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Executive Summary

In 2016, food crisis in Ethiopia once again topped the
international headlines, with 18 million people reportedly
requiring food assistance for survival." The food crisis has
been widely attributed to climatic events resulting from El
Nifio, and presented as an exogenous incident in Ethiopia’s
acclaimed economic miracle and double-digit growth rate.?

This narrative is convenient for the Ethiopian government.
For many years, the regime has used the argument of its
economic success to counter the critics of its development
strategy and repressive rule. It has labeled organizations
such as the Oakland Institute? as being ‘anti-development’
after they exposed the devastating impact of its policies on
the livelihoods and basic human rights of millions, including
many indigenous communities across the country.

The climatic explanation is also critical for the international
backers of the regime. Ethiopia received on average $3.5
billion annually from donors in recent years, which makes
it one of the largest recipients of international development
assistance. Its largest donors, the United States, the United
Kingdom, and the World Bank, have been closely involved
in the design of its development strategy and play a key role
within a number of aid mechanisms established to deliver
it. Their indefectible support to the regime has not been
affected by the prevalent repression of political opposition
and independent media, and widespread human rights
abuses over various religious and ethnic groups.®

The 2016 crisis is a harsh reminder that despite the
trumpeted economical miracle, Ethiopia has not moved
beyond its tragic history of chronic hunger and famine.
Every year since 2005, 8 to 18 million Ethiopians have relied
on food assistance for their survival. The country still ranks
173" out of 186 countries in the latest United Nations’
Human Development Report.?

Over the past decade, the government has designed policies
and plans supposed to address chronic food insecurity and
to usher in development. The five-year Ethiopia Growth
and Transformation Plan (GTP), launched in 2010, had the
objective of eradicating poverty and dependence on food aid
in the short run and lead to the ‘renaissance of Ethiopia.’

In order to achieve these ambitions, the GTP included efforts
to increase the productivity of smallholder farmers® — and at
the same time included programs to accelerate agricultural
industrialization through large-scale farming operations. By
2011, the government of Ethiopia had demarcated 3.6 million

hectares of land for large-scale agricultural investments.™ It
put in place the Commune Development Program (CDP),
also known as “villagization” program, to resettle 1.5 million
people in lowland areas which were targeted for large-scale
agricultural plantations, including South Omo, Gambella,
Somali, Benishangul-Gumuz and Afar.” As evidenced by
the Oakland Institute and others,> the CDP has resulted in
forced evictions of local communities, mostly pastoralists
and agro-pastoralists, and the seizure of land and water
resources on which millions of Ethiopians rely for their
livelihoods. More evictions can be expected in the future
given that beyond the initial 3.6 million hectares earmarked
for large-scale agriculture, the government has announced a
total of 11.55 million hectares being available to agricultural
investors.”

Sugar production is a key sector prioritized by the Ethiopian
government. In 2015, the government announced its plan to
make Ethiopia one of the world’s ten largest sugar producers
and exporters by 2023." Under the GTP, the government
has pursued the construction of several sugar factories and
sugarcane plantations, accompanied by construction of
multiple dams for irrigation and generating electricity for
agro-processing industries.

These are not the first large-scale agriculture and irrigation
schemes that have been established in Ethiopia. In the mid-
1950s, the imperial regime created sugar and cotton planta-
tions in the Awash Valley in the Afar Region.” Along with
plantations came the building of several hydroelectric dams
and irrigation schemes along the Awash River.® These proj-
ects established on the lush banks of the river, negatively
affected local pastoralists and offer valuable lessons, which
are being ignored by the Ethiopian government in its quest
for development.

Deprived of access to the Awash banks on which they de-
pended for dry-season cattle grazing, the Afar pastoralists
were forced to move increasingly long distances in search
of pasture and water.”” The modification of water flow and
seasonal flooding patterns downstream of dams and irriga-
tion schemes further shrank pasturelands, while water con-
tamination by the sugar processing plants and plantations
threatened the wellbeing of humans and animals. Studies
have shown that shrinking land and water resources and
the push for the sedentarization of pastoralists in Afar lead
to increased land degradation (resulting from cattle concen-
tration in small grazing areas), food insecurity, and the in-
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tensification of inter-ethnic conflicts.” Even today, recurring
weather variations and food crisis take a high toll on Afar
pastoralists, who are deprived of their traditional strategies
to cope with drought, such as access to dry season pasture,
mobility and herd management.’

The Afar Region, thus, provides a valuable example of the
negative impacts of large-scale plantations on people,
livestock, and the environment. Separate research conducted
on plantations in Afar has brought to light additional
evidence that seriously challenges the development
narrative of the government. This research shows with solid
quantitative data that pastoral cattle production is far more
profitable than large-scale cotton and sugar plantations.?
Contrary to the destructive effects of monocrops on soil and
water resources, pastoralism has no detrimental impact on
the environment and instead provides a range of ecological
benefits, including soil fertilization with manure.

These lessons have been largely ignored by the Ethiopian
government, which instead seeks inspiration from emerging
economies like Brazil. However, the Brazilian experience
raises more red flags over Ethiopia’s sugar development
plans. Sugarcane expansion in Brazil has resulted in
increased land concentration, displaced indigenous
communities, dangerous and harsh working conditions,
destruction of sensitive ecosystems, increased rural-to-
urban migration, and has mostly benefited large landowners
and agribusinesses at the expense of farm laborers and
smallholder farmers.>

Another alarming aspect of Ethiopia’s development plans
comes from the large reliance on dams for irrigation
needs. Five of the nine sugar factories currently running or
under construction in Ethiopia rely on dams for sugarcane
irrigation.?* Scientists and NGOs have warned for many
years that dams create major threats for people’s livelihoods
and the environment. Environmental consequences of large
dams range from destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity

to erosion and pollution.” Social consequences include
population displacements and livelihoods destruction, as
exemplified by the Koka Dam built to irrigate sugarcane
plantations in Afar in 1960. The Koka Dam drastically
impacted river flow and changed flooding patterns and the
grazing land areas crucial for the survival of pastoralists in
the Awash Valley.>

In addition to the Awash Basin, the government has recently
targeted the Lower Omo Valley, a UNESCO World Heritage
Site, to develop one of the largest ever state-led agriculture
schemes in the country: the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Development
project. The project relies on irrigation schemes to be
established from the recently completed Gibe 11l Dam and
includes the construction of four to five sugar factories
accompanied by 100,000 to 175,000 hectares of sugarcane
plantations.® It is expected that Gibe Il and irrigation
schemes will affect 200,000 Ethiopian pastoralists and
agro-pastoralists who rely on flood-recession agriculture
and grazing lands bordering the Omo River.? The project is
expected to affect another 300,000 people in Kenya whose
livelihoods depend on Lake Turkana, which receives go
percent of its water from the Omo River.”

Large-scale agriculture and agro-processing plans constitute
an increasingly large amount of the Ethiopian government’s
budget. Between 2010 and 2020, sugar expansion plans will
cost an estimated $11.2 billion.?® Meanwhile, in March 2016,
Ethiopia’s Prime Minister called for more foreign aid to fight
the ongoing food crisis and stigmatized the international
community for its slow response to the emergency
situation.?* The government emphasized its own $380
million contribution to respond to the food crisis,* but this
is far from the amount of money spent in grandiose agro-
industrialization schemes.

The Ethiopian government’s development strategy takes
away key coping strategies from its own people, destroys
natural resources, and impacts the livelihoods of millions.
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Introduction

Ethiopia has decades-long history of chronic hunger and
famine,> and remains one of the most food insecure
countries in the world. In 2015-2016, the country had to call
for international assistance to provide emergency food relief
to some 10.2 million people,?* in addition to about & million
people receiving food or cash assistance through the donor-
funded Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP), and other
forms of relief aid in various sectors.

Drought and the effects of El Nifio have been put forward
as the main causes of the 2016 food crisis, which has
been portrayed as an exceptional situation. However, the
conditions were already primed for crisis before being
exacerbated by extreme weather.

The prevailing food insecurity in Ethiopia is not inconsistent
with the concerns previously raised by the Oakland Institute
and other organizations, questioning the development pol-
icy pursued by the Ethiopian government in recent years.

The food crisis came as dissonant news in the often positive
discourse surrounding Ethiopia — a country praised for its
miraculous economic growth® and its successful approach
to agricultural productivity¥” and investment.® Ethiopia is
hailed as one of the top performing African economies — its
economic growth averaged 10.8 percent per year between
2004 and 2014 against a regional average of 5 percent.®
Despite this outstanding performance, the country remains
one of the world’s largest recipients of aid, receiving on
average $3.5 billion of official development assistance every
year between 2008 and 2014.4°

A key area of concern has been and remains that current
development plans rely largely on large-scale agricultural
investments, in particular for export crops such as
sugar or cotton, and large dams, for both electricity and
irrigation. These schemes involve forced evictions of local

communities and the seizure of land and water resources on
which millions of Ethiopians rely for their livelihoods.# The
government’s plans for expanding large-scale agriculture
and agro-processing industries primarily target areas
populated by pastoral and agro-pastoral communities in
Ethiopia’s five lowland regions: Afar, Somali, Benishangul-
Gumuz, Gambella, and Southern Nations Nationalities and
People’s Region (SNNPR).# Much of the land demarcated
for new agriculture programs is communal pastoral land.
In order to make it available for large-scale agriculture, the
government of Ethiopia has embarked on a program to
forcibly relocate 1.5 million people.®

The government has justified its policy by citing the need to
increase agricultural production and productivity to enable
economic growth.# However, it has failed to demonstrate
how large-scale industrial agriculture schemes will address
chronic food insecurity and the vulnerability to climatic
shocks — whether at the local level, where the investments
are taking place, or nationally. The latest food crisis calls for
an urgent and objective reassessment of the relevance of
the strategy implemented.

Such a review can benefit from the large body of independent
research documenting the impact of dams and plantations
in Ethiopia and other countries. Based on this research,
this report analyses some of the key features of Ethiopia’s
development strategy, namely the expansion of plantations
in pastoral and agro-pastoral regions of the country, the
national priority given to sugar production and processing,
and the increase of large dams for irrigation and electricity.
This report provides important learning, which should be
the basis for the Ethiopian government’s development
strategy and influence donor governments' financing of
development programs in the country.
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Women gather to receive World Food Programme relief food distribution in the Somali Region of Ethiopia © WFP/Michael Tewelde

Hunger Persists in Ethiopia

Food crisis in Ethiopia topped the media headlines in 2015-
2016. In December 2015, the Ethiopian government called
for international aid to provide emergency food assistance
to 10.2 million people.# This was in addition to the ongoing
government-led PSNP, financed by international donors,
which will assist 7.9 million food-insecure people in 2016.4¢
Adding these two figures, over 18 million people were in
need of food assistance in Ethiopia in mid-2016.

Certainly El Nifio# weather conditions have caused drought
and reduced harvests, but alone do not account for the food
crisis.®® The worst affected zones include pastoral areas of
the Afar and Somali regions and lowland agricultural zones
of East and West Hararghe.# Crop production dropped by
50-90 percent in some areas,*® and drought-induced cattle
deaths in 2015 reached 200,000.5" According to the United
Nations, up to 450,000 livestock deaths are expected in
2016, as heavy rains resulting from El Nifio’s counter
weather pattern also affect Ethiopia and cause destructive
flash floods.®

Yet before El Nifio’s impact on worsening food insecurity,
over the past decade, every year, between 8 and 14 million
Ethiopians have relied on food assistance for their survival
(see Figure 1).54

Established in 2005, the PSNP is a major channel for this
aid. It is the largest social safety net program in Africa,s
with an estimated cost of over $5.8 billion for 2005-2020.5°
The PSNP is a joint effort by the government and inter-
national donors to address chronic food insecurity with a
development-oriented aid approach.” The program benefi-
ciaries receive food aid or cash transfers, generally as pay-
ments for their participation in labor intensive public work
projects. It was conceived with the expectation that PSNP
beneficiaries would “graduate” out of chronic food insecu-
rity after receiving support for a certain amount of time.s®
However, in practice, only a small number of beneficiaries
actually graduate out of the program, which questions the
relevance of the safety net as a development instrument.
Rather than lifting beneficiaries out of poverty, the PSNP’s
main achievement is to provide aid at a cheaper cost and in
a timelier manner than emergency relief operations.®

In the agricultural sector, the Ethiopian government has
put in place strategies to increase famers’ productivity in
order to meet the food needs of the country.®’ The focus has
been on the adoption of chemical fertilizer and commercial
seeds, the use of which more than doubled in Ethiopia
between 2004 and 2014.%% In the past decade, the total area
cultivated expanded by nearly 30 percent from 10.1 million
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Figure 1: PSNP and Relief Beneficiaries Receiving Food & Cash 2005-2016 (millions)®°
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to 12.9 million hectares, while the number of farmers rose
by an average of 3.8 percent per year during this period.
These combined factors increased Ethiopia’s agricultural
output by an average of 9.4 percent per year between 2004
and 2014, while yield growth averaged 7 percent.®

However, this reported growth has failed to reduce chronic
food insecurity or to prevent the recent food crisis. In 2015,

Ethiopia’s spending for cereal imports hit a record high of
$767 million.® Wheat forms the majority of these imports,
with $413 million spent on importing 1.3 million metric
tons in 2015.% The country is expected to import a record
of 2.5 million metric tons of wheat in 2016.%° Since 2004,
the country’s trade deficit in cereals has increased by 315

percent (see Figure 2).57

Figure 2: Ethiopia’s Cereal Trade Deficit, 2004-2015 (in million US dollars)®®
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‘Modernizing’ Agriculture for Growth and Transformation

In 2010, the government of Ethiopia released the first Growth
and Transformation Plan (GTP 1), a five-year strategy driving
the country’s agenda for development. The GTP I, and its
successor, GTP II, aim to turn Ethiopia into a middle income
country by 2020-2025 though a rapid transformation of the
agrarian economy into an industry and service-led one.®
The agricultural sector is to form the basis of the country’s
industrialization.

One key element of the consecutive GTPs, besides
increasing smallholder productivity, is the promotion of
investments in medium and large-scale commercial farms
to increase production and supply of raw material for

growing agro-processing industries.” The first GTP planned
to attract private investors with the establishment of a land
administration and lease system, and the provision of
infrastructure and services to make targeted areas suitable
for investment. It guaranteed, “every effort will be made to
ensure private investors receive efficient services from the
government.””’

Consequently, by 2011, 3.6 million hectares of land -
an area larger than Belgium — had been earmarked for
investments.”> Despite generally poor results of the large-
scale agricultural projects that were allocated land,” the
government advertised in 2015, 11.5 million hectares of

Table 1: Ethiopian Sugar Factories and Associated Plantations and Irrigation Schemes®

Factory Location Associated Plantations Associated Irrigation Scheme
Running Factories

Metehara Oromyia 10,100 ha Irrigation canals from the Awash River®

. . Current expansion plans will bring size of Diversion weir from the Finchaa River®
Finchaa Oromiya .

plantation from 18,750 to 21,000 ha
Tendaho (two-phased
construction. The first phase .
h ha cul he f:
was completed and the Afar 50,000 ha (25,000 ha cultivated by the factory, Tendaho Dam on the Awash River
Lo and another 25,000 ha by outgrowers)
factory started production in
2014)
Kessem Kebena Dam on the Kessem
Kessem Afar 20,000 ha . .
River (Awash basin)
Arjo Dedessa Oromiya 20,000 ha Arjo Dedessa Dam on the Dedessa River
Factories under Construction
Wonji Shoa (2 factories built . . .
: . . Expansion plan started in 2010 to increase .
in the 1960s are in process of | Oromiya S . Groundwater®
. existing plantations from 7,000 to 16,000 ha

being replaced)
Omo-Kuraz Sugar
Development Project (4-5 SNNPR 100,000 - 175,000 ha® Gibe Ill Dam on the Omo River
factories under construction)
Belles (3 factones under Ambhara 50,000 ha¥’ Diversion weir from the Beles River
construction)
Wolkaiyt Tigray 25,000 ha® May Day Dam on the Zarema River®
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arable land available to investors, emphasizing its “strong commitment [...]
to avail the country’s fertile land for investment.”’# The GTP Il (2015-2020)
continues to encourage large-scale commercial farming, especially for export
and agro-industry development.” Ethiopia looks to countries such as Brazil,
India, Thailand and China, models of fast economic growth, for inspiration.”

The development of the sugar sector is a key component of the GTPs, with
the goal to make Ethiopia one of the world’s ten largest sugar producers and
exporters by 2023.7 To accomplish this goal, the GTP | projected to increase
the level of sugar production from 0.31 tons in 2009-2010 to over 2.25 million
tons by 2015 — a growth of over 614 percent. A state monopoly company, the
Sugar Corporation, was created in 2010 with the mandate to renovate and
expand several existing sugar factories (notably in Wonji Shoa, Metehara, and
Finchaa) and to build 10 additional factories throughout the country.” The size
and number of accompanying sugarcane plantations is expected to exceed
300,000 hectares in the coming years (see Table 1 on previous page).

The government of Ethiopia seeks to enhance South-South cooperation in
agriculture and hopes to benefit from Brazil’s expertise and investments in
the sugar sector to promote biofuel production.” In addition, Chinese banks
have played a key role in financing of the Sugar Corporation’s expansion
plans, having committed no less than $1.63 billion for the Omo-Kuraz Sugar
Development Project in the Lower Omo.8° The sector is also supported with
loans from India, Israel, and Poland.®

Ethiopia’s first Growth and Transformation Plan
(2010-2015) © Federal Republic of Ethiopia

Dams play a key part in Ethiopia’s agricultural modernization plans, as they are combined with irrigation projects to
provide water for large-scale plantations and generate electricity that is vital for agro-processing industries. Details on
current and planned dam constructions are provided in a separate section below.

Figure 3: Sugar Plantations and Associated Dams in Ethiopia®°

* Sugar Plantation

A Associated Dam

._mﬂmﬁo’-’-
30,000 100,000
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Kwegu fishing in the Omo River in 2012, before the expansion of sugar and irrigation schemes © Will Hurd / Oakland Institute

A High Toll on Indigenous People and Agro-pastoralists

According to the first GTP, large-scale agriculture opera-
tions are supposed to take place in areas “not occupied
or utilized by people.”?" However, research by the Oakland
Institute and other organizations has shown that, far from
being constrained to vacant lands, the expansion of large-
scale agriculture is leading to the displacement of millions
of indigenous people, mostly agro-pastoralists and pasto-
ralists.>> A key element of this plan is the relocation of 1.5
million people from zones targeted for industrial planta-
tions under the government’s “villagization” program, pri-
marily implemented in agro-pastoralist areas of Gambella,
Benishangul-Gumuz, Somali, South Omo, and Afar.s

The government has repeatedly claimed that the goal of
villagization is to improve access to basic services for
local communities and that the process was voluntary.s
However, numerous reports based on extensive field
research document that the program has been enforced
through violence and pressure on local communities to
vacate the lands.

One key area targeted for large-scale agriculture, especially
sugarcane, is the Lower Omo Valley, with the Omo-Kuraz
Sugar Development Project launched in 2011. The project,
one of the largest agricultural development schemes ever
initiated by the Ethiopian government, relies on irrigation
schemes to be established from the recently completed Gibe
[Il Dam. It includes the construction of four to five sugar
factories accompanied by 100,000 to 175,000 hectares of
sugarcane plantations.?

The impact of Gibe Il and associated plantations on the
flow of the Omo River, notably the modification of natural
flooding patterns, will affect as many as 200,000 agro-
pastoralists who depend on flood-recession agriculture
and grazing lands bordering the Omo River.9” The project is
expected to affect another 300,000 people in Kenya whose
livelihoods depend on Lake Turkana, which receives 9o
percent of its water from the Omo River resources.%®
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The government claims that its plans will bring
development and improve the livelihoods
of the local people.”® Yet, there is ample
evidence from Ethiopia and other countries
pointing to the high toll that expansion of
plantations and dams takes on indigenous
people and the environment.

Omo-Kuraz sugar factory © Ethiopian Sugar Corporation

Figure 4: The Omo-Kuraz Sugar Development Project

= KENYA e

Source: Omo-Turkana Basin Research Network/B. Kamski#®

Lessons from the Past: Devastating Impact of Plantations in the Afar Region

The Afar Region, alowland area in the North East of Ethiopia,
was the first region to see the establishment of large-scale
plantations in the mid-1950s."' In this relatively arid part
of the country, the schemes relied on significant supply of
irrigation water from the Awash River. Sugar and cotton
plantations were expanded by successive governments
in the following decades through the construction of new
dams on the Awash River.”*

Over the past five decades, over 400,000 hectares of land in
the Afar Region were seized by the government for various
purposes, including plantations, national parks, wild life

conservation areas, and hunting lands.® This figure does
not account for the loss of pasture land due to the decrease
in flooded land downstream of the irrigation schemes. It
is estimated that the 1960s expansion of plantations and
the establishment of the Awash National Park reduced
pastoral grazing areas by 60 percent '°4 The construction of
hydroelectric dams on the Awash River reduced further the
water flow downstream and affected the flooding patterns.’*s
Whereas certain parts of the Afar region are semi-desert, the
land taken away for plantations is located along the river
in the lush Awash Valley,*® and constitutes the most fertile
area and the most vital to local livelihoods.

12
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Shephard boy, with his sick cow in Ab’Ala, Afar Region
© WFP/Wagdi Othman

The Afar has a population of over 1.7 million people, 9o
percent of whom are pastoralists.’ Their livelihoods rely
largely on herding mixed stocks of camels, cattle, sheep
and goats, and many depended on the land in the Awash
Valley for pasture.’®® Pastoralists are mobile to adapt to the
environment and maximize available resources. During the
rainy season, they use the sparse grazing land further away
from the valley, but during the dry season they depend on
the more condensed grazing land near the banks of the
Awash River. These riverbanks are lush from the water that
flows from the highlands.*

Large-scale plantations have had dramatic negative impacts
on the Afar pastoralists. The loss of grazing land"° has been
a key factor in growing food insecurity,” and increased
vulnerability to droughts with the loss of vital dry season
pasture." Even if the area covered by agricultural plantations
is relatively limited, the loss of lands that are crucial to
ensure cattle survival in the dry season jeopardized the
sustainability of pastoralism in the entire region. Loss of

land has also been a key factor in overgrazing of the sparse
grazing land further away from the valley,” with both short
and long-term impact on the Afar people’s ability to feed
their livestock.™

The increased vulnerability to drought was made evident
during the 1972-1973 famine,” when as many as 200,000
people (roughly 25-30 percent of the Afar population) died
as a result of food insecurity.”® As with the current crisis,
this disaster was only partly due to limited rainfall, as the
lack of access to grazing land resulted in the inability of
pastoralists to cope with drought.™”

The increase in food insecurity and vulnerability among
Afar pastoralists has increased the need for relief aid to the
region. In 2016, as it occurred many times before, Afar was
again a major recipient of emergency relief for people (food
aid) and animals (emergency forage, destocking, etc.)."®

Beyond this direct impact on food security and capacity
of resilience, the loss of pasture and land degradation has
dramatically aggravated the pre-existing conflicts between
different ethnic groups in the region.” Afar pastoralists
have been forced to compete for resources and grazing land
with neighboring pastoral groups such as the Issa-Somalis
and Oromos [Karrayyu].”® Such conflicts have cost many
lives along with large numbers of animals lost through
cattle raiding, and further shrank the availability of pasture
for security reasons.™

The establishment of plantations in Afar has also impacted
the environment including the clearing of forests, the
spreading of invasive species,’” as well as land and soil
degradation, causing sodicity, salinity,'® and alkalization.™
By the early 1990s, salinity and sodicity in parts of the Awash
Valley had reached such high levels that 3,000 hectares of
cotton plantations were abandoned.” On other cotton
plantations, yields decreased from 30 tons to 20 tons per
hectare.2®

In addition to the impact on the land, the use of chemical
pesticides, insecticides and herbicides in cotton and sugar
production, combined with the accompanying industrial
waste from the factories have significantly polluted and
degraded the Awash River.” In a region where pastoralists
and their livestock depend on the river for drinking water,
this pollution has gravely endangered both people and
animal health.'2

13
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Dams: Electricity, Irrigation, and Man-made Disasters

The construction of dams is a centerpiece of Ethiopia’s
development strategy. Several major projects have been
undertaken in the past decade, including the Gibe |1l Dam
completed in 2015 in Lower Omo."* By 2017, Ethiopia will
complete the construction of Africa’s largest hydroelectric
dam, the Grand Ethiopia Renaissance Dam on the Blue
Nile River, which is expected to produce 6,000 megawatts
of electricity for both export and domestic use.™ Other
mega-dam projects such as Gibe IV and Koysha planned for
construction on the Omo River, secured financing in spring
2016."”" These should help Ethiopia reach its goal to produce
12,000 megawatts of electricity by 2020 — an increase of
over 8o percent from the amount generated in 2015.%* In
addition, over a hundred smaller dams are planned under
the GTP Il (2015-2020) to provide electricity for small-scale
industries and support irrigation schemes.™

Scientists and NGOs have, however, warned for many years
that these plans pose major threats to the livelihoods of mil-
lions of Ethiopians.

Environmental consequences of large dams range from
wholesale destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity to
erosion, diversion and pollution. Because dams reduce riv-
ers’ flow and hold back sediments, they provoke important
physical transformation of watersheds. Riverbeds and riv-
erbanks erode in downstream areas where the river seeks
recapturing necessary sediment and gravel.4 Dams often
block fish migration, while the depletion of river gravel and
sediment affect fish and other fauna’s habitat. The modi-
fication of water flow and seasonal flooding patterns also
affects riverside vegetation, including vital dry season pas-
ture land in critical grazing areas. In addition, the deepen-
ing of riverbeds can affect groundwater tables, which in turn
impacts vegetation, well levels, and agriculture along the
river.’ Upstream, ecosystems are affected by the forming
of vast reservoirs with different temperature, oxygen level
and chemical composition compared to flowing water.
Smaller dams are often considered more environmentally
friendly, but recent studies suggest that their cumulative
impacts may be worse per megawatt of electricity gener-
ated than that of large dams.™>

Meanwhile, it has been shown in many places around the
world that cost-effective alternatives to dams can provide
electricity and irrigation that truly benefit communities.

Decentralized systems include micro-hydro schemes, wa-
ter harvesting techniques, and rooftop solar panels, among
others.® Larger alternatives such as wind power produc-
tion, larger solar installations, biomass electricity genera-
tion, geothermal plants, and more, have also shown suc-
cessful results.’

In Ethiopia, warnings over the government’s plans come
from the research conducted on previous dams such as the
Koka Dam, built in 1960 on the upper Awash River."«° The
Koka Dam drastically reduced river flow and thus changed
flooding patterns and the grazing land areas of the Awash
Valley."#' Prior to the building of the dam, peak water flow
was 700 m?3/second. It decreased to 300 m3/second after
the construction of the dam, while minimum water flow
that was 200 m3/second decreased to 30 m3/second.™* The
significant decrease in water flow following the construc-
tion of the Koka Dam and the numerous irrigation schemes
upstream shrank the proportion of land flooded in down-
stream areas, reducing the amount of grazing land and
negatively impacting pastoralists.'s

More recently, experts have expressed serious concerns
over the projected impact of the Gibe Il Dam and associ-
ated sugar irrigation schemes, both in Ethiopia and in Ke-
nya. The Omo Valley and Lake Turkana, two UNESCO World
Heritage Sites, could be affected by a reduction by as much
as 70 percent of the Omo River’s water flow."# Straddling
the border between Ethiopia and Kenya, Lake Turkana could

Omo River in 2012, before the completion of the Gibe 111 Dam
© Will Hurd / Oakland Institute

14

www.oaklandinstitute.org I



Fishermen at Lake Turkana, 2012 © Will Hurd / Oakland Institute

undergo a drop in level between 16-22 meters (the average
depth of the lake is 31 meters) due to the dam construction
and water diversion for commercial agriculture.'s It is ex-
pected that Gibe |11 will affect a total of 500,000 indigenous
Kenyans and Ethiopians dependent on the downstream wa-
ter flow for their livelihoods based on herding, fishing, and
flood-recession agriculture.'#

Large dams were once viewed as potent symbols of develop-
ment, bringing electrification, water management, employ-
ment, and other benefits to countries. Yet, as the research
has mounted in recent years, mega dams have come un-
der heavy scrutiny from scientists, NGOs and communities
impacted or displaced by dams, triggering serious concern
over current and planned investments in Ethiopia.
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Sugarcane Expansion: Bitter Lessons from Brazil

Another red flag comes from Brazil, ironically the source of
inspiration for much of Ethiopia’s plans for the expansion
of the sugar industry. Over the past half-century, sugarcane
production for conversion to ethanol have been key ele-
ments of the Brazilian government’s development strategy.
As a result, the area of cultivated sugarcane in Brazil has in-
creased from 1.4 million hectares in 1960 to over 10 million
hectares today.'" Proponents of this model of development
have declared that this will help the country in terms of land
use efficiency,® economics and development,'# food and
energy security,’® and the environment.’' But experience on
the ground reveals a different reality.

First, sugarcane expansion has had a massive and devastat-
ing toll on indigenous peoples. A poignant example is the
plight of the Guarani. For centuries, the Guarani lived off
the land in Brazil, but today they have lost nearly g5 percent
of their traditional territories to industrial scale sugarcane
and soy plantations.’* Their ongoing fight to reclaim these
lands has been met with arson, violence, intimidation, and
the murder of their leaders. Having lost their traditional live-
lihoods, many have been forced to work on sugarcane plan-
tations facing horrific work conditions while others have
fled to reservations where they are reliant on food aid from
the government and face malnutrition.™ In 2016, it was re-
ported that nearly 1,000 mostly young Guarani had taken
their own lives in the last ten years, causing one indigenous
leader to describe the situation as a “slow genocide” of his
people.’

Sugarcane expansion has also exacerbated land concentra-
tion in Brazil. In the early 2000s, a mere three percent of
Brazil’s population owned two thirds of its farmland while
25 million people were landless.”> Around the same time,
large foreign-owned companies — including agribusiness gi-
ants like Bunge and Archer Daniels Midland — began buying
sugar mills and plantations in the country.”® The growth of
large agribusinesses for sugar and other crops has led to
larger estates, even fewer landowners, and decreased ru-
ral employment.’” Ultimately, this has created a situation
where benefits from sugarcane expansion have been real-

ized by large-scale farmers and agribusinesses, with small
farmers largely missing out.™®

While many rural laborers have found employment in the
sugarcane industry, jobs in the sector are typically seasonal,
and have been notorious for being low wage with slave-like
labor conditions, child labor, and innumerable health and
human rights issues.™ More recently, technological ad-
vancements such as mechanized harvesting have reduced
rural employment in the industry, with estimates that up to
200,000 manual harvesting jobs may be lost.’®

Finally, environmental issues relating to sugarcane expan-
sion abound. One issue is land use change and the en-
croachment of sugarcane onto sensitive ecosystems in-
cluding large swaths of rainforest. Land use change can be
direct (sugarcane itself expanding into ecologically sensi-
tive regions)'® or indirect (sugarcane expansion displacing
other crops, such as soy, causing the agricultural frontier to
expand into sensitive ecosystems like the Cerrado).’® While
there is legislation to ensure the protection of sensitive bi-
omes in the context of agricultural expansion, experts note
that lack of enforcement “is a widespread problem.”'®s Oth-
er environmental issues caused by extensive sugarcane cul-
tivation include: soil erosion and compaction, the high use
of pesticides, loss of biodiversity especially around riparian
zones, and over fertilization, amongst others.”® In some
cases, these issues — for instance, the overuse of aerial pes-
ticides — have negatively affected nearby vegetable farmers,
further impacting rural livelihoods and food security.™®

Strides have been taken in recent years to address some
of the concerns plaguing the sugarcane industry in Bra-
zil.'*¢ However, these improvements do not change the
fact that sugarcane expansion has increased land concen-
tration, devastated indigenous communities, had negative
impacts on sensitive ecosystems, increased rural-to-urban
migration, and has mostly benefited large landowners and
agribusinesses at the expense of laborers and smallholder
farmers. These bitter lessons cannot be ignored as Brazil is
falsely promoted as a positive model of rural development
worldwide.
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Zahara Mohammed, 12, moves her family’s livestock in Afar © UNICEF/Ose

Overlooking Reality: High Cost and Low Benefit of Plantation Agriculture

Compared to Pastoralism

An important 2013 study by the International Institute for
Environment and Development'®” compared the productivity
per hectare of industrial agriculture of sugarcane and seed
cotton against pastoral production in Afar.

Looking at the output of a heard of animals (milk, meat,
and other animal products)'®® on one hectare of land, the
researchers found that agro-pastoralists net return was
$542 per hectare for low stocking rates®® and $1,084 per
hectare for high stocking rates. When compared to both
the first production form of cotton (seed cotton) and sugar
(sugarcane), they found that pastoral output production
was equal or higher. The state-owned cotton plantation
MAADE'’s seed cotton production had an annual net loss
of $120 per hectare between 1980 and 1990. When the
MAADE plantation was converted into smaller privately
owned cotton plantations, the annual average profit rose
to $135 per hectare between 2004 and 2009. This is still
substantially lower than the livestock low stocking rate
production output. When examining the more processed
lint cotton, research shows higher returns per hectare
in good years, but in bad years the financial losses were
significantly magnified.

Sugarcane production rates were slightly more profitable
than the seed cotton. The analysis of the production of the
Metahara Sugar Factory and Wonji-Shoa Sugar Estate from

2001 to 2009 showed that sugarcane production rates were
as profitable as livestock production rates for two out of
eight years and less profitable for the other six years. The
net annual average return over the period was $488, which
is less than the annual net livestock output for low stocking
rates.

The comparison in Table 2 demonstrates that large-scale
agriculture is far less profitable than pastoralism, whereas,
as revealed earlier, it has many devastating effects on the
land, the water and the environment in Afar.

The economic contribution of pastoralism has often been
overlooked and underestimated in development policies™
notably because of the lack of documentation of pastoral
activity and of its classification under the informal sector.’”?
Several experts have claimed that official estimates of
the share of livestock in Ethiopia's GDP (10-20 percent
according to the years and estimates)'” are underrated.”7
This underestimation limits the amount of investment and
support to the sector portrayed as less profitable.’””s With
much of the cross-border and within border trading of
livestock, milk, meat, skin and hides going undocumented,
it has been argued that actual informal trade of pastoral
products may be about 10 times higher than documented,
formal trade.””®

www.oaklandinstitute.org I '



Table 2: Economic Comparison of Plantation Agriculture and Pastoralism in Afar (Net return per hectare)”°

Livestock — low
stocking rates
(2009)

Livestock — high
stocking rates
(20009)

Seed Cotton — MAADE
state plantation (average

1980-1990)

Seed Cotton — private
plantation
(average 2004-2009)

Sugarcane (average
2001-2009)

$542

$1,084

$120

$135

$488

Despite a growing body of evidence that highlights the economic and environmental importance of pastoralism,
few governments are ready to tolerate mobile livestock production and many pursue explicit or inadvertent policies
of settlement. Yet the policy of sedentarization, particularly in the drylands, has been shown time and again to result
in increased environmental degradation, reduced economic potential and eroded social and cultural systems.
Rainfall in the drylands is low and unpredictable, both in terms of when it comes and where it lands, so the only
practicable management system is an opportunistic one: to go where the resources are, when they are available.
Most dryland ecosystems are ecologically grazing-dependent, and a reduction of mobility of graziers or exclusion
of such graziers can result in a significant drop in biological diversity and reduced ecosystem health and stability.

Mobile pastoralism has considerable economic value and latent potential in rangelands environments, and is
central to the livelihoods and well-being of millions of the world’s poor, but the state of knowledge regarding this
sector of the economy is inadequate. This knowledge gap creates weaknesses in understanding what constitutes
value in such systems. The policies that emanate from such misunderstanding continue to devalue mobile
pastoralism, often at significant cost to national economies and to the natural environment.

Adapted from Davies, Jonathan and Richard Hatfield. “The economics of mobile pastoralism: a global summary.” Nomadic Peoples 11.1 (2007)77

This demonstration that Afar pastoralism is a profitable
and productive form of livelihood doesn’t even take into
account indirect benefits of pastoralism, such as providing
transportation, food and nutrition, and environmental
services to grazing land.”® The pastoral lifestyle maximizes
the scarce resources in the dryland areas, and has been
found to be the most sustainable livelihood in the arid
lowlands of Ethiopia.’”® Pastoralism has no environmental
costs but rather helps increase biodiversity, fertilize the land
with livestock manure, and protects it from degradation and
desertification.

This is important given soil erosion and degradation is a
major problem for Ethiopia today.”®' According to the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQO), Ethiopia
loses approximately one billion tons of topsoil annually, is
faced with a high rate of nutrient loss in the soil, and 30,000
hectares are lost to water erosion each year.’® The twofold
effect of losing pastoral environmental benefits while adding
industrial plantations intensifies land degradation and

reduces the usability of some of the country’s most valuable
land and resources.

Cattle grazing in Mursiland © Will Hurd / Oakland Institute
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Trucks transporting industrial turbines for development projects © Oakland Institute

Repeating Past Mistakes

Driving a massive expansion of sugarcane plantations in
the country, the Ethiopian government is willfully ignoring
the available evidence about the negative impacts and lack
of economic benefit. Yet, as seen in Afar, the transformation
of pastoral and farm land into sugar or cotton plantations
created hunger and conflict, while it failed to contribute to
local or national food supply.

In the Lower Omo Valley, the Omo-Kuraz Sugar Develop-
ment project, although far from having attained its final
configuration with five sugar factories and plantations on
over 100,000 hectares, has already physically and socially
transformed the area. Echoing the Afar scenario, resource
deprivation and tribes’ displacement is generating conflict
and food insecurity.’® Confrontations have occurred be-
tween the Bodi and Konso in the area where the Kuraz | and
Il factories are being constructed.’® Clashes have also been
reported in Mursiland, where increased road traffic due to

the project has lead to human and animal collisions with
vehicles, engendering retaliation against truck drivers and
road blockages.”® The region is also expecting an influx of a
large number of plantation workers (up to 500,000 people,
mainly from the Ethiopian Highlands), another potential
catalyzer for ethnic and social conflict.’®

In Afar, where the expansion of commercial sugar projects
has continued in recent years through the construction of
the Tendaho and Kessem sugar factories,’® the drought is
heightening tensions. In January 2016, the federal police
arrested and imprisoned 70 drought stricken shepherds
who tried to take their cattle to drink in the Awash River
reservoir.’® This followed the decision of the manager of
the Tendaho factory to stop water release from the irrigation
dam, which resulted in dramatic reduction of water levels
and a threat to local pastoralists and lives of their cattle."®

19

slsads .

www.oaklandinstitute.org



Sickly livestock gather in the drought stricken area of Ab’Ala in Afar
© WFP/Wagdi Othman

While indigenous people are paying a high price for
the development of commercial agriculture, there is
no evidence that the sugar projects will generate good
economic returns. The Omo-Kuraz Sugar Development
Project has been ill-planned (after five years of construction,
the project’s feasibility studies are still due), whereas the
remoteness of the region and delays in construction are
casting serious doubts about its profitability.’>® The impact
on environment and people will increase with the beginning
of the sugar cultivation, which will affect water supply and
quality through fertilizer and pesticide pollution.”' A 2016
study by the Omo-Turkana Basin Research Network also
questioned the viability of the Omo-Kuraz plans, pointing
at difficult drainage conditions and irregular levels of soil
alkalinity and carbon content.’* This mirrors the situation

Conclusion

The contrast between Ethiopia’s economic boom and con-
tinued poverty and food insecurity of its population can be
partly elucidated by the Afar example. In this region, the de-
velopment of large-scale plantations and associated loss of
land has exacerbated the marginalization of pastoralist and
agro-pastoralist groups. Increased food insecurity, vulnera-
bility to droughts, environmental degradation, violations of
land rights, and surge of conflicts should be enough to dis-
courage future irrigation and plantations schemes. The eco-
nomic comparison makes it even clearer that pastoralism
is a valuable lifestyle and makes a compelling argument for

in Afar, where plantations have been abandoned due to soil
degradation.

Ethiopia’s colossal agro-industrialization plans cost billions
of dollars. Since 2010, the Sugar Corporation has received
$3 billion to carry out expansion plans,' and needs another
$8.2 billion to complete all projects by 2020.'% The dam
plans are no less expensive: Gibe Il cost Ethiopia $1.8
billion,'> and more projects are planned to help expand
irrigation, such as Gibe IV, which will require $1.7 billion in
financing.’®® Outside agriculture, the government’s plans
for dams and energy generation could cost up to $25 billion
between 2015 and 2020, half of which would be financed
from Ethiopia’s own coffers.’”

Meanwhile, the humanitarian requirements to fight
Ethiopia’s food crisis were reevaluated at $1.5 billion in May
2016."% In March 2016, the Prime Minister complained
about the slow response of the international community
to the ongoing food crisis and called for more aid.’® The
government emphasized its own $380 million contribution
to fight the crisis,?*® but this is far from the amount of money
spent in grandiose industrialization projects.z”

The research compiled in this report, including lessons
learnt from Afar, Brazil and elsewhere, raises serious
questions about the choices made by the government and
its donors. It warns that “development” projects, supported
by billions of dollars of public money from Ethiopia and
its donors, is likely to destroy the livelihoods of millions,
cause displacement, lead to increased food insecurity and
dependence on food aid, with adverse impacts on natural
resources and the environment.>2

the re-evaluation of current plans for resettlement schemes
and large- scale agriculture.

Prevailing disregard of the negative impacts of the past de-
velopment strategies, however, bounds the Ethiopian gov-
ernment to replicate failed plantation and irrigation schemes
and doom itself to repeat mistakes on a much larger scale
throughout Ethiopia. The costs are likely to increase with
worsening climate change and trends of land degradation.
Moving forward, the Ethiopian government would do bet-
ter to reconsider its plans for development that will actually
benefit all of Ethiopians, including the pastoralists.
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