UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Moved by modernity
How development shapes migration in rural Ethiopia
Schewel, K.D.
Publication date
2019
Document Version
Other version
License
Other
Link to publication
Citation for published version (APA):
Schewel, K. D. (2019). Moved by modernity: How development shapes migration in rural
Ethiopia. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).
Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)
Download date:09 Jan 2023

Chapter 5. Land
When I asked why people are leaving rural areas in Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda,
development workers, government officials, students, and farmers in the district often
responded in the same way: ‘climate change,’ ‘land scarcity’ and ‘population pressure’ — three
interrelated, bread-and-butter explanations that make the very question of why people move
seem obvious. Accordingly, these are the first explanations I wish to address.26
In Ethiopia, as well as Sub-Saharan Africa more broadly, environmental change and
drought, a demographic ‘youth bulge,’ and diminished access to farming land are common
explanations for why young people are leaving rural areas (see, for example, Bezu and Holden
2014; Kosec et al 2017; Barrios et al 2006; Henderson et al 2014). These explanations for ruralurban or international migration share one important commonality: they frame migration as a
process driven primarily by ‘push factors.’
Push factor narratives for migration can obfuscate actual migration dynamics for several
reasons. First, they tend to portray migration as ‘forced,’ neglecting the ways in which
migration can be an aspiration or empowering act. Simply recognizing that ‘pull’ factors also
accompany push factors, however, as a ‘push-pull framework’ for migration suggests to do,
does not solve the underlying problem. Push-pull frameworks tend to flatten migration
dynamics, leaving little room for individual agency, or differentiation by gender, wealth or
culture. This relates to a second limitation: push factor narratives fail to explain why, under
similar conditions, some people migrate and others do not. Third, push factor narratives fail to
capture the ways in which individuals and communities can adapt to environmental change and
resource constraints, through, for example, agricultural innovation (de Haas 2003). And finally,
they neglect the ways in which political, economic, or cultural dynamics mediate the impacts
of environmental or demographic shifts (Blaikie 1995).
This critique of push factor narratives does not imply that demographic and
environmental factors do not influence migration processes. The point is rather that that they
are best analyzed as one dimension among others shaping (im)mobility processes. Edward Carr
(2005), in his study of differential migration responses to environmental change in three
Ghanaian villages, for example, shows why it is important to consider other factors like social
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I put these migration explanations under the chapter title of ‘land’ because they address questions around
access to land (land scarcity stemming from population pressure) and what that land produces (drought and
climate change). Other dimensions of ‘land’ (such as the nationalization of land, taxation of land, or how
community relationships to the land have shifted) are addressed more thoroughly in the following chapter on the
state.
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status and local power-dynamics. Yet, he argues, “to discount the role of the environment in
favor of economic or political concerns” also misrepresents the processes shaping the decision
to migrate or to stay (Carr 2005: 926). In this chapter, I explore the extent to which changes in
climate, population, and land-holding explain migration transitions to and from Wayisso. My
intention here is to go beyond the limitations of ‘push’ factor narratives, while still giving due
attention to issues related to climate and land-holding on (im)mobility outcomes.

Climate
Wayisso village lies within the Eastern Rift valley, or East African Rift, which runs from
the Dankali depression in Afar, down through Lakes Koka, Ziway, Langano, Abjata, and Shala,
southward past Lake Turkana in Kenya onto the great equatorial lakes. Framed by distant
highlands to the East and West, Wayisso soils are flat and sandy. In contrast to the surrounding
highlands, where richer soils and more predictable biannual rainfalls supported early
agriculture and thus settlement among groups like the Silt’ee, the neighboring lowlands —
forested with acacia trees, savanna vegetation, and in close proximity to large lakes — suited
movement.
Agriculture is riskier in the central lowlands than in the highlands, not only because of
erratic rainfall, but because remaining sedentary means greater exposure to malaria. The seminomadic movements of generations of Oromo pastoralists in the central lowlands gravitated
towards the lakes in the dry season and away from them in the wet season, when the risks of
malaria were greatest.
Haji Tefo, born around 1914 — he claims it was when Emperor Iyasu reigned —
describes moving with the cattle between what is now Wayisso, Hora Qalo and Rapee. “Most
of the time, we spent time in Rapee around the border with the Silt’ee, but sometimes, for two
months or so, we would spend time in Hora Qalo. If there was no grass, we were going to go
there. If there was grass, we could stay here.” How long they stayed in each place “depended
on the weather.”
As Haji Tefo grew into adulthood, he and his brothers experimented with another
livelihood strategy: cultivation, seasonally and at the level of subsistence. It was only once the
Derg government seized power in 1974, that a transition into settled, agrarian lifestyles
accelerated. As the next chapter shows, this process of sedentarization was largely driven by
political and economic forces, rather than concerns related to climate. However, the second
migration transition – out of Wayisso and to the city – is often and overwhelmingly explained
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in terms of land and climate-related push factors. Because I arrived in the midst of one of the
worst droughts in recent memory, climate change was understandably at the forefront of many
people’s minds. In the area, the notion that climate change is driving people out of agriculture
has become ‘common sense.’
However, arriving in a year of drought also revealed the scarcity of resources rural
households have at their disposal to support a rural to urban migration project during those
years. For families in Wayisso with limited land-holding, their small harvests are mostly used
to feed their families. Little is left to sell on the market and generate the income that is supposed
to provide for the remainder of the year. Some children drop out of school in town, temporarily
or sometimes permanently. Young men may postpone marriage ambitions, because they cannot
afford the dowry. Some young women may get married to a man who can, because the
substantial income helps alleviate the poverty of their family. After a year of drought, it
becomes more difficult to leave Wayisso. People do not have the resources to migrate to town.27

Figure 17. Wayisso Community Pond | February 2016

27

Families also have less to invest in the productivity of their plots for the following year. After the 2015-2016
drought, forty percent of households used fertilizer and only four percent used pesticides.
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In the narratives people told, the weather began to change in the last few years. The 20152016 drought was the worst they could remember. As one middle-aged farmer expressed, “It’s
the first time I’ve seen such kinds of changes like the ones in the past two years. In the past,
there was some change in the weather, but we could still harvest our crops. But now, it is very
difficult. We can’t even plough our land.” The explanations people gave for the drought varied.
Some blamed local deforestation practices. “It began from individuals cutting trees to make
charcoal,” one man expressed. “When individuals cut trees to make money, then climate
change comes. And it definitely started last year, not earlier.” Others blamed the sweeping
deforestation of hundreds of acres neighboring Wayisso, when Verde Beef, a newly installed
foreign company, moved in. With grand ambitions to grow the size of the company and their
profits at exponential rates, Verde Beef moved quickly to transform the land. The first step —
though it had not been authorized by the government — was to cut down the trees that forested
this land to farm maize to fatten their cattle. After this devastation to the landscape, a drought
followed, and in many people’s minds, it was clearly due to the foreigners, commonly called
farenji’s. As one woman expressed in a community gathering, “We are very worried. [Verde
Beef] has cut down all the trees. Everyone knows. There was rain before. Then he came and
this year we don’t have any rain.”
Rainfall data collected from the Meteorologist Office in Addis Ababa shows that the
drought of 2015 was indeed one of the worst in decades, matched by a drought in 1964 during
the time of Haile Selassie (Figure 18). Unfortunately, data for the 1970s, and a period of
drought in 1984 was not recorded.28 However, the rainfall data also shows that years of lowrainfall are a recurring phenomenon in this region, even if not everyone remembered it in the
histories they told. For example, a Master’s dissertation from Addis Ababa University reported
the occurrence of severe drought in the Adami Tulu woreda in 2002, an occurrence that the
author credited with “fan[ning] an already high fervor” to invest in formal education over
agricultural livelihoods (Hailu 2007). Indeed, when asked, other informants remembered a
drought that year, what would have been 1994 in the Ethiopian calendar.
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This chart shows rainfall data in mm/year for the Adami Tulu meteorologist office — the closest station to
Wayisso. For some missing months, rainfall data from Ziway was substituted as a proxy for Adami Tulu. Even
still, some years are missing, particularly a large gap in the 1970s, when rainfall data was not collected.
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Figure 18. Total Rainfall in Millimeters per Year for Adami Tulu, 1958-2015
Source: Meteorologist Office in Adami Tulu and Meteorologist Center in Addis Ababa

The rainfall data suggests that, if anything, there may have been more rain-fall in recent
decades compared to previous ones (Figure 18). In fact, it was over these same years of higher
average rainfall, in the late 2000s and early 2010s, that more people began leaving Wayisso.
The relatively lower levels of rainfall in the 1980s and early 1990s did not stimulate ruralurban migration; during these years, as the next chapter will show, most families invested in
agricultural livelihoods.
In the minds of many farmers, government efforts to increase the productivity of farmers
and thereby reduce vulnerability to periods of drought – through subsidized fertilizers,
pesticides, and stronger seeds (irrigation is not yet practiced in the area) – have only
exacerbated the problem. The declining fertility of the land, they explained, compounds the
problem of rain scarcity. As one village elder expressed: “The land has been plowed for many
years, so it is impossible to get the same harvest we had in earlier times. The land is finishing
its fertility. Maybe the government tries to tell people otherwise, to motivate people — in the
media the government talks blah blah blah about production — but nothing changes. It is
science that the land becomes less fertile when you plow yearly.” Farmers blame the
government’s overzealous attempts to increase productivity for the land’s declining fertility,
claiming it has undercut productivity in the long-run.29
29

Another man, working at the Agricultural Research Institute in Adami Tulu, explained that many farmers
blamed the use of chemical fertilizers on exacerbating the effects of climate change. He summarized their
complaints: “Ever since I have been working with rural people on problem identification and prioritization for
research or development, they tell me that ‘maybe 20 years or 15 years or 30 years ago, we had maybe 500 or
more cattle that we reared and we were harvesting more. Even though we didn’t use any chemical fertilizer or
106

My research neither determines the actual degree of climate change in the region nor
rigorously evaluates local claims of what ‘caused’ the recent drought. Rather, the point is to
suggest that common explanations for out-migration from rural areas like Wayisso are often
too simple. In this case, the timing of major migration shifts – for example, the fact that more
people began leaving Wayisso during years of on average higher rainfall – suggests a more
complicated story. Further, many families lack the discretionary income to support education
or a move to town during years of drought. In the short term, then, droughts do not cause
migration; droughts constrain migration.
Still, local perceptions about climate change and the declining fertility of the land are
sociologically valid as indicators of how farmers understand and narrate their local conditions
and prospects. Farmers clearly question whether agricultural livelihoods are sustainable and
desirable. Instead of directly forcing people off of their land per se, narratives about climate
change bolster an already-shifting social imaginary away from rural agriculture towards urban
futures (see Chapter Nine).

Population Growth and Land-Scarcity
Alongside climate change, ‘population pressure’ and land-scarcity are the other common
explanations for rural-urban migration. I treat these together, under the heading of ‘landscarcity,’ because the main impact of population growth on migration determinants is primarily
through its effects on land-holding for younger generations. As one village elder bluntly put it:
“whether they are educated or uneducated, if they are in the rural area, they don’t do anything
if they don’t have land. That’s why they migrate.”
The ability to rear cattle or farm clearly depends on access to land. Grazing lands
diminished with the rise of farming, and farming lands diminished as rural populations
continued to grow. What is interesting about Wayisso, however, is that there is no clear
correlation between household land-holding and migration outcomes. Households respond to
relative land-scarcity in different ways; some move and others stay.
Access to land within families varies greatly in Wayisso, from one plot (0.25 hectares)
among a few young households to twenty plots (5 hectares) among a few older families; the

any input, we were harvesting more. And we were getting more money both from animals and from crops. We
were living a better life! […] Because you forced us to use chemical fertilizers and inorganic things, and even
though production doubled or increased a bit, we still prefer the situation before there was absolute change,
climate change.’ This is what is in the mind of the producers.”
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average is 1.5 to 2 hectares, or six or eight plots. This is relatively large compared to other areas
of Ethiopia, though it should be noted that they can only farm their land once per year, versus
twice a year in the surrounding rain-dense highlands of the SNNPR. Bezu and Holden (2014),
in their survey of five districts in Oromia and the SNNPR, found a mean farm size of 0.86
hectares, with half of all households having only half a hectare (two plots) or less, compared
to a national average of 1.22 hectares. Farm sizes were greater in the districts surveyed in
Oromia than the SNNPR, and they note particularly low levels of land access in the Wolayta
region, where 95 percent of households cultivated less than one plot of land. This is also the
area with some of the highest rates of out-migration. In fact, it is primarily the Wolayta who
come to Wayisso for seasonal farm work.
Bezu and Holden (2014) conclude that land-scarcity in these areas is “forcing the youth
away from an agricultural livelihood.” Only nine percent of rural youth surveyed aspired to a
future in farming. Facing land scarcity, Bezu and Holden (2014) argue, youth have limited
options: diversify their incomes through non-farm activities or migrate. The authors note other
forces at work — the lack of alternative livelihoods in rural areas, the emergence of new forms
of employment (in construction, or the service sector in urban areas, for example), expansion
in infrastructure and formal education, all of which contribute to a greater desire and ability to
migrate — yet they conclude land is the most important driver. (In fact, education levels prove
to be one of the strongest and most significant determinants of migration outcomes in their
analyses, but they do not give it substantial explanatory attention.)
In Wayisso, younger generations clearly have less access to land than previous
generations. As one farmer explains, when people first switched to farming, “people might
farm one plot, half a plot, two plots… It was really fifteen years ago that they started to farm
all their land. Before, they divided up the land, but they still kept some as pasture.” He then
gave the example of a man who has 20-25 plots: “If he divides this among five children, the
children have much less. They don’t have enough land to husband their cattle, and so they farm.
But they have less, so they farm all their land.” Eventually, grazing land disappears at the same
time that the amount of farming land diminishes. The following Figures 19-20 illustrate how
families in ganda Bedane, between 2008 and 2016, converted land surrounding their
households into farmland, thereby maximizing all available land for agriculture.
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Figure 19. Aerial View of Wayisso Households in 2008
Source: Satellite image from Google, Digital Globe

Figure 20. Aerial View of Wayisso Households in 2016
Source: Satellite image from Google, Digital Globe
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A series of family tree diagrams, detailing the number of hectares available to household
heads to farm as of 2016, reveals the reality of land scarcity for younger generations. The
diagrams illustrate how land is distributed within a family by generation. They only plot men;
although a handful of women have their own land in Wayisso, this remains rare. Traditionally
men inherit land after marriage.30 There are three categories. The first, colored in green, refers
to those who live in Wayisso; the number marks how much land they have in hectares (one
hectare is four plots). The second category, in yellow and marked with an ‘X’, refers to those
sons who live in Wayisso, but have not yet married and begun their own household. The third
category, in blue, shows which sons have left Wayisso and are living elsewhere, most often in
Adami Tulu or Ziway.
I show four diagrams from the three family lineages. Beginning with the simplest
diagram, Figure 21 shows the land-inheritance among the sons of Dessie, from Lineage 1, who
had only one wife. Dessie, now deceased, has no land, but according to his sons, he had as
much as 16 hectares to farm at one point. He gave his land most generously to his first-born
son: 6.25 hectares. Yet even this large allotment is quickly divided among the next generation;
so far this son has nine male children born to two wives. None have married and inherited land
yet, but even if there were no more males born and each son was to receive an equal share, they
would have less than three plots, or 0.75 hectares. This dilemma is further exacerbated among
the latter sons of Dessie, who have just one hectare of land. Were the third son, with one hectare
and four male children, to divide up his land, that would leave only one plot per family.

30

Today, because marriage is being delayed by education, lack of cattle or capital for the gabara (dowry), and
changing social norms, some young men begin working their own plots of land before they are married.
Unfortunately, this less formal land allocation was not captured by my survey.
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Figure 21. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 1
What is notable about Dessie’s family tree is that, despite significant land constraints,
none of Dessie’s sons have left Wayisso. As detailed in Chapter Four, Dessie was one of the
rare individuals among the older generation to move long distances in his youth. After guiding
international hunters in the region during the time of Haile Selassie, he moved to Addis Ababa
for several years, first to stay with a French family and then as a member of Haile Selassie’s
Imperial guard. Only after two visits from his father, Bedane, who rode from Wayisso to Addis
Ababa on a mule, begging Dessie return to marry, did he return to Wayisso. Thereafter, Dessie
continued to guide visiting hunters and became a ‘model farmer’ under the Derg. It is perhaps
unusual that none of Dessie’s sons have shown the same degree of mobility in their own lives.
Four of Dessie’s sons lived in Adami Tulu or Ziway at one point in their youth, most when
pursuing education or work for some years there, but all returned and now live in Wayisso as
farmers.
Dessie’s brother, Haji Tefo, was also the only man to travel outside of Ethiopia. He left
for the Hajj and stayed more than one year in Saudi Arabia. Unlike Dessie’s children, many of
Haji Tefo’s sons left Wayisso (Figure 22). Haji Tefo had three wives, and at one point, more
than twenty hectares. Among the male children of his first wife, Haji Tefo gave land equally:
three hectares to four sons, all of whom stayed in Wayisso. Migration is a much more common
strategy among the male-born children of his second and third wife. Thus, within the same
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family group, there can be very different migration trends. None of Dessie’s six sons or his
grandsons have left Wayisso. Of Haji Tefo’s fifteen sons, over half (eight) have left.

Figure 22. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 1
Nageso is of the Abayii, or Lineage 2. Nageso has nine sons from his first wife, six of
whom stayed in Wayisso to farm. Land allocation was uneven, with two sons receiving five
hectares and the others just 1.5 or two hectares (see Figure 23). Most of Nageso’s grandsons
have migrated out of Wayisso. Two sons of Nageso’s first born, who has five hectares, stayed
in Wayisso; all seven of Nageso’s second-born son, who has two hectares, left. Three of
Nageso’s third-born son stayed, two of whom married and received just two plots, or half a
hectare. Nageso is deceased, but his wife keeps three hectares for herself, which her children
tend for her.
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Figure 23. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 2
Caawaa, of the Alekira group or Lineage 3, sees rural-urban migration only among his
late-born sons (Figure 24). Among the five sons born to his first wife, only one has left. The
others, even those with limited land, stayed in Wayisso and have several sons of their own. The
first-born son, for example, with two hectares of land, has already given 5 plots, or 1.25
hectares, to his first-born son. With only two hectares left to himself, he has four more sons.
Were he to divide evenly among them, each would receive only two plots, or 0.5 hectares. The
first born of his second wife has the largest amount of land among all of Caawaa’s sons: 19
plots or 4.75 hectares. Yet, he already has 8 sons from his first wife, and 2 from his second —
likely to increase. With that much land, he could fund the migration of his children to town for
education or work, yet they have stayed in Wayisso. This signals an important and often
overlooked factor shaping migration trends, which I will expand upon in Chapter Seven.
Variations in the mobility of younger generations largely reflects whether their parents valued
and invested in formal education. Caawaa, by his own admission, did not.
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Figure 24. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 3
The above diagrams illustrate two important points. First, with large family sizes, the
amount of land male offspring can inherit becomes scarcer with each generation. Second, not
every individual or household responds to land scarcity in the same way. The first and last
examples showed households who, despite face significant constraints in land-holding, show
high rates of immobility, while the second and third examples showed much higher rates of
out-migration. While it may be tempting to suggest that those with access to little or no land
are “forced” to leave, this neglects the fact that some men won’t have enough capital to make
a move to the city and thus are “trapped” in rural areas; however, others who have greater
amounts of land are more able to support the lifestyle they wish: whether it be rural or urban.
What these family diagrams fail to show is whether those men who migrated still
maintain landholdings in the village. This was a significant oversight of the survey. By
measuring the land of households living in the village, and failing to systematically ask about
the land ownership of those who had left, I missed an opportunity to assess the ways in which
urban migrants maintain rural land-holding. To make up for this oversight, I asked about this
information in my interviews. Marki, for example, is a young man from Lineage 1 who lives
in Ziway, pursues his education there, and has two plots (0.5 hectares) in Wayisso. During the
farming season, he spends much of his time in Wayisso, working the land himself. He uses the
income generated from his plots to sustain his education. Caalaa, from Lineage 2, secured a
job with a non-profit in a more distant urban city. When he is away, his brothers oversee the
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tilling and maintenance of his land; they employ labor migrants from Wolayta on his behalf. A
share of the profits from the land is an alternative income stream to Caalaa’s salaried
employment. The following chapter gives a greater glimpse into the lives of some of these
young men as they balance rural and urban livelihood pursuits.
Once in town, some sell their land when their urban pursuits seem promising enough, or
the maintenance of the land becomes too great an expense and effort to be worth it. In this way,
rural households can expand their landholding. Others pass down their land to their children as
one way of diversifying their children’s’ income streams. But their aspirations for their children
are not first and foremost be farmers, even if they maintain a few plots of land on the side.
Beyond the implications of population growth on land-holding, another related issue is
the entrance of foreign companies into the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda (See Figure
25). Foreign companies had made sizable claims on the land, influencing the (im)mobility of
the surrounding peoples, in both direct and indirect ways. The most obvious way is through the
direct displacement of people from their land as foreign companies enter. There are cases of
this happening around Ziway and Adami Tulu, particularly as Sher Ethiopia has expanded (see
Chapter Six). In Wayisso, however, Verde Beef, the rapidly growing company that borders the
village, occupies what was previously a state-owned farm since the time of Haile Selassie. For
this reason, no villagers from Wayisso have been directly displaced by the expansion of Verde
Beef. However, even when the area was under the direct jurisdiction of the state, the land was
still relatively open and available for the illicit grazing of people’s cattle. In fact, as more land
was taken by villagers to farm, this state-owned area became the community’s default grazing
land. No one could take the land to farm, so it served as nearby pasture for their herds.
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Figure 25. Location of Foreign Companies in ATJK Woreda
Source: Satellite Image from 2018, Google, Digital Globe

During the Derg, as households in Wayisso settled into farming while maintaining large
herds, locals would bring their cattle to graze surreptitiously at night on the neighboring
government land. As the villagers remember it, the guards would mostly turn a blind eye. This
land continued to act as default grazing land through the 1990s and 2000s until Verde Beef was
given the land in 2014. With plans for rapid expansion and promises of massive profits for its
investors, Verde Beef acted quickly to secure its borders and assure that the corn fields farmed
for its cattle feed would not be shared with surrounding villagers’ herds. Verde Beef erected an
electric fence in the fall of 2016 and began employing locals as guards. Several older men from
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Wayisso, who are no longer able to support significant numbers of cattle, are now working as
guards for Verde Beef. They monitor the periphery of the property, attired in military uniforms.
Figures 19 and 20, earlier in this chapter, show a part of Verde Beef’s land in the bottom right
corners of the satellite images; sparsely forested grazing lands became Verde Beef’s corn fields.
This fencing-off of the land further reduced the viability of maintaining livestock in the
village — the main alternative source of income for farming households there. There are, of
course, political dimensions to this process (see the following except from my fieldnotes in
Box B) that extend beyond the focus on the demographic and environmental focus of this
chapter. These will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.
Box B. Verde Beef and the Community Road
Fieldnotes, edited, 8 April 2016
Kedir and I stumbled upon a gathering called by the regional government to hear the community’s
thoughts about the Verde Beef company taking the road that runs through the property the
government gave them. The road is a central pathway for not only Wayisso but many kebeles (e.g.
Suro, Andolla) that use it to take their cattle to the river. The road is a major and decades-, perhaps
centuries-worn transit way that to the West leads all the way to the Sudan, and to the East, all the way
to Somalia. The government workers informed the community that Verde Beef does not want to leave
the path open, because they would have to build a long fence on either side — an electric fence —
and this would cost them 2 billion.

Figure 26. A Meeting with Government Officials in Wayisso
This is what I managed to write down about the conversation that ensued between the community
and the government workers:
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Man: This path was here long before even Haile Selassie. We have had this land for years. Why is
the government now going to give it away? Everyone has seen what has happened. The government
gave them this land, and they destroyed all the trees, and then we had a drought.
Man: Yes, we benefit from the water they created for us. [Verde Beef built a well in Wayisso]. But
this is truly an imposition. Where will the cattle go? … He is destroying us. Why? Why not leave it?
He has another road. Why not leave this one for us? The government is supposed to protect us. The
government says they are building the way. But you are closing this one. Why? There were many
organizations before Verde Beef that were here and left the road to us. Why does this one need to
take it? We gave him fertile land, but he is not content. … Before we didn’t know. But now we know.
Please, I ask the government to keep it for us.
Woman: They gave us water. We are grateful for this. But there are problems. Many of our cattle
have died and the government has not said anything about it. They cut down all the trees and now
we do not have wood for fire. I go collect husks now for the fire. We are very worried. He has cut
down all the trees. Everyone knows. There was rain before. Then he came and this year we don’t
have any rain. We don’t need it, this company. It’s not helping us.
Man: We are told that if we cut down one tree, we have to pay a penalty of 500 birr. If he is an
investor, who cut ALL of the trees, how much did he pay? I see what the government does for me.
We are poor, and so we are nothing. They are rich, and they are respected. The government only
looks after this one. If I cut trees, you punish me.
Government representative: The government thinks for the investors. The dollar is increasing, he
pays in dollars, and we need this currency. Now we are not representatives of anything. What the
people say here, I accept… Maybe they sent this one, the farenji [me], to see what we are saying …
He submitted to our office a request for 8000 hectares to plough. Before he said it was 750. Now he
said 8000. He didn’t say he would cut the trees. When we gave the ground for plowing, we thought
he would keep the trees. He said he would plough. He didn’t say he would cut the trees.
Man: I think that when the investor came, he promised many things. To create jobs for us. To bring
water and electricity. To build a school. He said many things about how it will benefit the kebele. But
did he do it? Who is following that? This path has been here for so long, and it is used by so many
people. If you block the way, what do you think will happen? If we blocked the main highway from
Addis Ababa to Kenya, how would you feel? It is the same for us.
Man: Before, he promised to give work to the jobless. The managers, he calls for workers, but when
we go, they don’t need us. The supervision, all easy work and good work is taken by Amhara people.
We are just guards. The youth have no work. Ask him, all the workers there come from different
places.
Woman: I come from very far away. If this road closes, what am I to do? The sun is too strong, and
we walk on foot. We don’t have another way to go. We need a way we can go by foot.
Government representative: In the Oromo culture, we do not hate other people. We can learn from
the investors. In one and a half or two years, the cattle they raise are too fat and big, they are ready
for slaughter. Even in Ethiopia, their cows after just one year are ready to send to Europe. For a local
farmer it takes at least 4 years. How can we change our experience? How can we learn from him,
and how can he learn from us? You can learn good things for yourself.
The meeting closed with prayers, led by two of the Muslim elders from Wayisso. They quickly said
some prayers, and people mumbled Amen repetitively in reply. I did not follow everything, but it
ended with: “God has sent an agreement for us. If the investor does good things for us, he stays. If
not, remove him for us!” Everyone laughed and cheered. It seemed to me that the government
representatives were trying to show their support to the local people. One of them, who approached
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me afterwards, eager to know if I was there on behalf of Verde Beef, seemed relieved and less
interested when I told him I was a PhD student in sociology. He told me the investors bring new
technology. It takes the people here four years to fatten cows; it takes them only 2, he repeated. They
bring different breeds, strong breeds from Borana. They bring new technology. But, he continued,
the land is ancient. And there is a problem with the natural resources. This was, he said, a “social
mismatch.”

In-migration Dynamics
In addition to the occupation of the land, the presence of foreign companies with the
potential to employ thousands of workers also impacted the in-migration dynamics into the
area. Seasonal labor migrants from more southern areas arrived in the area as early as the 1980s
to work as field hands. Today, larger numbers of men and women are migrating to look for
work with foreign companies. Rather than temporary, seasonal laborers, living and working
with rural families, these migrant workers rent and settle in Adami Tulu and Ziway,
diversifying the local population and raising rents in town. It is harder for families in Wayisso
to hire farm workers, because the price of their labor has significantly increased (see Chapter
Six).
The common practice of hiring migrant farm labor in Wayisso raises an important
question: why, if people do not have enough land to farm, do so many households employ daily
or seasonal laborers from the South? There is clearly enough labor power among the young
men born in Wayisso to farm their land, yet forty-three households (59 percent) employed
seasonal or daily migrant workers from the southern regions to assist with some aspects of
farming, even after a year of drought and thus economic scarcity.
The migrant workers arriving in the woreda often come from the Wolayta and Hadiya
regions of the SNNPR, where population density is higher and the land-holding per household
is less. In a report on land on agrarian reform in Ethiopia from 1984, Rahmato already notes
the problem of land scarcity for the Wolayta, whose primary livelihoods were agricultural.
Balquo, a worker from the Wolayta region working in Wayisso, explained, “The great problem
for the Wolayta is land. We can’t find land to plough. […] They have so many plots here! If
there were so many plots in Wolayta, we would be rich.” Though the land size might be greater
per household in Wayisso, they are only able to harvest crops once a year, as opposed to twice
for the Wolayta, and the yield is generally less. Nevertheless, land scarcity is surely one factor
shaping high rates of migration out of Balquo’s region. People compared land issues in Wayisso
to that of the Wolayta a generation ago. One farmer in Wayisso expressed his worry: “What is
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happening is like what happened to the Wolayta. Our land is minimizing. Scarcity. Lack of
land. It’s happening.”
Yet, it is interesting that land-scarcity in the Wolayta and Hadiya regions seems to
generate very different forms of migration than it has for people from Wayisso. In the Adami
Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda, the Wolayta are often employed as daily or seasonal farm
laborers, or as workers on the Sher flower farms. In contrast, no one from Wayisso had left to
seek agricultural work elsewhere, nor do women look favorably on work at Sher Ethiopia. In
fact, only one man from Wayisso works at Sher as a guard. When I asked why, many villagers
explained that the Oromo “hate farming”; it is not a deep-seating tradition like it is for the
Wolayta or Hadiya. It’s hard work, something they came into (relatively) recently, and
something they are not too upset to give up.

Figure 27. A Father and Son | Seasonal Farm Workers from SNNPR in Wayisso, 2016

Conclusion
Climate change and land-scarcity are often evoked to explain rural-urban migration from
rural settings like Wayisso, in research, policy discourse, and by local farmers themselves. The
main conceptual limitation of these explanations is that they frame migration as a process
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driven primarily by ‘push factors,’ overemphasizing the notion that young people are ‘forced’
out of agricultural livelihoods by environmental and demographic pressures. Such explanations
fail to clarify why some people under similar constraints leave while others stay, and the ways
in which other political, economic, or cultural realities mediate these perceived ‘pressures.’
This chapter examined what shifts in climate and land-holding do and do not explain
about migration transitions to and from Wayisso. Regarding the climate, historical rainfall data
shows that periods of low rainfall have been a regular part of the region’s history. It does not
seem to confirm a general decline in average rainfalls. On the contrary, rainfall levels appear
to be relatively high in recent decades, and growing out-migration from Wayisso began in the
late 1990s and 2000s during years of relatively high average rain fall. Thus, ‘climate change’
in the form of rainfall shortages does not explain why rural-urban migration began from
Wayisso.
Although periods of low rainfall are not new to Wayisso, what is new is the primary
reliance on agriculture (and a related decline in grazing lands), which makes populations more
vulnerable to climatic variables. Under such circumstances, drought can be particularly
consequential for the livelihoods of rural families. But rather than driving migration, drought
constrains it. Droughts deprive many households of the resources needed to support a migration
project. Nevertheless, periods of drought can bolster the perception that agricultural livelihoods
are not sustainable or desirable, strengthening aspirations to leave.
The family diagrams that map land-holding by generation show that land-scarcity is
indeed a challenge for younger generations in Wayisso. However, they also show that landholding alone does not predict who leaves Wayisso and who stays. As the population grows in
Wayisso, land-holding decreases with each generation, meaning that livelihoods based on
agriculture alone, for this generation or the next, is not sustainable in its current form. For it to
become so, further agricultural intensification and innovation is needed, yet there are no signs
of this occurring. As the following chapter shows, many families choose to invest their
discretionary income in other livelihood futures – through education, migration, and other
business pursuits – instead of agriculture.
In sum, semi-nomadic pastoral lifestyles suited Ethiopia’s semi-arid lowlands
(Trimingham 1951), but to understand why people settled and then began leaving Wayisso, it
is necessary to look beyond climate or population related ‘push factors.’ The following chapters
evaluate other political, economic and cultural transformations associated with Ethiopia’s
‘modernization,’ beginning with the State.
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