) 

than within the two highest ranks (nine per cent). This again reflects the overwhelming 

importance of livestock within the institution of buusaa gonofaa – wealthy households are 

likely to contribute cash only in situations where livestock contributions are impractical. 

The most striking feature elucidated in Table 3 is the extent of the receipt of clan 

assistance. Although no clear trend across wealth rankings can be observed, we note that 

the largest percentage of recipients was found among the two wealthiest ranks and the 

lowest percentage in the poorest rank. In part, this surely reflects the nature of customary 

rankings and their reflection of the ability to command assistance in times of need; 

wealthy households are to some extent wealthy precisely because they possess this 

ability. But it also reflects the dynamics and reciprocal nature of the institution; those 
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who have contributed in the past are more likely to be favoured when resources are 

redistributed in times of widespread hardship. It seems plausible that households 

experiencing prolonged hardship may find themselves gradually excluded from the 

network, particularly if that hardship is perceived as wholly or partially self-inflicted. 

The figures for the receipt of clan assistance also reflect the common and logical 

finding that there are more contributors than there are recipients; maintaining social 

security networks and aiding the recovery of destitute households is a common 

responsibility, ideally dispersed among all members of the network. 

 

Clan responses to cattle rustling: two case studies 

 

The different clans across the Borana region annually organize clan meetings (kora 

deebanuu), among other reasons to evaluate the state of poverty and the urgencies of the 

needs of the members in different parts of the region. The clan alliance organizes and 

funds the general assemblies that might take several weeks to complete, depending on the 

number and complexities of the issues involved. The clan alliance organizing the 

assembly requires financial contributions from the members to feed the attendees.22

Cattle rustling, a significant driver of poverty among the herder communities in 

eastern Africa (McCabe, 2004; Sobania, 1990),23 presents opportunities for the 

assessment of institutional performance in addressing the impact of such a shock. Among 

the Borana, assistance in response to raids24 and drought signifies moral and social 

obligations in rebuilding a family’s economic foundation.  

Clan responses to raids have relief and rehabilitation phases, which Borana 

designate as qulaammoo and hirba respectively. Before mobilizing the rehabilitative clan 

assistance, the affected families receive immediate voluntary relief from relatives, friends 

or clan members. But it is mandatory for the clan to undertake hirba, whether or not the 
                                                 
22 Participants are required to contribute to the purchase of food from the towns, whereas the 

sponsoring family provides accommodation and the slaughter bullock.   
23 In the Borana context, large-scale conflicts and raids are common phenomena escalating 

mainly between the Borana and Somali groups historically as well as contemporarily, although 
since the early 1990s, large-scale inter-Oromo clan conflicts have also surfaced. 

24 The Borana avoid calling such an event a ‘raid’ due to the violent implication of the term, and 
instead apply a neutral metaphor of dust associated with the oryx herd (awwaara saalaa), as a 
simile of the dust that arises when raiders drive their booty. 

 17



households have received qulaammoo.25 In mobilizing resources, the clan prioritizes 

emergencies, such as those caused by the loss of livestock due to raids, over general 

poverty. Technically, the victim is entitled to all the animals he lost except one, according 

to the general Borana custom.26 In reality, however, the livestock restitution depends on 

the surplus resources available clan-wide.27  

Two cases are presented to show how one clan responded to raid-induced poverty. 

The first case is based on interviews with the particular family in the post-recovery 

period, whereas case two is an account of a fresh restocking process, documented through 

participant observation at the clan general assembly in July 2007 in Harweyyu. Two-

stage interviews were conducted with the head of the recipient family (case two) before 

and after the clan deliberation on his case. The two families belong to the same clan (but 

different sub-clans) by mere coincidence. But there is an interesting link in that the 

family that received clan assistance due to a raid in the past (case one) is now supporting 

the recently raided family (case two). Furthermore, the two cases are useful for 

comparative analyses of the performance of the same clan at two different times. The 

families received both cattle and small stock in response to the raids. However, we limit 

discussion to the former; unlike cattle, small stock and camels are not cultural identity 

markers, and loss of these species does not require a formal clan decision for restocking.  

Case one: The case documents a raid that occurred on the herd of the family of 

Madhacho Hadadi. The seven-member family lives in the village of Kusu Huqa in the 

Madhacho PA in the Dirre District. Their clan is the Qarcabdu (Buyyamaa sub-clan) and 

their moonaa is Godana Qalqalcha whose constituent members are dispersed in the Dirre, 

Yaballo and Taltalli districts, with a few living in Marsabit, Kenya. The 1992 severe 

drought necessitated relocation of the family stock to the northern part of Yaballo 

                                                 
25 The clan monitors the recipients of hirba and assigns a period of exemption from major clan 

contributions during this time, in order to allow herd recovery.  
26 The one head less is due to a belief that all painful experiences with raids and future bad luck 

will vanish with the lost animal; it also signifies the symbolism of leaving a deficit that the 
household must address through hard work. The agreed number of replacement animals 
concerns only those that are received through formal clan contributions in response to such a 
crisis. 

27 In cases of such emergencies, different social security zones would be involved and those 
charged with responsibilities are required to show whether they have met their obligations 
before forwarding the cases to the assembly.  
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District. Prior to migrating from the Madhacho base, the family owned 113 head of cattle, 

twelve goats, four sheep and two donkeys. They moved the entire herd28 (leaving only 

four cows and two weak calves at the base) but were soon raided by gunmen thought to 

be from the Guji. The family lost ninety-five per cent of the herd, changing the livestock 

per capita drastically from 16:1 to 1:1.29 Following an emergency clan meeting to discuss 

their case, the clan, sub-clan, the patrilineage and friends together restocked the family 

with twenty-three head of cattle, a restitution of twenty per cent, leaving a gap of eighty 

per cent unrecovered.  

Case two: The family of Roba Watticha belongs to the same clan (Ilu sub-clan). 

In the wet season, Roba’s family of twelve dependants regularly grazed the family stock 

on the dry lowlands around the Ethiopia-Kenya border. The buffer pasture had always 

been shared between the Borana and Gabra, two Oromo communities well-known for 

mutual accommodation in resource use. The year 2005 was a stress period due to an 

elongated dry season in Roba’s home area around Liche. At the onset of the much-

desired rainy season, as was the usual practice, Roba moved the entire family herd to the 

Elle Dimtu location in the Magado PA, close to the Kenyan border. He was suddenly 

attacked by a group of gunmen from the Kenyan side, who dispossessed him of 194 head 

of cattle out of 200, inflicting a loss of ninety-seven per cent. The pre-raid livestock per 

capita was 16.7, which dropped to 0.5 after the raid. Through his social networks and the 

clan contribution, Roba was restocked with sixty-eight cattle, a restitution of thirty-five 

per cent, leaving a gap of sixty-five per cent of the total loss. 

If we consider the restocking performance over the two cases, in the case of the 

first family, only twenty-three head of cattle were received from the clan, patrilineage, 

kinsmen and friends, which is about twenty-two per cent of the number raided.30 Only 

three heifers were received from non-clan supporters, on the basis of friendship and 

membership in an age set. By comparison, when seeking hirba at the clan assembly, 

Roba, in case two, had already received thirty-five head of cattle (fifteen from clan 

                                                 
28 Twenty calves perished on the way due to drought stress, exacerbated by the long-distance 

migration. 
29 Percentage changes in herd do not necessarily match changes in livestock per capita, since 
household size may also fluctuate. 
30 Of the 20 clan-contributed cattle, fourteen were given as qulaammoo while hirba per se 

mobilized only six through formal clan gatherings. 
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members and twenty from relatives) as qulaammoo. If we compare clan performance 

with that of non-clan relatives (such as in-laws, maternal uncles, etc), out of the total 

sixty-eight head of cattle Roba received, the clan contributed forty-eight and was thus 

able to reconstitute the herd by twenty-five per cent more than it did in case one. 

The overall comparative clan restocking rate is three times as high for Roba as it 

was for Madhacho. How is this variation explained? A number of factors may affect clan 

response, including the claimant’s track record vis-à-vis participation in clan affairs, the 

presence (or absence) of committed clan leadership, the degree of inter-miiloo 

cohesiveness in the larger clan, and the state of its economy at the moment of restocking. 

When evaluated by considering these factors, it was noted that both families had always 

been active participants in clan matters. Dullacha Halake, the qa’ee of Qarcabdu 

Buyyama, attributed the better restocking performance for the second family to the 

relative stability in the overall clan economy at the time. This was due to better rainfall 

received over the last five years, compared to fifteen years ago when the clan conducted 

restocking for Madhacho’s family, which coincided with drought that severely limited the 

extent of clan assistance.31  

In July 2007, Madhacho’s family possessed 157 head of animals, consisting of 

ninety-one cattle (sixty-seven adult and twenty-four calves), sixty-four small stock and 

two camels, a per capita livestock holding of thirteen and nine for cattle and small stock 

respectively.32 How did the villagers perceive the current wealth status of Madhacho’s 

family? This question was brought to the attention of the village members. They 

evaluated the family as ‘rich’ on the basis of the human-to-livestock ratio. The same 

question was presented to Madhacho’s wife, Adi, in terms of self-perception, and her 

response was that they were ‘self-reliant’. That she did not perceive her family to be 

‘rich’ was not only a matter of modesty or humility. The villagers reflected on the 

apparent difference in perceptions and interpreted her response as being cautious about 

what they deemed to be a deep-seated concern about the burden of spontaneous financial 

contributions that government officials demand besides the regular livestock tax. 

Whatever the perception, today Madhacho is an active participant in clan and PA 
                                                 
31 Interview with Dullacha Halake in Harweyyu, July 2007. 
32 The cattle herd and flock of small stock were constituted chiefly by progenies of the restocking 

animals, while the two male camels were ordinary gifts from two friends. 

 20



development matters. He sponsored a meeting of his moonaa in August 2007, which, 

among other things, deliberated on animal contributions for Roba Watticha, as per the 

clan decision at the previous assembly. 

At the clan assembly, Roba first presented his restocking appeal to his miiloo at a 

separate meeting during the morning session of 17 July 2007. The miiloo discussed the 

matter and pledged twenty more cattle besides the fifteen head that the members of the 

patrilineage had individually contributed as qulaammoo. Interestingly, five of those cattle 

were received from members of his moonaa in Kenya.  The decision was made through 

consensus, reached after long debate. The original proposal was fifteen cattle payable by 

equally assigning two animals per the seven33 constituent balbala in the sub-clan, and that 

one balbala should contribute one more animal based on the criterion of command of 

more resources or seniority order of the balbala. However, one participant forwarded an 

alternative suggestion to raise the number to twenty, given Roba’s loyalty to his clan 

prior to his misfortune. The participants agreed with the alternative suggestion and 

adjusted the contribution. Accordingly, six balbala agreed to contribute three animals 

each, while Gobayyaa were asked to contribute two due to their weaker economic 

capacity. The decision of the miiloo was brought to the attention of the main plenary the 

next morning. After a thorough evaluation of the proceedings of the miiloo, the general 

assembly endorsed the decision and further decided that the three remaining sub-clans 

should contribute thirteen more cattle, based on the criteria of their numerical and 

economic strengths. Accordingly, Buyyama and Dhebitu agreed to contribute five head 

of cattle each and the remaining three were assigned to Gidhibe. In total, the hirba 

exercise mobilized thirty-three head of cattle. This was to the satisfaction of the recipient, 

who stated in an earlier interview that he expected thirty.  

 

Clan jurisdiction  

       

On 23 October 2005, the Qarcabdu clan met at the village of Duba Sallo in Harweyyu to 

resolve the case of one family whose head had depleted the livestock holdings by 

                                                 
33 The seven balbala of the Ilu sub-clan are Wanaba, Jaro, Ardota, Gobayya, Tissota, Abbunnu 

and Sooblota, arranged in descending order of seniority. 
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spending money on alcoholic drinks. The meeting was attended by three hayyuu, one 

qa’ee and eight elder assistants. The meeting revoked the right of Gababa Bante34 to 

make decisions on the disposal of his own animals, because of the neglectful use of his 

herds, and assigned Wario Jatani from the miiloo to monitor the use of the herds. 

According to the verdict, Gababa’s right of access to the products of “his” herd was 

retained. The sanction on decision-making authority would remain indefinitely, as the 

prerogative of the clan. The case shows that among the Borana, livestock ownership and 

the use of the property is subject to clan petition, since the livestock represents clan 

capital in terms of helping the poor.  

Causes of poverty due to herd misuse, similar to the one just discussed, disqualify 

the family head from clan support. Whereas livelihood loss due to reasons beyond a 

person’s control justify clan assistance, “eating up of the stock”, poor management and 

past failure to meet clan obligations disqualify an applicant from obtaining clan 

assistance.35 A case was reported in which a wealthy family head in the Yaballo District 

repeatedly refused to support poor clan members. When his entire herd was raided in 

1992, the clan ignored his request for restocking and the household has since been 

compelled to subsist on charcoal sales in a sub-urban environment (Tache, 1996). 

Open refusal to contribute resources to the poor becomes a judicial case (Bassi, 

2005) and the clan may apply the force of law to transfer the required animals to the poor. 

In this event, at least twice the number of animals originally requested should be 

transferred. Such a coercive action is known as jinfeessaa. If jinfeessaa is resisted, the 

clan ultimately denies membership to the culprits, strips them of all their rights and 

relieves them of all responsibilities as members of the clan. This is a serious verdict. It is 

a rare phenomenon and public pronouncement is made only in extreme cases; once 

passed, the verdict reduces the person to a social outcast as all his roles, rights of access 

to clan resources, responsibilities and participation in the clan and society at large are 

automatically withdrawn.  

 

                                                 
34 Pseudonym for purposes of anonymity.  
35 Even under such circumstances, the clan may provide emergency relief in order not to punish 

innocent members of the family. Such support is merely humanitarian and does not signify any 
entitlement.  
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Clan solidarity and external intervention 

 

Clan law stands above every member and no leader is immune to legal action. At a 

Hollee-Gaadduu assembly of the Karrayyu clan (see below), the clan found one qa’ee 

guilty of neglecting the complaints of a woman who had brought a case against her 

husband, as well as the case of a man who had sustained serious injury from an accident. 

The qa’ee pleaded guilty upon open interrogation by the clan, but apologized and offered 

to pay three cattle as a fine to the accusers. This was a move on his part to pre-empt 

potential dismissal from office.36 The same assembly also delegated three jaallaba to the 

Taltalli District in order to settle another case of the breach of clan law that a qa’ee from 

the area brought to the attention of the clan assembly.  

However, there is a growing tendency of indifference to – or even open defiance 

against – clan authority. In June 2003, a man from the Noonituu clan refused to pay a 

calf towards his clan’s participation in the gada institution. When the clan forced him to 

appear before the yaa’a and fetched the animal, he accused the institution of not 

representing him any more, and condemned the action as barbaric and satanic. To 

symbolize his exit from the system, the man was allowed to take his animal back. While 

the above individual had recently converted to Islam, wherein he found an alternative 

social security system (zakat), a study among the Borana of Waso in Kenya showed that 

decades of islamization did not affect people’s participation in buusaa gonofaa (Dahl, 

1979). 

At another Qarcabduu clan assembly on 17 July 2007, a case was noted in which an 

elder, Huqqa Qola37 from the Buyyama sub-clan, was proclaimed an outcast after 

litigation brought by the widow of his brother’s deceased son. The clan decision was in 

favour of the woman, which he refused to accept. During the interrogation, some of the 

participants urged him to accept the clan verdict, but he refused. Consequently, the clan 

exercized their full authority to ‘throw him away’. One hayyuu gave his opinion:  

 
This old man knows everything about the clan law. We know one thing. He has a 
son who is a troublemaker; who mistreated one of his wives and made her run 

                                                 
36  Galgalo Bulee, hayyuu of the Karrayyuu clan, interviewed in Harweyyu in October 2005. 
37  Not his real name.  
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away to town. We intervened as a clan but the woman was too bitter to go back 
to him. There are many more cases that members of his patrilineage have brought 
to our attention. Knowing what would have happened to him if he had come to 
the assembly [hinting at corporal punishment], he decided to remain behind and 
sent his old father to the assembly. We feel that he instructed the old man to 
refuse everything the clan might decide against their interest. The old man is a 
victim but this is what he could not escape anyway as the head of the extended 
family. The boy is a member of the PA leadership and perhaps he thought that 
the family was able to live without the clan by relying on a borehole instead of 
our wells and ponds...38  
 

The PA and its sub-structures (such as got and gare that the government has recently 

introduced) represent government in the rural areas in parallel with the customary 

structures. The state structure supersedes the customary structures. Complaints are 

common about PA interference in local matters. The implications of such intervention 

for clan solidarity are considerable. Institutional viability depends, among other factors, 

on the autonomy and strength of the gada institution as the vanguard of customary law. 

However, the lack of a defined role for customary law in the country’s formal legal 

system, coupled with interference from government officials in the role of customary 

leadership, casts doubts on institutional autonomy and makes the future of buusaa 

gonofaa uncertain.  

 
Clan responses to chronic poverty 
       

In situations where poverty is historically related to lack of herd growth and large 

families, especially families whose next-of-kin were in equally wanting conditions, the 

issue of clan support might be taken directly to the clan annual assemblies, but dealt with 

as gufuu guufataa. Clan assistance by the home social security zone on such a matter is 

done on an ad hoc basis, as matters arise. We present three cases as examples, each being 

unique but showing how the society in general managed subsistence needs such as the 

inability to provide sufficient food for some parts of the year, or immediately arising 

problems such as medical cases, education of children, or the lack of milk cows. Each 

case involved individuals from the Karrayyu Hollee clan, and all were brought before the 

clan assembly held in October 2005 in Harweyyu. 

                                                 
38 Interview with Dureti Jaldessa, hayyuu of the Qarcabduu clan.  
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The first case is the household of Dhenge Gollicha that resides in the Harweyyu PA 

and was self-reliant until the droughts of 1991/92, 1995/96 and 1999/2000. Before the 

first drought, the ten-member household had a total of fifty-six head of cattle. The cattle 

per capita, which was 5.6, was above the minimum required for self-sufficiency. After 

the three droughts, they lost ninety-one per cent of the pre-drought herd and the cattle per 

capita fell to 0.5, which was inadequate to provide family sustenance, not to mention 

meeting clan obligations. The case of this household was made even more difficult 

because the head of the household was in poor health, for which he required medical 

care. He therefore sold four of the remaining cows and three goats and spent the money 

on his medical treatment. His condition and case was made known to the clan, which was 

already sitting to discuss other wider clan issues. Those present raised 155 Ethiopian Birr 

for Dhenge to seek further medical treatment, while promising that his economic needs 

would be added to other pending cases for future discussion.  

The second case of Galma Godiyyo, resident in the Dida Hara PA, was presented at 

the same clan meeting. Galma Godiyyo was an orphaned child who lost his father at a 

tender age and was brought up by his mother who lacked livestock for support. He has 

four siblings. He assumed responsibility for the family at a young age. The family’s total 

livestock holdings were a cow, one camel and four goats supporting a family of six. The 

livestock per capita was 0.35 Tropical Livestock Units. The family’s main source of food 

was small crop farming that he conducted with the help of the neighbours’ oxen for 

ploughing. He presented two problems that he was unable to solve, due to the 

household’s poverty. First, he had negotiated marriage, but lacked the capacity to cover 

the wedding expenses and necessary livestock for bride wealth.39 His second problem 

was lack of money to purchase the required stationery for his younger brother who was a 

student at the local high school.  The immediate solution by the assembly to the second 

problem was to raise 100 Birr for the purchase of the schoolboy’s stationery. The first 

problem could not be addressed for procedural reasons. Galma Godiyyo belongs to a 

different social security zone40 of the same clan, and protocol demands that the case be 

                                                 
39 At least three head of cattle are required for the payment of bride wealth.  
40 The Hollee-Gaadduu sub-clans of the Karrayyuu clan are organized into three joint social 

security zones designated as western (gaaddisa Teertalee), central (gaddisa Fallee) and eastern 
(gaaddisa Ilboru) sub-regions. Each zone is represented by two abbaa qa’ee (father of the social 
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heard there first. The decision of the clan assembly was to appoint a senior elder who 

would refer the matter to the home social security zone of the applicant.   

The third applicant was Godana Huqa, whose home social security zone was also 

different from the one he was attending. Yet the way his case was handled by the clan 

discloses the unique features of the Borana customary laws that govern the functions of 

buusaa gonofaa. Godana Huqa had only two cows when he married. The family remained 

childless. He traded in salt and used the earnings to buy more cattle. He married his 

second wife in 1988; at that time he had a total of forty-two cattle in his herd. The family 

had now grown to eleven persons, as a result of children from his second marriage. 

Before the 1984/85 drought, the livestock per capita holding for his household had been 

fourteen, but was now reduced to less than one. His main source of income was from 

farming, which he conducted using oxen provided by his kinsmen. His main concern was 

that at the age of 74 years, he lacked the capacity to feed his family. He had initially 

presented his case to his patrilineage, as is the pre-condition for clan support. However, 

the leader of his patrilineage lived in a distant social security zone – the same area where  

the general clan assembly would later be convened – so the matter could not be settled 

immediately. Instead, his patrilineage discussed the issue as a side event during the 

general assembly and initially provided him with a three-year old heifer. He then sought 

additional support from the clan assembly. 

Clan matters on social security are continuous processes that may linger on for long 

durations before individual cases are settled; only emergency cases are dealt with as they 

arise. 

 

Buusaa gonofaa in a changing society  

  

Is buusaa gonofaa capable of tackling poverty in Borana today, given widespread poverty 

and the challenges of a modernizing society? This question was discussed at the 

workshop. The following are some narratives of the debate generated at the plenary 

session. One participant commented on the role of buusaa gonofaa in poverty reduction: 
                                                                                                                                                 

security zone), one per sub-clan, except the eastern zone where there is only one representative 
from Holle, since the population of Gaadduu is too small.  
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Support through buusaa gonofaa takes a long time. The poor suffer before 
receiving one or a few head of cattle. Sometimes the clan gives an immature 
calf and it takes a couple of years before it reaches productive age, in which 
case the recipient has no choice but to sell it to meet immediate household 
needs. On the other hand, the support that one receives through kinship 
networks is much better. For one, kinsmen are not so selective in extending the 
support. Nor is their response slow. Also, clan support is given once, while that 
of kinsmen can be more frequent. Therefore, when compared with other forms 
of support, buusaa gonofaa is inferior.41  

 
An elder then commented:  
 

When concluding that buusaa gonofaa is inferior, did you understand the system 
adequately or are you concluding just on the basis of what you observe today? 
Buusaa gonofaa tackles a range of problems. It is concerned with raids 
[awwaara saalaa], treatment of persons who broke their bones or were attacked 
by wild beasts or sustained wounds in warfare, expenses in child naming, 
marriage transactions, and burials. When talking of clan assistance, one should 
not dwell in isolation on whether or not there is harmony within the clan; one 
should not emphasize weakness in the clan leadership; one should not 
emphasize clan problems in command of resources… One should emphasize the 
importance of custom and law [aadaa seera] in clan support. If the clan has 
enough resources, it will fully reconstitute the herd that its member loses 
through raiding. Clan support varies according to the depth of the problem and 
is rationed due to limited capacity. If the clan does not have enough resources, 
the case will remain pending until the capacity improves in one corner of the 
greater rangeland.42

 
Another elder spoke, drawing on his past experience and looking ahead into the 
future: 
 

When we were resettled [at Harallo], we received lots of support from the 
government. But since then, poverty has become part of us. I believe it is our 
fate as determined by God. There is no meaningful support from the customary 
institution, nothing is reaching us from the government side either; our harvest 
has been progressively failing over the years. I have no solution to poverty 
here.43

 
Some workshop participants referred to times when clan laws were stronger, pasture 

resources plentiful, and the opportunities for herd growth better. The older generation 

apparently believes in the capacity of the customary institutions to tackle poverty, and 
                                                 
41 Jarso Adi, resident of Dida Hara PA, speaking on behalf of his group.  
42  Gollisaa Roobaa, a jaallaba of the Digaluu Eemajii clan from the Dida Hara PA. 
43  Arboro Liban speaking at the workshop.  
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emphasized hirba, in which the clans used to reconstitute nearly all the raided herd. The 

younger generation, with more exposure to modern life styles and perhaps with prospects 

outside pastoralism, perceive buusaa gonofaa to play no more than a minor role compared 

to the support provided through kinship or friendship networks. They emphasized the slow 

and formalized procedures of clan support and the low number of animals it was capable 

of providing. The number of buusaa gonofaa stock was cited as being too small to help 

poor families, and capable of providing only token support. 

The elders explained this inter-generational divergence of views in terms of the 

weakening of institutional capacity, citing as causes frequent droughts, demographic 

pressure, and state interference with customary decision-making and enforcement 

mechanisms. From the elders’ point of view, no matter how small, buusaa gonofaa support 

at least restores the recipients’ cultural identity; furthermore, its aim is not to enrich but to 

revive the economic foundation of the household. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Together, the different solidarity networks in Borana form a vast and complex system of 

mutual assistance designed to tackle problems of varying gravity and frequency. Each 

network is defined by different social relations and different geographical ranges. Of all 

these networks, buusaa gonofaa stands as the most geographically extensive and most 

formalized. It is an institution whose primary function is to deal with the effects of 

serious shocks such as droughts and raids, with the aim of restoring members’ social 

identity and long-term subsistence, through the transfer of livestock. To secure the 

viability of the network itself, contributions are sought from members, through clan 

leadership participation in the gada system, and through development of the clan’s 

natural resource base. Contributions are not voluntary, and refusals to contribute 

requested resources are sanctioned; in the extreme case, refusal may entail banishment 

from the network and revocation of the rights it confers. Buusaa gonofaa is not an 

institution that smoothly corrects incidental imbalances in the possession of assets or 

commodities; rather, it is a vast, formalized structure that seeks to address fundamental 
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and far-reaching problems, and reserves the right of “eminent domain” over a clan’s 

livestock resources for this purpose. 

However, buusaa gonofaa is an institution under pressure. Part of this pressure is 

of an indirect type – pressures that work upon Borana pastoralism and the gada institution 

as a whole. State policy in Ethiopia favours pastoral sedentarization as a strategy towards 

“sustainable development” (Ethiopia, Ministry of Information, 2001). Policy content was 

made explicit in the Statement on Pastoral Development, issued by the Ministry of 

Federal Affairs (MFA), which promotes “phased voluntary sedentarization along the 

banks of the major rivers as the main direction of transforming pastoral societies into 

agro-pastoral systems, from mobility to sedentary life, from rural to small pastoral towns 

and urbanisation” (Ethiopia, MFA, 2002: 9).  

Official administrative institutions weaken the customary ones through 

interference with pastoral resource management decisions and promotion of land use 

types that threaten sustainable pastoralism. In some cases, tendencies to impose official 

PA boundaries constrain the mobility of livestock and herders essential to Borana 

pastoralism and its complex system of resource sharing. For example, in 2005 the Oromia 

Bureau of Water Resources sank a borehole on a piece of land bordering Harweyyu and 

Utallo. This instigated inter-PA conflicts over water control, leading to further border 

disputes and confrontation. The establishment of commercial ranches and promotion of 

agriculture have led to a shrinking resource base. Other sources of pressure are more 

direct. The highly formalized and slow nature of assistance provided through buusaa 

gonofaa has led to reduced confidence in its ability to tackle problems arising from  

recurrent droughts, increasing poverty, and forced exits from pastoralism, particularly 

among the younger generation. The persistent failure of many resettled Borana to break 

out of their reliance on crop cultivation, fuel wood sales, and relief aid and return to 

pastoralism appears to be an indictment against the institution’s capacity to fulfil its 

objectives amid problems of forced migration and increasing poverty. As Broch-Due 

(1990) has argued, the road out of pastoralism is wider than the one that leads back to it. 

The different Borana networks are linked to each other partly through the 

complementary nature of the goods transferred. If access to water, mediated through the 

maala network, breaks down, the livestock base necessary for buusaa gonofaa transfers 
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will suffer. And if buusaa gonofaa transfers suffer, increased strain will be felt by 

networks responsible for the distribution of meat and milk cows. Furthermore, these 

networks represent different forms of inter-related social capital expressed through 

interlinked social and territorial organizations. The rules governing each element of social 

security – voluntary or compulsory – are flexible and open to application in other 

economic contexts. All elements of social security are so functionally intertwined that 

one aspect cannot be treated as being independent of the others. Breakdown in one 

network will inevitably reverberate throughout the entire system. 

The implications of the data on participation are of interest. Clearly, it seems that 

the households most likely to “drop out” of the institution, if and when put under 

pressure, are those within the poorest groups. On the one hand, this casts doubt on the 

capacity of the institution effectively to combat chronic, rather than merely transient, 

poverty. On the other hand, the gradual loss of members from the poorest communities, 

such as those from resettlement communities in the present study, may lead to a smaller 

but more viable network. The viability of a resource pool depends in part on the extent of 

resources available, relative to the number of potential recipients. A situation in which 

the wealthiest members withdraw from the pool may trigger a rapid collapse as the 

resources-to-member ratio progressively decreases.44 The opposite applies to a process 

where the poorest members withdraw; the resource-to-member ratio increases, and the 

outcome may very well be a strengthened but more exclusive network.  

In Borana, however, it is unclear whether such a process – with its attendant 

marginalization and class formation – could take place. Social security networks are 

firmly embedded in the overarching gada structure and the general ethos of communal 

resource sharing; a partial disintegration, or constriction, of the buusaa gonofaa 

institution could conceivably be viewed as a mortal, unacceptable blow to the entire 

system. Such a process would also be resisted, precisely because of the increased 

pressure it would place on the other social security networks. 

                                                 
44 This process has been described by Posner (1980: 12-13) as follows: “Consider modern life 

insurance. If we assume that the individual knows his personal life expectancy better than the 
insurance company, there will be a tendency for the better risks to withdraw from the insurance 
pool . . . and the pool will shrink, conceivably to the vanishing point.” 
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Certainly, the transition of buusa gonofaa towards a more exclusive institution is 

only one of several possible scenarios. Perhaps an equally realistic interpretation is that 

the capacity of buusaa gonofaa to equally assist all its members will fluctuate according 

to the common fortunes of the Borana people, as dictated by climate and politics; and that 

it will not disappear in its current form unless swept away in a more general cultural 

cataclysm. 

Efforts to promote the coexistence of pastoralism in this region with other major 

land use systems, and thus its gradual replacement, have repeatedly failed. These efforts 

were generally based on assumptions that contradict the basics of pastoralism, such as 

mobility (Hogg, 1988). An alternative policy suggestion for eastern Africa is given by 

Little et al. (2007: 21): “supporting viable mobile pastoralism needs to be the cornerstone 

of poverty reduction programs”. Such a strategy in Borana would imply measures 

capable of strengthening institutional capacity within existing social security systems: 

using official administrative institutions to promote rather than constrain mobility, 

supporting market structures for livestock and its products, and transmitting relief and 

development aid through customary channels of redistribution. 
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          Table 1. Comparisons of different systems of mutual assistance in Borana  

 
 

Institution: 
Network 
members 

Resources 
provided 

Geographic 
range 

Covariance of 
risk 

Problems addressed Frequency  Motivation Degree of 
voluntariness 

Degree of 
formality  

 
 

Maala

 
Clan and 
associated 
clans 

 
Water 

 
Madda (PA 
equivalent) 

 
Medium 

 
Water scarcity  

 
Daily 

 
Secure access to 
a key resource 

 
Duty-based use 
right  

 
High 

 
Buusaa 
gonofaa

 
Sub-
clan/clan 

 
Cattle, money 

 
Whole Borana 
region  

 
High 

 
Very serious shocks 
such as raids and severe 
droughts 

 
Emergencies 

 
Restore identity 
and economic 
viability of 
members 

 
Involuntary 

 
Very high 

 
Dabaree

 
Relatives 
and friends 

 
Milk stock 

 
Fairly short 
distances 

 
Medium 

 
Temporary milk 
scarcity 

 
Seasonal 

 
Secure access to 
milk; future 
insurance 

 
Voluntary 

 
Low 

 
Jifuu

 
Villagers 
and 
households 
of 
patrilineal 
siblings 

 
Meat 

 
Village 

 
Low 

 
Perceived meat craving 
and disharmony among 
patrilineal siblings 

 
Occasional 

 
Conflict 
avoidance; 
cement social 
ties 

 
Informal social 
sanctions 
involved; 
involuntary in 
the case of 
siblings 

 
High among 
siblings, low 
among other 
villagers 

 
Marroo

 
Residents 
of village 
and nearby 
villages 

 
Food and other 
consumables, 
household 
utensils, tools 

 
Village and 
proximate 
villages 

 
Low 

 
Resource gaps 

 
Daily 

 
Rectify 
temporary 
imbalances 

 
Voluntary 

 
Low 
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Table 2. Social structures relevant to the administration of buusaa gonofaa  

     

Level of social organization Major functions 

Gumi Gayo Legislature of customary law 

Gada Vanguard of customary law 

Gosa (clan) Custodianship of clan administrative laws 

Miiloo Implementation of obligatory social security 

Moonaa Unit of resource mobilization 

Horooroo abbaa warraa  Individual household as a production unit to contribute to 

or receive clan assistance  
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Table 3. Participation (% of households) in the clan social security system by customary wealth ranking              

 Customary wealth ranks and participation 
Type of participation 1+2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Participation in annual clan assemblies 100.0 83.9 67.8 72.1 55.3 32.3 
Contribution to clan natural resource development 100.0 89.3 72.9 59.6 47.4 24.2 
Contribution to clan leadership participation in gada   90.1 78.6 50.8 30.8 23.7 11.3 
Contribution to clan members’ poverty mitigation 100.0 82.1 66.1 41.3 34.2 21.0 

 
Contribution of living animals   90.1 75.0 37.3 14.4  5.3  3.2 
Cash contribution    9.0   1.8 27.1 26.0 28.9 17.7 
       
Receipt of clan assistance   27.3 14.3 18.6 18.3 21.1 11.3 
n 11 56 59 104 38 62 

 
Note: The customary wealth groups are ranked in descending order of their wealth statuses. 1+2 = “very rich or rotten rich” (Dureessa 
ciccitaa) and “rich” (dureessa), 3= “self-reliant” (nama ufirraa bulu), 4= “thin-handed” (harka qalleessa), 5= “poor” (deega ), 6= “flat 
poor” (deega bombii), and 7= “destitute, poor without braided tuft” (Qollee guutuu hiikanaa). (For discussions on customary wealth 
ranking in Borana, see Tache and Sjaastad, forthcoming). 
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APPENDIX I 

HOUSEHOLD SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE   

For Borana pastoral communities in Yaballo and Dirre Districts, southern Ethiopia 
PhD project: Understanding poverty among Borana Oromo pastoralists in southern Ethiopia: Global 
perspectives and local realities                                                                      

Researcher: Boku Tache  
 
Date of interview_____________________     
District   ____________________________________________________                                                   
Peasant Association (PA) _______________________________________  
Type of the site and its economic background (tick): 

More of pastoral ____________ 
More of agricultural ____________ 
More diversified Livelihoods ____________ 

Name of PA cluster (ardaa) _____________________________________ 
Typical rural village ____________ 
Camp of the displaced poor ____________ 
Resettlement site ____________ 
Emerging town ____________ 

 
I. Personal information  
 

a. Name of the village head (abbaa ollaa) ____________________________________sex________ 
b. Name of the ‘father of the family’ (abbaa warraa) _______________________________________ 
c. Household clan affiliation ___________________________ Sub-clan _______________________ 
d. Name of the informant _______________________________ Age: _____   Sex:  _____ 
e. Is the ‘father of the family’ (abbaa warraa) alive?  Yes ______No______ 
f. If the male head is deceased, who is managing the family and its resources?      

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

II. Household demographic information and mobility history 

 
1. How long have you been living in this place? 

a. Less than 1 year ________ 
b. 1-5 years______________ 
c. 6-10 years ____________  d)  other (specify)_____________________________________________ 

2. Where was your family living prior to moving to the current location? 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Why did you leave your previous location?  
   ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
   ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
4. What were your specific reasons for choosing your current location?      
    ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
    ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
5. Do you have a plan to leave this place? Yes _____ No ____ 
 
 
6. If you have a plan to leave, why do you intend to leave this place? ________________________________ 
    ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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7. If you intend to stay, why do you prefer to stay in this place? 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. If the family is polygamous, how many wives (households) are there? _____________________ 
 
9. For ‘household’ composition, please fill the table below 
 
Table 1: Household composition 
 

No of children Children’s age 
structure By wife 1 By wife 2 By wife 3 By wife 4 By wife 5 

Remarks 

Own       < 1 year 
Adopted       
Own        1-5 years 
Adopted       
Own       6-10 

years Adopted       
Own       11-18 

years Adopted       
Own       > 18 

years Adopted       
 
10. Is your family economically dependent on other families? Yes _____________ No ___________ 
      If yes,  
 a. What has caused your economic dependence? 
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
   
 b. What is your relationship with the supporting family (-ies)?  
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
      
11.  Is there any family (-ies) that lives with you under your full support? Yes _______ No______ 
      If yes, please fill the table below 
 
Table 2: Dependents on supporting families 
 

Household (s) size Name of the dependent 
family head Children up to 

18 years 
Adults above 
18 years 

Relationship with the 
supporting family 

Remarks 
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12. Please fill the table below for household members’ literacy assessment 
      
Table 3: Household literacy level 
 

Number of family members Literacy level 
Children (> 7 years) Father 

(tick) 
Wives 

Remarks 

Non-literate     
Read and write     
Primary-level education (grade 1-4)     
Junior-level education (grade 5-8)     
High school education (grade 9-12)     
College Diploma     
University graduate     

 
13. Does any member of your family live outside this village?  Yes_____ No_____ 
      If yes, please fill the following tables (4a and 4b). 
 
Table 4a: Family members living in other rural areas 
 

Member’s position in 
the family (father, 
mother, son, daughter, 
co-wives etc) 

Place of current 
residence 

Since when Purpose of mobility  Expected 
date of return 

Who else has 
moved 
along? 

      
      
      
      

 
Table 4b: Family members living outside the rural setting  
 

Member’s position in 
the family (father, 
mother, son, daughter,  
co-wives etc) 

Place of current 
residence 

Since when Purpose of mobility Remarks 

     
     
     
     

 

III. Household sources of livelihoods 

 
14. What does your family derive livelihoods from? (Tick) 

a. Animal husbandry            ________ 
b. Crop cultivation                ________ 
c. Livestock trade                 ________ 
d. Petty trade                        ________ (in what? _________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________) 
e. Permanent employment _____ (where/amount? __________________________________________) 
f. Sale of forest products      _____ (specify_______________________________________________) 
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g. Causal labor                      _____ (where? ______________________________________________ ) 
h. Rental house in town        _____(Amount per month______________________________________) 
i.  Beekeeping                      _____  
j. Remittance                        _____ (from whom/where/amount?_______________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________) 
k. Pension allowance            _____(Amount per month______________________________________) 
l. Free relief aid                   _____ (from whom? __________________________________________) 
m. Food for work                  _____ (by whom? _____________________________________________) 
n. Credit                               _____ (from whom? __________________________________________) 
o. Sale of blacksmith items  _____ 
p. Income from traditional medical practices ______ 
q. Hunting and gathering                                ______ 
r. Begging                                                       ______ 
s. Other (specify)_______________________________________________________________ 

 
A. Information on livestock 

 
15. What type of animal species does the family have? (Tick) 
      Cattle______goats______sheep______camels_____equines_____chicken______  
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                  Table 5:  Household livestock holding status over 22 years 
 

Gada Boru Guyyo (1984-92) Gada Boru Madha (1992-2000) Gadaa Liiban  
Jaldeessaa (2000-2008)1

  
Livestock 
species During power 

taking (gaafa 
baallii 
fuudhe) 

During 
Gumi Gayo 
Assembly 
(GGA) 

During power 
transfer (gaafa 
baallii kenne) 

During Gumi 
Gayo 
Assembly 
(GGA) 

During power 
transfer (gaafa 
baallii kenne) 

During Gumi 
Gayo 
Assembly 
(GGA) 

At present Remark 

Cattle         
Cows (haawwicha)         
Bulls (korommii)         
Bullocks (karaaba)         
Steers (mirgoolee 
dardara) 

        

Heifers (goromii)         
Calves (yabbii)         
Goats         
Nanny 
(haawwolee) 

        

Billy (korbeeyyii)         
Young goats 
(ilmoolee) 

        

Sheep         
Ewes (haawwicha)         
Ram (elemoota)         
Lamb (Ilmoolee)         
Cammel         
Female         
Male         
Young ones         
Equines         
Horses         
Donkeys         
Mules         
Chicken         
Cock         
Hens         

                                                 
1 This Gadaa is currently in power and will continue holding office until 2008, and ‘present’ represents the beginning of 2006. 
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Table 6: Livestock death matrix due to major droughts over 22 years  
 

Gada Boru Guyyo (1984-
92) 

Gada Boru Madha (1992-
2000) 

 
 
Livestock species 1984/85 1991/92 1995/96 1999/2000 

 
Remark 

Cattle      
Cows (haawwicha)      
Bulls (korommii)      
Bullocks (karaaba)      
Steers (mirgoolee 
dardara) 

     

Heifers (goromii)      
Calves (yabbii)      
Goats      
Nanny (haawwolee)      
Billy (korbeeyyii)      
Young goats 
(ilmoolee) 

     

Sheep      
Ewes (haawwicha)      
Ram (elemoota)      
Lamb (Ilmoolee)      
Cammel      
Female      
Male      
Young ones      
Equines      
Horses      
Donkeys      
Mules      

 
  16. Were/are there any significant livestock death during the following gadaa periods other than by drought? 
Yes__________ No __________ 
       If yes, please fill the table below: 
 
       Table 7:  Non drought-induced livestock death over 22 years 
 

Gada period   
 
Livestock species 

Gadaa Boruu 
Guyyoo (1984-92) 
 

Gadaa Boruu 
Madhaa (1992-
2000) 

Gadaa Liiban  
Jaldeessaa (2000-) 

Cause 

Cattle Number Number Number  
Cows (haawwicha)     
Bulls (korommii)     
Bullocks (karaaba)     
Steers (mirgoolee 
dardara) 

    

Heifers (goromii)     
Calves (yabbii)     
Young goats 
(ilmoolee) 
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Table 7 continued 
 

Goats     
Nanny (haawwolee)     
Billy (korbeeyyii)     
Sheep     
Ewes (haawwicha)     
Ram (elemoota)     
Lamb (Ilmoolee)     
Cammel     
Female     
Male     
Young ones     
Equines     
Horses     
Donkeys     
Mules     

 
 
17. Currently, are lactating animals available to your family? Yes_____No_____ 
      a) If yes, please fill the table below  
 
Table 8: Current household milk animals holding status 
 
Type of milk 
animal 

Total 
number 

Own Others’ Type of relationship Reason for using them How long available 
for use 

Milk cows       
 

Milk camels       
 

Milk goats       
 

Milk ewes       
 

       
               

 b). If there are no milk-producing animals (own or others’), how do you get milk for your family?  
 

i. Assistance from neighbors _______                    
ii. Buy from neighbors  _______ 

iii. Buy from the market _______                     
iv. Share with relatives  _______ 
v. From clan members _______                       

vi. Milk not available at all _______ 
vii. From other sources (specify) ____________________________________________  
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Table 9: Household income from sale of livestock products   
 

Animal 
product sold 

Unit Quantity Unit price Total 
price 

Place of 
sale 

Distance from the main 
market (Km) 
 

Milk        
Butter       
Skin       
Hide       
Other       
       
 

 B. Information on crop production 

 
Table 10: Major crop types grown in the long rainy season (ganna) 2005  
 
Crop 
type 
grown  

Plot 
size 
(in 
X)*  

Total 
output  
(Kg) 

Consumption 
(Kg/yr) 

Sale 
(Kg/yr) 

Given to 
relatives 

Price/kg 
(in Birr) 

Saving 
for 
seed 

Balance Total cash 
income from 
crop sale 

           
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          

 * X= stands for ximmaadii (pair of plough oxen) and six ximmaadii is equivalent of one hectare.  
 
Table 11: Cost incurred in producing major crops during major production in 2005 
 
Type of input Measurement  Quantity Unit price Total cost (Birr) 
Seed purchase     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
Fertilizer     
Pesticide     
Labor (employed)     
Cost incurred in work party     
Oxen rent     
Land tax     
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C. Information on dependence on environmental resources 

 
Table 12: Income from sale of environmental resources 
 
 
Type of forest 
products 

Measurement Unit 
price 

Quantity 
produced 
per week 

Quantity sold 
per week  

Time taken 
in 
production 

Amount of 
income 
generated 
per week 

Distance 
from the 
market (km) 

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        

 
 
D. Households non-pastoral and non-farm assets holding  
 
18. Does your family possess property out of the pastoral/agricultural sector? Yes ____No___  
 
     a). If yes, please fill the table below  
 
   Table 13: Household non-pastoral and non-farm assets holding status 
 
Type of asset No Location Method of acquisition Current 

value in Birr
Income amount generated 
from each asset per month 
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IV. Household interaction with market and neighbors 

 
19. Please fill the following tables for household market interaction  
 
Table 24a: Animal sold and animal purchased over 12 months 
 

Type of animal Age No 
sold 

Unit 
price 

Purpose Month No 
Purchased 

Unit price  Purpose Month  

Cattle          
Cows (haawwicha)          
Bulls (korommii)          
Bullocks (karaaba)  >  5        
Steers (mirgoolee dardara)  2          
 3          
 4          
 5          
Heifers (goromii)  2          
 3          
 4          
Male calves (yabbii jiboota )   <  2        
Female calves (yabbii 
raadden)   

<  2        

Goats          
Nanny (haawwolee)          
Billy (korbeeyyii)          
Young goats (both male 
and female) 

         

Sheep          
Ewes (haawwicha)          
Ram (elemoota)          
Lamb (Ilmoolee)          
Cammel          
F  emale          
Male          
Young ones          
Equines          
Horses          
Donkeys          
Mules          
Chicken          
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          Table 24b: Major household monthly expenditure on major food crops 
  

Crop type  Measurement Quantity Unit price  Total price Purpose Mo
nth 

       
       
       

 

    20. Please fill the table below for information on household expenditure on non-food items 

 
     Table 24c: Major household expenditure on non-grain items 

 

Item  Measurement Quantity Unit 
price 

Total 
Price 

Purpose Remarks 

       
       
       
       

 
21. If there are other costs you incur in the form of regular or irregular payments, please fill the table below 
 
Table 24d: Various household expenses in the year 2005/2006 
      

Expense Measurement Amount Purpose Frequency 
Livestock tax per year     
Rural land use tax per year     
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 Table 24e: Inter-household resource sharing in a month 
 

Quantity received Quantity given Relationship type Item 
In the form of gift Borrowed In the form of 

gift 
In the form of 
loan 

 

                                            
      
      
      

 



 

V. Household economic capacity to conduct various ceremonies and rites of passage (Social 

indicators of poverty) 

 
22. If you have boys in marriageable age, did any of your sons establish marriage in the last 10 years?  
     Yes_____No_____ 
    If yes,   a).  Have you paid all the bridewealth and other animal gifts? Yes______No______ 
                 b). Who contributed the gift animals and covered other marriage expenses?    
                      Self_______ Self with the support of others ______Others _______ 
                 c). If you received help from others, please fill the table below 
                 
Table 25: Household economic capacity to establish marriage  
 
Major expenses Name of the person 

who covered the 
expense 

Type of relationship Reason for 
support from 
others 

Who decided 
the gift? 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

 
d). If you have not made the payments to your in-law families, why have you not effected the 
payments yet?             
                 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
                 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
23. If you have daughters in the marriageable age, has any one of your daughters been married in the 
last 10  years?       
       Yes______No______ 
        If yes,  a). Has your family given all the major gifts that daughters customarily expect from their 
families on marriage?   
                          Yes______No_______ 
                    b). If yes, who contributed the gifts? Self_________ Others____________ 
                    c). If you received support from others, please fill the table below 
 
 Table 26: Household economic capacity to support married daughters 
 
Major expenses Name of the person 

who covered the 
expense 

Type of relationship Reason for 
support from 
others 

Who decided 
the gift? 
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                d). If you haven’t given the marriage gifts yet, could you explain the reason?  
                      _______________________________________________________________________   
                      _______________________________________________________________________ 
 
24. Do you or your son (s) have a child (children) in social-naming age? Yes _______No_______ 
      If yes, how many are they?  a).  Own children ____________ b). Grand children __________ 
      c) How many have been named among them? __________________________________________ 
      d). If there are some to be named yet, why didn’t you name them before? ____________________ 
            ____________________________________________________________________________ 
            ____________________________________________________________________________ 
         
       e). If you have already named them, who covered the major expenses incurred in the ceremony? 
            Self ________Self with others ________ Others________ 
         
        f). If you received assistance from others to conduct the ceremony, please fill the table below 
  
Table 27: Household economic capacity to conduct child-naming ceremonies 
 
Major expenses Name of the person 

who covered the 
expense 

Type of relationship Reason for 
support from 
others 

Who decided 
the support? 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     

 
 
25. If you have a deceased parent (s), have you conducted all rituals that the custom requires for the 
dead? Yes, all have been conducted ______ Some remain to be conducted yet ______All remain to be 
conducted______ 
     
a). If some or all are yet to be conducted, why didn’t you conduct them before? __________________ 
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 b). If you have conducted some or all, who covered the major expenses? Self 
_______others________ 
 c). If you received assistance from others to conduct the rituals, please fill the table below 
 
Table 28: Household economic capacity to conduct rituals for the deceased parents 
 
Major expenses Name of the person 

who covered the 
expense 

Type of relationship Reason for 
support from 
others 

Who decided 
the support? 
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 26. If applicable, has the male head of your household conducted the culturally required hair shaving 
ritual (buufattoo): 

a) For himself  Yes _______ No _______ 
b) For deceased father? Yes ______ No_______ 
c) If not, what were the 

reasons?____________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
_________ 

d) If yes, who covered the major expenses? Self ______Self with 
others____________Others_______  

e) If others have supported you to conduct the ritual, please fill the table below 
 
Table 29: Household economic capacity to conduct hair shaving rituals  
 
Major expenses Name of the person 

who covered the 
expense 

Type of relationship Reason for 
support from 
others 

Who decided the 
support? 

     
     
     
     

 
27. Does your family have a tradition of making sacrificial rituals (sooriyoo)? Yes______No______ 
      If yes,   a).  Have you conducted the ritual (s) over the last 5 years? Yes ________No__________ 
                   b). If you have, please fill the table below 
 
 
Table 30: Household economic capacity to make sacrificial rituals 
 
Name of the ritual Frequency Animal  

sacrificed 
Who provided 
the animal 

Purpose of the 
ritual 

Remarks (how 
frequent is it done 
customarily) 

      
      
      

 
 
        c). If you did not make any animal sacrifice over the past 5 years, what were the reasons?     
                        ______________________________________________________________________ 
                        ______________________________________________________________________ 
                        ______________________________________________________________________ 
                        ______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

VI. Household participation in clan development activities 

 
28. Have you or any member of your extended family member participated in any sub-clan or clan 
meetings in the last 5 years? Yes______No______ 
    a). If you have participated, what were your specific objectives in attending the meeting (s) in 
person? 

____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 

     
       b). If you haven’t participated in clan meetings, could you explain why you have not participated?  
                      _______________________________________________________________________ 
                      _______________________________________________________________________ 
                      _______________________________________________________________________ 
                      _______________________________________________________________________ 
29. In the last 5 years: 
a). Did you contribute any resources for your clan’s investment in resource development (e.g. water   
well excavation)?  
     Yes ________No________ 
b). Did you contribute any resources for your clan’s investment in clan leadership development 
activities (e.g. election of clan leaders) Yes _______No_______ 
c). Have you ever received clan assistance? Yes_______No_______ 
      If yes, when was it? _______________________________________________________________ 
      In what form was the assistance given to you? _________________________Quantity__________ 
d). Did you contribute any resources in assistance of poor members of your clan? Yes_____No_____  
e). If you did (in either or all themes), in what form was the contribution made? Animals ___Cash___ 
f). If the contribution was in cash, why was it in cash instead of animals?          
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
g). Again if the contribution was in cash, was it your preference or the clan’s decision? 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
      
h). If payment in cash was your preference, why would you prefer paying in cash to animal? 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
     _______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
i). If you did not make any contribution, could you tell us the reason? __________________________ 
      _______________________________________________________________________________ 
      _______________________________________________________________________________  
 
 
 
VII. Household risk aversion mechanisms and responses to food insecurity 
 
30. What strategies do you design to avoid or minimize food scarcity? (tick in the table 
below) 
 Table 31: Household insurance/risk aversion systems 
 
Risk averting strategy Tick Remarks 
Diversify herd   
Divide stock and family into separate places   
Convert old animals into young ones (herd 
rejuvenation though sale-and-buy system)  
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Invest more in male stock   
Keep some animals with relatives as insurance   
Widen insurance networks by giving animals to 
relatives and friends 

  

Give loan stock to relatives and friends   
Invest in property in town   
Save cash in the bank   
Choose drought resistant crop varieties   
Grow early maturing seed varieties   
Diversify crop production   
Avoid use of expensive agricultural inputs (such as 
chemical fertilizers) 

  

Other land management moisture conservation 
practices 

  

Sending children to school in anticipation of future 
support 

  

Other (specify   
   

 
31. What did your family do when past drought stricken and caused food shortage in the household 
(tick in the table below)?  
 
Table 32: Household responses to seasonal food shortages 
 
Response strategy Moderate 

drought 
 

Severe 
drought 
 

Remarks 

Sell animals frequently    
Reduce expenditure (specify)    
Seek employment elsewhere    
Seek support from relatives    
Use cash savings in the bank     
Sell forest products    
Wait for relief/FFW at my place    
Migrate to town in desperation    
Other (specify)    
    

 
32. Have any changes occurred in your strategy to cope with drought risk over the last three 
Gadaa periods?     
      Yes_____ No_____ 
 
a). If yes, please explain what the changes were. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
b). How did the change 
occur?___________________________________________________________ 
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___________________________________________________________________________ 
        
___________________________________________________________________________ 
        
___________________________________________________________________________ 
        
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
c). What are the impacts of the new changes on the livelihoods of your family? 
      
___________________________________________________________________________ 
      
__________________________________________________________________________ 
      
___________________________________________________________________________ 
      
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
d). How did (do) you cope with the new changes? 
____________________________________________ 
  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX II 
 

Points to guide semi-structured interview with key informants on customary institutions of 

mutual assistance 

 

Name of the key informant______________________Sex___Age___Age set________________ 

Key informant’s address: District_____________________PA____________________________ 

Cluster (ardaa)___________________Village (ollaa)________________________________ 

Date of interview_______________Place of interview________________________________ 

 

Part I: Poverty conception 

Note: This part of the discussion questions with key informants will help achieve research 

objective 1 and also contributes to objective 3.  

 

1. In your view, when is a family said to be poor (deega)? 

2. What are the underlying causes of poverty in Borana? 

3. What different wealth ranks exist among the Borana and how are families classified into 

different wealth categories? 

4. What are the characteristic features of different wealth groups in Borana? 

 

Part II: Customary institution of buusaa gonofaa 

Note: This part answers research questions under objective three. It also supplements 

questions under objective 1.     

 

      5.  Traditionally, how is the system of mutual support organized among the Borana?  

6. What does buusaa gonofaa mean and how did it originate? 

7. Who is entitled to buusaa gonofaa assistance and when is it sought? 

8. What is the criterion (economic capacity) to contribute assistance for buusaa gonofaa? 

9. What does buusaa gonofaa target (replacing the number of animals lost, restocking the 

minimum necessary for survival, etc)? 

10. Which livestock species are used for buusaa gonofaa and why? 

11. What forms of assistance exist in buusaa gonofaa other than support in livestock? 

12. What is the procedure in decision-making in buusaa gonofaa system? 

13. What will happen in the case of dispute between the decision maker and the family that is 

supposed to contribute resources for a needy member? 

14. What are the circumstances that disqualify the needy from obtaining buusaa gonofaa? 

15. What factors are affecting buusaa gonofaa institution these days? 

 - 19 -



16. What does a sub-clan or clan need to maintain a strong system of buusaa gonofaa?  

      

        Part III: Relationship between customary and non-customary institutions  

 Note: This comparison is believed to help see how the customary institutions of mutual     

assistance and modern institutions introduced by various actors in terms of decision making, 

targets, representation, scope and sustainability.  

 

17. If there are non-customary self-help institutions evolving in Borana these days, what are the 

major similarities and differences between them and the customary institutions? 

18. If you were to rank the two categories of institutions (customary and non-customary) in terms 

of their contribution to livelihoods support for the poor, which category would you rank first 

and why? 
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	The third applicant was Godana Huqa, whose home social security zone was also different from the one he was attending. Yet the way his case was handled by the clan discloses the unique features of the Borana customary laws that govern the functions of buusaa gonofaa. Godana Huqa had only two cows when he married. The family remained childless. He traded in salt and used the earnings to buy more cattle. He married his second wife in 1988; at that time he had a total of forty-two cattle in his herd. The family had now grown to eleven persons, as a result of children from his second marriage. Before the 1984/85 drought, the livestock per capita holding for his household had been fourteen, but was now reduced to less than one. His main source of income was from farming, which he conducted using oxen provided by his kinsmen. His main concern was that at the age of 74 years, he lacked the capacity to feed his family. He had initially presented his case to his patrilineage, as is the pre-condition for clan support. However, the leader of his patrilineage lived in a distant social security zone – the same area where  the general clan assembly would later be convened – so the matter could not be settled immediately. Instead, his patrilineage discussed the issue as a side event during the general assembly and initially provided him with a three-year old heifer. He then sought additional support from the clan assembly. 
	Clan matters on social security are continuous processes that may linger on for long durations before individual cases are settled; only emergency cases are dealt with as they arise. 
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