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Abstract

This Major Paper is based on field research conducted in the northern highlands
of Ethiopia investigating the situation of farmers returned from resettlement in
southwest Ethiopia under a government program that resettled 800,000 people in
the late 1970s and mid-1980s in an attempt to counter environmental threats to
food security. The returnees fled ill-health and conflict with local people in
resettlement areas and returned to their places of origin. The paper explores the
impact of displacement on a broadly defined concept of “ecohealth” in terms of
environmental change over three historical periods: pre-resettiement,

resettlement, and return.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The research for this major paper was carried out with Gelila Terrefe as part of a
larger research project that focused on the connections of food, health, and
environment in the context of resettlement as a famine-relief strategy. The project
was funded by the Tokyo Foundation and by an International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) award for research using an ecosystems approach to
human health with a particular focus on gender. Based on our collaborative
research, Gelila and | pursue different concentrations in separate major papers.
This paper considers how the experience of resettlement changed the living
environments and the health status of people moved to resettlement areas who
later returned to their place of origin in one administrative area in Amhara Region
in Ethiopia. These people are called returnees. Returnees are considered as a
group within which the experiences of individuals differ according to social
variables such as gender and age.

This paper is divided into five chapters. The first chapter provides an
introduction to the paper; it presents the thesis statement and the conceptual
framework of the paper. As well, the context of the research, the research
methodology, and the literature review are described. The second chapter
explores the social, political, economic, and ecological environmental contexts of
the first two of three historical periods that are used throughout the paper to
compare the situation of returnees over time: pre-resettlement and resettlement.
The third chapter describes the environmental contexts of the third historical
period: return. The periods are outlined in the timeline below. The fourth chapter
analyzes the health of returnees in terms of an “ecohealth” framework as
described below. The fifth chapter considers how research for this major paper
contributed to the fulfillment of the learning objectives in my plan of study and

also summarizes the case of returnees in terms of the forced migration literature.
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Timeline: The Three Historical Periods

Pre- Resettlement Return
Resettlem
ent
Imperial Derg Phase 1 Phase 2 EPRDF Gov't
Gov't Gov't  resettlement resettlement
Pre-1991 Post-'91
return return
1974 1977 1984 1991 2000

Context: Historical and Geographical

This paper is based on a case study involving returnees in Kutaber Woreda,
South Wello Zone, Amhara Region, Ethiopia (formerly Dessie Zuria Awaraja in
Wello Province).EI Returnees in this case are among hundreds of thousands of
mainly ethnic Amharas and Tigrayans from throughout the northern highlands
who were resettled to several lowland sites in southwestern Ethiopia, formerly in
the provinces of Wellega, Kaffa, Gojjam, Bale, and Illubabor in two phases:
1977/78 and 1984/85, by the former military socialist government of Ethiopia
(referred to as “Derg,” the Amharic word for committee). The returnees who were
interviewed for this study are those resettlers who later returned from the

resettlement areas to their places of origin. They returned at different times

! Before 1991, the administration of Ethiopia was centrally planned. The administrative levels in decreasing
geographical size beneath the central government were: provinces, awarajas, woredas, peasant/farmer
associations (PA)/Urban dwellers associations (Kebele). Since 1991, a decentralized federal political system
has been in place. Provinces were abandoned as administrative areas and replaced by nine semi-
autonomous regions. Below regions are zones, woredas, and PA/kebele. Within the current regional system
most of the territory from which the resettlers originated is included in Amhara Region and Tigray Region.
The population of Amhara Region is mainly ethnically Amhara and the population of Tigray Region is mainly
ethnically Tigrayan. This research was conducted in Amhara region and all research participants were ethnic
Ambhara.

Ecohealth and Displacement 2
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between 1978 and the present (2000), depending on the specific circumstances
of their resettlement. The majority of returnees, however, returned following the
fall of the Derg government in 1991.

The returnees who participated in this research are people originating
from and currently residing in Kutaber Woreda and who were resettled in several
different sites at different times. The details of each household’s resettlement
location are listed in the annex on Interviews and Interviewees. The research
was conducted in Kutaber Woreda from February 2000—May 2000.

State resettlement programs were implemented initially in the late 1970s as a
preventative measure to mitigate the negative effects of overpopulation and land
shortage on the ecological environment and food security situation of the
northern highlands. Some areas of Kutaber Woreda were designated as
protected forests from which people were obliged to move. In other areas, the
former government recruited resettlers both voluntarily and through force to move
to new farming areas in the country. The government-stated objective of the
resettlement programs was also to make the less populated but fertile southern
areas more productive in order to fuel the centrally planned economy.

By the mid-1980s, a combination of human and ecological factors contributing to
the degradation of farmland, land shortage, drought, and lack of infrastructure led
to famine. The famine was predictable, yet it was realized as a result of
insufficient response by the Ethiopian government and international governments
and agencies. In 1984 a hastily planned resettlement scheme that failed to
integrate the lessons learned from the earlier schemes was implemented by the
Ethiopian government as a means of famine relief for people from the northern
part of the country where drought and famine were most severe. Over half a
million people from Wello and Tigray provinces were resettled to Gondar,
Gojjam, Wellegga, lllubabor, Sidamo, and Bale (see Appendix Ill: Map 2) in the
hopes that they would become self-sufficient food producers again.

The resettlement program occurred in a complex political context of civil
conflict. The government of Ethiopia was entrenched in a long and brutal civil war

with rebels advocating the separation of Eritrea from the state of Ethiopia. The
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Eritrean rebel group, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), was
supported by the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) based in the
northern highlands dominated by the Tigrayan ethnic group, and by the Oromo
Liberation Front (OLF) based in the central southern territories of Ethiopia
dominated by the Oromo ethnic group.

The resettlement program was further complicated by international aid
interests. The Marxist military Derg government was allied with the Communist
East in Cold War politics. There was little support for Ethiopia from the West until
horrific images of famine were broadcast in the international media in 1984.
Then, an unprecedented outpouring of relief was channelled to Ethiopia. For the
most part, the international media reported that the resettlement program was
motivated by the political interests of the government, and that the
implementation of the program was brutal. Many governments and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) condemned the resettlement program.
Internal and external groups supporting rebel groups charged that the
resettlement program was implemented with the objective of destabilizing the
Tigrayan rebel base through depopulation. Moreover, it was charged that ethnic
Amhara people (the dominant ethnicity within the Derg government) from the
highlands were resettled to Oromo areas in effect as colonizers to protect the
claims of the government in those areas (Clay and Holcomb 1986; MSF 1985;
Kloos and Zein 1993). The French NGO Médecins Sans Frontiéres wrote a
scathing report denouncing the resettlement program and as a result were
expelled from Ethiopia (MSF 1985). Although there were a few UN agencies and
foreign governments, notably Italy and Canada, interested in providing
assistance in the resettlement areas, the programs were criticized so heavily in
the international media that they were terminated before the planned 1.5 million
people had been moved.

A few international NGOs, such as Irish CONCERN, implemented
development programs within the resettlement areas. However, the resettlement
areas were administered almost exclusively by the Ethiopian government. The

harsh conditions of recruitment and initial life in resettlement caused tens of
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thousands of resettlers to die or to flee illegally from the resettlement sites,
especially in the mid-1980s. Those who fled crossed the border into Sudan as
refugees, moved to other parts of Ethiopia, or returned to their places of origin.
The stream of resettlers leaving the sites slowed to a trickle as those who
remained adapted to the new life. However, the fall of the Derg government to
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) in 1991 created
new circumstances. A new government was formed that granted resettlers the
right to return to their places of origin. In the wake of the fall of the Derg, violent
attacks from local people who resented the resettlement sites forced tens of
thousands (there are no accurate records available) of resettlers to return home.
Different groups with distinct perspectives emphasize different objectives of
resettlement in their analyses of these programs. The stated objectives of the
Derg government at the time resettlement was implemented were for the socialist
political and economic development of the farmers themselves and the country
as a whole (Relief and Rehabilitation Commission 1980). This view described the
resettlement as a voluntary permanent settlement scheme with state assistance.
The views of academic researchers in Ethiopia, such as Alula Pankhurst (1991),
Alemneh Dejene (1987, 1992), and Dessalegn Rahmato (1988a, 1988b) portray
a balanced view of the socialist objectives of the resettlement. These authors
acknowledge the economic hardship and conditions of ecological degradation
that demanded government action at the time of resettlement. However, these
authors also document the lack of social, logistical and ecological planning in the
implementation of resettlement. This view of resettlement places the programs in
a category of development-induced displacement (described in the literature
review below).

Strong critics of the resettlement programs, especially those in the
international aid and media communities in 1985, such as MSF (1985), Clay and
Holcomb (1986), and Vallely (1985 a—h), focus on the connections between the
political objectives of the Derg government, engaged in civil conflict with rebel

groups, and the resettlement program. According to this view, the resettlements
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were, in forced migration terms, internal displacements that in many cases

created refugee flows across the border to Sudan.

Definitions and Conceptual Framework

Resettlement

Resettlement in this paper refers to programs sponsored by the former Ethiopian
state in two main phases: in 1977/78 and in 1984/85. These programs took place
entirely within the state of Ethiopia. Primarily, farmers from drought-prone areas
in the northern highlands were moved to more fertile farming areas mainly in the

southwestern lowlands of the country.

Environment

Environment in this paper refers to an overall surrounding context during a given
time period. | consistently refer to four environments: social, political, economic,
and ecological. The social environment is primarily norms of human interaction
within families, neighborhoods, workplaces, recreation places, and the like. The
social environment determines the types of activities that people of different
genders, ages, classes, education levels, types of employments, etc., engage in.
The political environment refers to the influence of the existing system of
government on a society and determines the legality of activities, and the rights
and freedoms of various members of society. The economic environment
pertains to the type and status of the economy, the primary sources of income in
a society and the influence of these factors on the activities of members of the
society, i.e., the way they earn and expend income. The ecological environment
refers to the natural resources and climate of a given physical area. It determines
which resources people will employ in all activities and provides a physical space
for all the other environments. Many elements of these environments overlap and

all interact and influence each other, and change over time. My model of four
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environments allows for a broad exploration of the wider interacting

repercussions of activity in any environment.

Health

Health in this paper is considered in terms of how it is affected by the four
different environments described above and it is based on the IDRC concept of
an ecosystems approach to human health, or “ecohealth.” The ecohealth concept

is based on the following definition of health:

Good health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. Health is
the extent to which an individual or group is able, on the one hand,
to realize aspirations and satisfy needs; and, on the other hand, to
change or cope with the environment. It is not an objective for
living, but a resource for everyday life. Health includes the notions
of the balance or harmony, as well as the capacity to respond and
adapt to changing constraints and opportunities (Kay and Waltner-
Toews 1999, 2).

In my analysis of the ecohealth of returnees in Chapter 4, | consider which
environmental factors contribute positively to returnees’ ability to adapt or to cope
with change and which environmental factors have a negative impact on coping
and adaptation. Those factors with a positive impact protect health, whereas

those with a negative impact threaten health.

Lifeworld

There is also an impact of the immediate physical surroundings or “lifeworlds” on
the health of individuals (Kettel 1996). A lifeworld is a location where a given
individual carries out his or her daily activities according to his or her position in
the social, political, economic, and ecological environments. Because individual
people interact frequently with different elements of different environments, every

individual’s lifeworld is unique. Within one household, members may reside in
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different lifeworlds. For example, three women may reside in a household in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia: a middle-aged woman who owns the house, her
teenaged daughter, and her teenaged servant. The eldest woman may spend
most of her time on weekdays working in an office and evenings and weekends
with friends and family in the sitting rooms of her own home and in the homes of
her friends and relatives. Her daughter may spend most of her time weekdays in
school and evenings and weekends with friends and relatives at home in the
sitting room or out in cafés. The servant may spend most of her time in the
kitchen, moving into other parts of the house to clean or to serve, or going
outside to shop. Each woman occupies different spaces, or lifeworlds, depending
on her social position, her economic activities, the political freedoms she has,
and her physical surroundings.

The concept of a lifeworld is significant for any analysis of ecohealth
because it determines with which elements of a given environment any individual
has the greatest contact. Therefore, any individual's ecohealth depends on his or
her lifeworld. In the example of the three women, if there are threats to health
located in the kitchen, the servant is most at risk because she spends the most
amount of time there. If there are health risks at school or on the way to school,
the daughter is most at risk from those. If generalizations can be drawn between
the lifeworlds of particular groups of people within a wider population, for
example, servants, or students, or female students, or fifteen-year-old females,

then generalizations can also be drawn about the common ecohealth of that

group.

Household

A variety of household compositions exist in any community. Household
composition refers to the number of individuals living under one roof (or in one
compound) by gender, age, relationship, fithess, employment, and education.
The composition of a household often determines the household’s access to

income and economic status depending on the lifeworlds of the household
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members. For example, if there are more jobs open to men than to women in an
economy, then households with more men will have greater access to jobs than
households with fewer men. Control of resources and decision-making power
within a household is determined both by environments and by household
composition. Therefore, household composition also determines intra- and inter-
household power relations. For example, in Ethiopia, according to the social
environment, it is generally an adult male family member who is considered the
primary decision-maker and controller of household resources or “head of
household” in demographic statistics (which are used in planning for programs
such as relief food distribution). In the absence of a fit adult male, an adult
woman is considered “head of household.” Such preferences also exist in inter-
household relations. For example, men and “male-headed households” are given
more decision-making power in the community than women and “female-headed

households.”

Thesis Statement

The Derg resettlement programs were hastily planned and failed to maximize the
voluntary participation of resettlers in the planning and implementation of the
program. The Derg’s resettlement planning failed to adequately consider the
impact of changes in the ecological, political, economic, and social environments
on resettlers. Such changes created overwhelming threats to the ecohealth of
resettlers such that life in the resettlement sites was generally unsustainable.
One consequence is the existence of tens of thousands of returnees, 53,816
reported in Kutaber Woreda alone out of a total population between 120,000—
140,000, according to Records of the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness
Bureau in Dessie, South Wello.

The ecohealth of returnees serves as a measurement of the efficiency of
planning for resettlement. The ways in which returnees’ ecohealth was positively
affected by resettlement indicates successes of resettlement while the negative

impacts on returnee ecohealth indicate failures. Overall, returnees’ ecohealth

Ecohealth and Displacement 9



FES Outstanding Graduate Student Paper Series

was negatively impacted by the experience of resettlement. The experiences of
returnees, and their impact on their community of origin in Kutaber, serve as an
important example of possible long-term repercussions of poor planning in

population resettlement.

Literature Review

The literature that informs this research paper is derived from a combination of
disciplines that can be generally classified as: Environmental Studies, Forced
Migration Studies, and Development Studies and specifically classified as
follows. This paper draws on a combination of theoretical and practical
literatures. Several bodies of literature, combining aspects of these fields, are

detailed below.

Forced Migration

The field of refugee studies has expanded in the 1990s to Forced Migration
Studies. This field encompasses theory on Convention refugees, and also other
forced migrants such as internally displaced people (IDPs), development-induced
displacees, environmental refugees, and economic migrants. Convention
refugees are generally defined as having been forced outside of the country of
their nationality due to persecution on the basis of race, religion, nationality,
political opinion, or membership in a particular social group. Internally displaced
are defined as those displaced due to persecution, conflict, or natural disaster
within their own state (Deng 1998). Development-induced displacees are defined
as those who have been forced to leave their place of residence when plans for a
large development project, such as a dam, require the land on which they live
(Cernea 1995; McDowell 1996). Development-induced displacees are usually
within their country of nationality. Environmental refugees are broadly defined as
people forced to leave their place of residence due to problems in the natural

environment, such as long-term depletion of natural resources from which people
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derive their livelihoods, or environmental disasters such as large-scale leakage of
toxic industrial materials (Otunnu 1992). Economic migrants are not able or
willing to sustain a livelihood in their place of residence and move in order to
seek better economic opportunities. Forced migration studies also look at the
overlap and interaction between these categories.

| have employed the above literature in classifying the complex case of

forced migration that returnees represent.

Forced Migration and Identity

This approach to analyzing the experience of forced migration is presented by
Liisa Malkki (1995). Malkki emphasizes the political and historical context of
refugee situations that explain how refugeeness is defined by refugees
themselves and by agencies mandated to assist refugees. | have used this
model to consider the wider political and historical context of resettlement as
forced migration. Malkki also analyzes how differences in definitions of refugees,
for example, between refugees in camps versus urban refugees, and between
refugees and aid workers, have significant implications for the extent of and
approach used in implementing refugee protection and assistance. In Chapter 5,
| have analysed the theoretical effects of different definitions of resettlement on

protection and assistance for returnees (see Chapter 5).

Gender and Development

The field of Gender and Development is acknowledged in theory to be the
evolution of decades of thinking that combines ideas of feminist theory with ideas
of international development theory. Eva Rathgeber (1990) describes the
evolution from Women in Development (WID) to Women and Development
(WAD) to Gender and Development (GAD). Theorists in the 1980s began to
consider more closely the divisions within the all-encompassing categories of

“men” and “women” in processes of development. The GAD approach has led to
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further analysis of the differences between men and women of different races
and classes.

A Gender and Development approach was important both in data
collection and data analysis stages of this research. Our methods attempted to
find a full picture of the activities of men and women of different ages and wealth
groups in Kutaber Woreda, and to consider how the activities of men and women
with different social characteristics have been affected by displacement to
different environments over the three historical periods of pre-resettlement,

resettlement, and return.

Gender and Forced Migration

Doreen Indra, who has long called for a greater interconnection between feminist
theory and refugee studies, argues in the edited volume Engendering Forced
Migration (1999) that the theoretical evolution of WID, WAD, and GAD is parallel
in forced migration studies. Indra concludes that forced migration studies, in
theory and in practice, currently employ a “women in forced migration (WIFM)”
approach. This paper attempts to employ a “gender in forced migration” (GIFM)
approach in analyzing the experiences of returnees; that is, | attempt to explain
how men and women have experienced forced migration differently, and how the

experience affects their current situations and their relations.

Women, Environment, and Development

Within this field, Bonnie Kettel's (1996) consideration of women’s health in
relation to the environments of their “lifeworlds” directly informs my concept of
ecohealth. The use of the concept of lifeworld identifies the spaces occupied
separately by women and men in their daily lives. The approach allows for an
analysis of the social relations that result in gendered activities and gendered
environmental health. | have adopted the concept of lifeworld to describe the

ways that any given individual interacts with environments, based on the social
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norms that shape lifeworlds. This model allows for diversification within an
ecohealth analysis of a population such as returnees.

Also within this field, Bina Agarwal’s (1998) writing informs my research
focus. | am particularly interested in Agarwal’s analysis of gender relations and
access to land and natural resources. The social environment of South Asia
described by Agarwal is similar to the social environment for rural women in
Ethiopia and therefore provides a helpful model for application to the case of

returnees.

Gender, Ethnicity and Nationalism

Several readings from the course Gender, Ethnicity, and Nationalism instructed
by my supervisor were very helpful in considering the implications of political
environment on the ecohealth of returnees. For example, Barbara Einhorn’s
article “New for Old? Ideology, the Family, and the Nation” (1993), which
analyses the interaction between the progression of political systems in Eastern
Europe and the gendered division of labour and access to services, is useful for
application to the case of resettlers in the changing political climate of Ethiopia.
Ana Maria Alonso’s (1998) article on the imagining of history also provides a
useful analysis of the invention of national histories that helps to explain the
ideologies of Ethiopian governments and the rationale of economic policies. Nira
Yuval-Davis’ (1997) analysis of gender and citizenship is important in considering

gender rights to land in the Ethiopian case.

Political Ecology

Political ecology, based on political economy theories of unequal power relations
in economy but concentrating on relations between human activity and natural
resources, is an important framework for this paper. Political ecology, as
described by Keil et al. (1998), Kalipeni and Oppong (1998), Grossman (1998),
and Blaikie and Brookfield (1987), and feminist political ecology, as described by
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Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, and Wangari (1996), helped me to formulate the
relationship among elements of social, political, economic, and ecological
environments and to apply these to the three historical periods in the case of

returnees.

Food Security

Current theory on food security is heavily influenced by the political economic
work of Jean Dreze and Amartya Sen (1989; 1990) on entitlements to food and
income. | used this work to consider the availability and accessibility of food to
returnees during the different periods.

The UK-based NGO Save the Children has spearheaded the Household
Food Economy Approach that is currently used to interpret food security in
Ethiopia. This approach reviews the variety of ways that households of different
compositions and capacities gain their income and their food in a typical year in
order to analyze the food deficit that exists in years of depression and to allocate

how this gap should appropriately be filled.

Resettlement in Ethiopia

Alula Pankhurst is an experienced author on resettlement in Ethiopia who
referred us to several other researchers who are currently considering the topic,
such as Wolde-Selassie Abbute. These researchers and other authors, such as
Dessalegn Rahamato and Alemneh Dejene, who have contributed to the
literature on resettlement in Ethiopia provided essential background reading and
discussion to familiarize us with the environments surrounding the resettlement
programs and guide us to our key questions of investigation. | have compared
our findings to this literature to confirm the broad picture of resettlers,’ including
returnees’ experience, and to expand on the literature by describing the more

specific case of returnees in Kutaber in the present day.
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Other research published about various aspects of life in Ethiopia
contributed to the description of environments in the areas of origin and in the
resettlement areas. For example, Kloos and Zein (1993) contributed significantly
to the application of the concept of ecohealth to this case. Helen Pankhurst’s
(1992) work gave me insight into the gender division of labour and access to

resources in Ethiopia.

Methodology and Methods

The methodology of the collaborative research conducted by Gelila Terrefe and
me employed a broadly anthropological approach, emphasizing the collection of
gualitative data through Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods directly
from returnees as the primary sources of data.

Our approach was based on IDRC’s Ecosystems Approach to Human
Health, or, “EcoHealth” methodology. Central to the EcoHealth approach is the
concept of a system as an essentially self-organizing unit that can be physical,
political, social, or otherwise in nature. Conceptualizing a framework of
interdependent systems allows for a complex analysis of multi-layered problems.
Moreover, it allows the researcher to structure the research from a number of
perspectives, depending on the issues brought to the fore by the participants.
The approach envisions feedback loops, or interactions and reactions, between
overlapping ecological, political, social, and economic systems in the research
site. The approach also aims to investigate the implications of gender relations in
the health of men, women, girls, and boys.

Our research was conducted over an eight-month period. In the fall term
of 1999 we conducted a detailed literature review in preparation for our fieldwork.
This provided us with background on historical ecological, political, social, and
economic contexts that led to the resettlement programs and to resettlers’ return
to their places of origin. In January 2000 we travelled to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,
to begin our field research. We held meetings with key informants at Addis
Ababa University (AAU), Save the Children UK (SCF UK), the United Nations
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World Food Program (WFP), and the Ethiopian Government Disaster Prevention
and Preparedness Commission (DPPC). Based on the key-informant interviews,
we changed the intended subject of our research from resettlers still living in
resettlement areas to returnees from resettlement in their places of origin. Our
key informants suggested that it is apparent from their fieldwork that the situation
of returnees was of interest to NGOs and UN agencies working on food security
in Ethiopia because returnees are often among the most food insecure people in
the northern highlands. Thus, with advice from our key informants, we chose a
research site that would allow us to study the situation of returnees from
resettlement.

We rented a room in the main town in Kutaber where we stayed much of
the time (sometimes commuting 20 km to Dessie for shopping, showers, and
telephone) in order to be available to the research participants who sometimes
visited us, to be visible so that people understood our purpose well, and to be
able to observe community interactions. By living in the area where we
conducted our research we learned a great deal about the types of social and
work events that take place there. We became known to those in the community
and therefore they felt more comfortable sharing information with us. We also
had the opportunity to attend community events, such as food distribution.
Before we began our interviews with returnees, we were able to observe an
experienced team of researchers employing the household food economy
approach by accompanying a survey team composed of representatives from
SCF UK, DPPC, and the Ethiopian Ministry of Health, for four days in Kutaber
Woreda. The household food economy approach incorporates the political
economy context of food shortage that framed our research. The approach
provided us with insight into the use of research methods for gathering specific
data on household access to food and income through production, purchase,
gathering, and gifts. Observing the survey also gave us insight into the
community not easily visible to outsiders. For example, we learned the key
assets (land, livestock, labour) that determine levels of household wealth within

the community. The survey team determined wealth groups by using two focus
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group discussions; for each, two men and two women were randomly selected in
the village. These groups were asked to describe: how many wealth groups were
distinguishable in the community (i.e., better-off, middle, poor, very poor); what
were the main assets of each category in a typical year; and what percentage of
the community fell into each category. The survey team used focus groups of
representatives of different wealth groups and gender to gather qualitative data
on access to land, food, and income, and on household expenditures.

We sought permission to conduct research from the various levels of
government: zonal government, woreda council, and peasant (farmers)
associations. After consulting with the farmers’ association leaders about the
nature of our research, we were formally introduced by the leaders at community
meetings. There we had the opportunity to describe our research and our roles
as researchers clearly. At these meetings we requested volunteers to participate
in our study. Most of the research participants were recruited in this manner. We
were also referred by some participants to other participants, in a ““snowball™
style of selection.

Following the community meetings where we were introduced, we set up
appointments with those who volunteered to be interviewed to visit them in their
homes for the first interview. We conducted two interviews for each of twenty
households comprised of different members. The first interview was semi-
structured and concentrated on recalling the pre-resettlement and resettlement
environments. The second interview employed several PRA techniques such as
activity matrix, transect walk, and community mapping, concentrating on the
return period up to the present, especially concerning access to food and
income, and the household division of labour. Gelila and | discussed the content
of the interviews before and after each interview. Interviews conducted by Gelila
were in Amharic, the language of research participants, while | was present. With
the permission of research participants, interviews were tape-recorded. The
tapes were later translated into English by Gelila and by Brook Mezmur, a trusted

friend hired to assist us.
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We spoke to a variety of household members, depending on who was
present on a given day, in order to get a holistic picture of the household situation
and in order to minimize the disruption caused by our presence. The interviews
were conducted in the homes of the research participants, which allowed them to
feel comfortable and allowed us more insight into their lifestyles and livelihoods.
We reciprocated the generosity of the research participants by offering them a
traditional gift of coffee and sugar at the end of the second interview. We felt that
this gesture was appreciated.

We suspected that participants might feel suspicious of the motives of our
research and/or feel anxious or at risk about answering questions they perceived
to be politically sensitive. In order to minimize this risk to participants, we avoided
sensitive topics and carefully explained the purpose of our research carefully in
person, and requested informed consent, explaining that participation would be
anonymous and confidential. The most appropriate way to request informed
consent in the context of our research was to first become affiliated with Addis
Ababa University, then to request permission to conduct research from zonal,
woreda, and PA levels of government (in that order). We received each
permission in the form of a letter informing lower levels of administration to assist
us. At the level of individuals, it was not appropriate to ask research participants
to sign letters of informed consent as this was perceived as threatening. Rather,
we explained our purpose and requested permission verbally to include
individuals’ opinions in our research. All individuals interviews remain anonymous
and data regarding individuals is confidential.

We intended to make some contribution to the community where we
conducted our research by facilitating dissemination of the information we
learned to various local and international institutions mandated to support the
development of the area. In order to achieve our objective of contributing to the
community where we conducted our research, we requested information from the
households we interviewed on the types of community projects that would be
most helpful and passed on such information to key informants involved in

supporting development activities in Kutaber.
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Chapter 2: Pre-resettlement and Resettlement

This chapter serves to highlight the significant aspects of life in resettlement, in
comparison to pre-resettlement, that affected the ecohealth of returnees. The
data for this chapter is drawn from our research interviews as well as from other
researchers’ accounts of life pre-resettlement (see Dessalegn Rahmato and
Bahru Zewde) and in the resettlement areas (see Alula Pankhurst and Wolde-
Selassie Abbute). The chapter provides a broad picture that applies to resettlers
in general and to returnees in particular.

The resettlement programs that affected the research participants in this
project were implemented in two rounds. The first began in 1977/78 and the
second in 1984/85. Government enforcement of the resettlement areas was
maintained until the change of government in 1991, the time when most
returnees returned. However, there are many returnees who came before and
after 1991. Although there is some overlap between the three periods, pre-
resettlement refers approximately to the late 1970s and early 1980s — the end of
Haile Selassie’s regime and the beginning of the Derg regime. Resettlement
refers to the time the Derg was in power between the early 1980s and early
1990s. Return, the third period, is considered in Chapter 3.

In describing the three periods, the historical progression of interactions between
interdependent ecological, social, economic, and political environments are
considered. Certain elements, particularly of the ecological and social
environments, have remained relatively constant over the past thirty years, such
as, the general distinction between highland and lowland climate and ecology,
and the distribution of ethnicities and language groups throughout Ethiopia.
However, these constant elements have interacted with other environments
differently at different times. For example, the change from Derg to EPRDF
government created a very different context for the relationship between highland

and lowland ethnicities in the resettlement areas.
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In order to analyze the environmental change created by the experience of

resettlement, a brief description of the context of pre-resettiement is required.

Pre-Resettlement

Geographically, Ethiopia is known for its high plateaus. Half of the land higher
than 2,000 m above sea level in Africa is located in central and northern Ethiopia.
In these highland areas, the resettlers’ place of origin, 80 percent of the
population live as subsistence farmers.

Wello, the former highland province where Kutaber Woreda is located, is
mythologized in highland histories and music as the breadbasket of Ethiopia. The
pre-resettlement period is remembered vaguely even by urban Ethiopians as a
golden era; lush forested highlands overlooked fertile fields that produced
abundant crops of wheat, barley, and teff (a staple highland grain) and broad
fields that provided pasture for vast herds of livestock. In reality, the ecological
environment of the immediate pre-resettlement period of the late 1970s and early
1980s was similar to the current ecological environment in Kutaber. Reportedly,
at that time there was more forest, less cultivated land, and less erosion than
today. By the first phase of resettlement in the late 1970s, government,
researchers, and residents were concerned that topsoil erosion caused by
deforestation posed a major threat to the continuing availability of farmland under
pressure from a rising population. The land was becoming increasingly
unproductive as a result of overuse and a lack of regular rainfall. By the mid-
1980s, on the eve of the second phase of resettlement, drought had rendered
farmland completely barren in some pockets of Kutaber although others
produced minimal crops.

Subsistence agricultural production has been the mainstay of the
economy since the pre-resettlement period into the present. Farming occurred
within a feudal system under Emperor Haile Selassie until 1974 when the
Imperial regime was overthrown and the Derg took power.Under the Imperial

regime, agricultural production was dependent on the labour of the small
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landholder and the tenant, both of whom were dominated by upper-class
landlords who were powerful in government. Landless cultivators paid a major
portion of their production, between one-third and one-half of the harvest, to
landlords in rent, often in the form of sharecropping. Rights to land were
generally usufruct. That is, users of the land were not owners and were generally
prevented from selling, mortgaging, or giving away their land. Land users could,
however, pass on their land to heirs, or lease it to tenant farmers (Dessalegn
Rahmato 1985).

By 1973, the rule of Emperor Haile Selassie was under severe criticism.
Marxist ideology was spreading throughout the country, especially through
student groups based at Haile Selassie University (later renamed Addis Ababa
University) and at high schools throughout the country. These were supported by
groups of Ethiopian students studying in North America and Europe.

The exposure of famine in the northern highlands served to delegitimize the reign
of Emperor Haile Selassie, who was depicted by opposition groups as an ailing
monarch out of touch with the suffering of the masses that had been caused by
the exploitative feudal system. 2

A series of uprisings among student, worker, and military groups in early
1974 led to the formation of the Co-ordinating Committee of the Armed Forces,
Police and the Territorial Army, referred to as “the committee” — in Amharic, “the
Derg” — comprising mainly major units of the army. The Derg initially produced a
policy document “Ethiopia Tikdem” (Ethiopia First), emphasizing national unity
across class, ethnic, and religious lines. Emperor Haile Selassie was deposed by
the Derg in Septermber 1974. In late 1974 and 1975, the Derg, formally renamed
as the Provisional Military Administrative Council (PMAC), responded to Leftist
criticisms and began advocating the nationalization of land, property, industry,
and farming. This new political stance led to the slogan “land to the tiller” and to
the policies of villagization and resettlement. Land reform under Proclamation 3
of 1975, called the “Public Ownership of Rural Lands Proclamation,” was

designed to eliminate inequalities in wealth and ownership throughout Ethiopia,

2 British journalist Jonathan Dimblebee is credited with showing the world the Ethiopian famine in his 1973
documentary broadcast on the UK program This Week.
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empowering the small landholder in the interest of the development of the
country as a whole.

The social environment for peasant farmers in Kutaber in the pre-
resettlement period revolved around the system of agricultural production, as it
does today. Every community follows a seasonal calendar of agricultural activity
according to the crops most preferred for consumption or sale that can be
supported by the land. Some social differentiation existed within the peasant
class on the basis of wealth in terms of assets, especially land, livestock, and
labour. A gendered division of labour that creates different working environments
for men and women has changed little since the pre-resettlement period. A
culture of ox ploughing is predominant in the Ethiopian highlands. Almost without
exception, men have always been responsible for ploughing and sowing. Women
also participate in sowing activities, but they concentrate their productive
agricultural labour on weeding, harvesting, and threshing.

Government provision of social services such as schools and health
centres was minimal in the pre-resettlement period. Traditional healers practised
curative health care in the absence of professional institutions.

When the Derg took power in 1974, the introduction of new political structures
had a significant impact on the four environments: social, political, economic, and
ecological. A new system of local government and social organization, Peasant
Associations (PAs), was introduced in 1975. Initially, the primary objective of the
PAs was to carry out the Derg’s first major policy: nationalization of land. PAs
were quickly granted extensive responsibilities. They were expected to
administer public property and to build schools and clinics. They were also
expected to establish a number of committees that governed many aspects of
farming life. These committees included service co-operatives, 'producers’ co-
operatives, defence squads, and women’s associations. Farmers were obliged to
attend a wide variety of meetings. PAs were also responsible for the
establishment of judicial tribunals for a variety of civil and criminal cases. Finally,
PAs were expected to carry out the unpopular villagization programs, as well as

the resettlement programs. The villagization programs were designed to bring
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dispersed farmers into areas where population density warranted the provision of
government social services (Dessalegn Rahmato 1985, 38).

The membership of the PA was, and continues to be (since the PA was
maintained as a local government body after the Derg government fell),
composed of farmers within an identified administrative region of a maximum
size of 800 hectares. Dessalegn Rahmato describes the membership of the PA

as follows:

Every head of a household, permanently resident within the
jurisdictional area of a PA, is entitled to be a member of the
organisation and must register as such. Although membership is
not compulsory, peasants choose to register because the
advantages far outweigh the disadvantages. The basic unit of the
rural community as well as that recognised by the PAs is the family
or household. A peasant is registered as a member of a PA not just
on his own behalf but on that of his household. . . . As soon as
peasants come of age (i.e., reach 18 years) and establish their own
homestead, they become accepted as heads of a household and
thus members of the PA. That they are not married is of no
consequence, since everyone expects that this “deficiency” will
soon be removed. Indeed this is not a problem at all, because
peasants are often married by the time they become eligible for
membership.

Under existing socio-cultural practices, it is the male member
of the household who is accepted as household-head; it is he who
is registered on behalf of the family in the PA, and in whose name
the allotment is made. In effect therefore, rural women are excluded
from PA membership and, consequently, cannot acquire land in
their own right. The exceptions are widows, divorcees, and those
whose husbands have, for one reason or another, temporarily left
the community (Dessalegn Rahmato, 1985, p. 49) [emphasis not
added].

Research participants in our study reported that there was coercion to join
PA, and punishment if they didn’t join. For example, some farmers who refused
to join the producers” co-operatives were punished by having their best lands
expropriated for the co-op. Some reported that they were forcibly recruited for
resettlement as a punishment for non-compliance with PA policies, as the adult

woman in Household K reported:
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We were forced to go to resettlement because my husband
wouldn’t join the farmers co-operative. We were resented for that.
We had livestock and crops, teff, that were about to be harvested
but it didn’t matter. At first we resisted joining the co-operative but
my husband was marked by the kebele [PA] for having refused, so
once they started telling us that we had to go to resettlement
because he had refused to join the co-operatives, my husband
proposed that he join the co-operative but they said, “No, it's too
late, you have said no once.”

As described by Dessalegn, the basic unit of the PA continues to be the

Bl

household.™ There was little, if any, consideration in government policy of intra-
household dynamics and power relations and how these affect control of and
access to resources for individual household members.

A common romantic conception that socialist ideals prevail naturally in
rural Ethiopia leads to the assumption that everything is shared equally among
peasants, that everyone is well taken care of by “the community” and therefore
there is little need to guarantee the rights of everyone, particularly women, in
practice. This is apparent from the analysis of the following article 4(1) from
Proclamation 31/75: “Without differentiation of the sexes, any person who is
willing to personally cultivate land shall be allotted rural land sufficient for his
maintenance and that of his family” (cited in Original Woldegiorgis 1999, 3).

As the use of masculine pronouns in the preceding passage indicates, the
reference to “without differentiation of the sexes” is no more than a token
acknowledgment that, in the socialist theory of the Derg government, women and
men should have equal access to the most important economic resource in
Ethiopia: land. Dessalegn points out complications indicating that this policy was

never intended to be implemented:

If the land reform had been actually implemented along these lines,
the difficulties during land distribution would have been far greater
than they actually were. In addition, abuses would have been
harder to control, particularly in areas where multiple marriages

8 Ethiopian authors are generally referred to by their first name.

Ecohealth and Displacement 24



FES Outstanding Graduate Student Paper Series

were prevalent. In these areas, men-peasants would register their
wives in more than one PA and acquire land for themselves, since
social customs oblige women in many rural cultures to surrender
property to their husbands. Furthermore, women in almost all areas
of the country are customarily prohibited from engaging in some
forms of farm work, such as ploughing and sometimes sowing,
although their participation in all other forms of farm labour more
than matches that of their husbands. This would have meant that in
the end the control of the land policy would have eventually passed
to their husbands. It therefore seems that the policy of the PAs to
allocate land to households rather than individuals was, in the
circumstances, a rational one (Dessalegn Rahmato 1985, 50)
[emphasis not added].

Dessalegn notes how the pre-existing gender division of labour and social
expectations are inconsistent with the expectations of the Derg’s new political
theory. However, rather than suggest that attention should be directed to the
implications of these power imbalances for men and women, he simply
concludes that the decision of the government to ignore the demand for land
reform “without differentiation of the sexes” was indeed pragmatic.

To some extent, Dessalegn’s comments can be qualified by
acknowledging that, in fact, there was, and is, not enough land to adequately
support the population in the northern highlands. There is no way to allocate land
so that everyone has enough. This is the fundamental reason behind much of the
political discontent, and even the resettlement program itself. This issue of unjust
land distribution has resurfaced over and over again in the Ethiopian highlands.
However, it has consistently been women who are disadvantaged in relation to
men by the shortage of land. The example cited by Dessalegn with regard to the
1976 land distribution indicates how this is often reinforced by official policies.
For example, proclamation 31/75 made it illegal to hire labour to cultivate land.
This was to reinforce the concept of “land to the tiller” that the land should be
cultivated directly by the farmer to whom it is allocated. Considering the social
restrictions against women ploughing, if households without adult male labour
are legally prevented from hiring someone to plough their land (which already
places women in a disadvantageous position), the only option is to find a male

Ecohealth and Displacement 25



FES Outstanding Graduate Student Paper Series

neighbour or relative to agree to plough for nothing. This is an unreliable method
that places women in a weak position relative to men.

The PA in theory should have provided the male labour for such women.
Some returnee women who stayed in Kutaber for up to three years after their
husbands left for the resettlement areas reported that indeed this service was
provided. However, the service was up to the discretion of the PA leadership and
many women who did not have powerful relatives were left to beg for ploughing,
or were forced to pay illegally.

Although the land nationalization was designed in theory to equalize land
holdings among all Ethiopians, social differentiation continued to exist. Since the
creation of the PAs, their leaders, who are almost exclusively men, have held a
great deal of control in the way that land is distributed. Many sources, including
the research participants, confirm the generally accepted notion that PA leaders
favour their relatives in distributing the best land. Those who have no powerful
relatives are usually left with the poorest quality land. Therefore, both gender and
class inequalities continue into the socialist period of the Derg.

Recruitment for Resettlement

All research participants reported that they were forced to go to resettlement.
Only Household G reported they were forced by drought to volunteer to go to

resettlement:

Household G: People were all over the streets trying to fend for
themselves. We heard from kebele [PA] leaders “You can go to
resettlement, you'll have a little bit of food with you, and then you'll
look for a place where you'll be self-sufficient.” They had a tent. In
the tent they were saying “Do register, there’s nothing more
important than eating, you'll be better off”. That's why we
registered.

All other households reported that PA leaders or government soldiers selected
them against their will to go to resettlement. Most research participants had some
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idea that the government’s objective in resettling people was linked to food
insecurity caused by drought and environmental degradation. Most had little

explanation for why they personally were selected for resettlement:

Household B: We went to resettlement in 1971 because the
government just said we need to go. There would be a meeting and
then they (kebele leaders?) would just point at people and say,
“You, you, you, you will be going to resettlement.”

Household C: We were kidnapped.

Household D: They said those who have nothing to earn income
with must go to resettlement. That's how my husband was
recruited. He was working and they just took him along with other
people.

Household F: At the time (1978) there were Derg Cadres and they
had power. If you had a relative there, you were protected.
Moreover, those with no money had no power to resist orders from
the Derg.

As discussed in Chapter 1, there are several other motivations of the
resettlement programs that have been suggested by critics, for example, that the
project aimed to depopulate rebel areas in the north, particularly Tigrayan rebel
(TPLF) areas. The research participants from Kutaber Woreda were exclusively
Amharas and they did not report any objectives related to organized government
opposition. Certainly, this may have been because of an unwillingness of
participants to discuss sensitive political issues. Or, it may have been that such
objectives were not issues in an Amhara area that was perceived as pro-
government. Rather, within Amhara areas, those who were taken to resettlement
were intended to colonize the resettlement areas, creating a pro-government
presence in areas dominated by Oromo and other ethnicities known to support
rebel groups. Such political objectives were not apparent in the reports of

research participants.
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Resettlement

Resettlement was not unknown to Ethiopia before the Derg took power. A few
resettlement programs had been implemented before the Derg, including the
policy of granting land to supporters of the Imperial regime. Alula Pankhurst has

documented that,

Prior to the Revolution of 1974, resettlement was not a major
Government concern. Schemes were set up on an ad hoc basis on
the initiative of administrators. . . [In] 1968, settlement schemes
were seen as necessary to relieve population pressure in the
northern highlands, and to raise production by exploiting
underdeveloped lands in the south. . . . By the time of the
Revolution, resettlement had made little impact on the economy. . .
The results were poor and the viability of many schemes remained
open to question. . . After the Revolution, the pace of resettlement
increased dramatically (Pankhurst 1992, 14-15).

Resettlement was even suggested by international agencies, such as the
World Bank in 1973, as a strategy for mitigating the effects of overpopulation,
land shortage, and degradation of farmland in the northern highlands. Zolberg

writes:

It is important to note that the resettlement programs were not
invented by the PMAC but by a 1973 World Bank recommendation
for the relocation of peasants from Tigrai [sic] and other northern
areas suffering from population pressure, erosion, and
deforestation, to underutilized parts of the south (Zolberg 1989,
117-18).

Resettlement programs were initially undertaken by the Derg in the late
1970s as a preventative strategy to mitigate impending famine and degradation
of natural resources. Farmers from the overpopulated north were moved to more
fertile and less populated lands in the southern part of the country, mainly Bale

and Arsi. Although these projects were not reported as very successful,
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President Mengistu Haile Mariam insisted on vastly increasing the pace of
resettlement to move 1.5 million people over two years. The program was halted
at the beginning of 1987, largely because of international condemnation, after
approximately 800,000 resettlers had been moved.

Ecological Environments

The vast differences between the ecological environments of the areas of origin
of resettlers and the resettlement areas created major challenges for resettlers.
Although the highland culture of the Amhara and Tigray ethnicities is most often
presented as the national culture of Ethiopia, half of the land in Ethiopia is mid- to
lowland — below 1,500 m above sea level. This land falls mainly in the border
regions with Sudan in the west (the location of many of the resettlement sites),
Kenya in the south, and Somalia and Djibouti in the east. In the lowlands, the
majority of people live as pastoral nomads and small numbers of shifting farmers.
In these areas, the people are more closely tied with ethnicities of the
neighboring states than with the Ethiopian highlanders.

The benevolent development intentions of the resettlement program
promoted by the Derg government envisioned the ecology of the resettiement
areas as superior to the highland ecology in terms of agricultural capacity. Thus
the program aimed to utilize the untapped and abundant natural resources of
southwestern Ethiopia for the improvement of the country as a whole. However,
the new ecological environment posed significant physical and psychological
challenges to the ecohealth of the resettlers and, at least during the initial period
of the program, the combination of these challenges were simply intolerable for
thousands of resettlers who either deserted the areas (including early returnees)
or died. The most often-cited complaints of the ecology of the resettlement areas
are outlined in the following.

The flora and fauna of the highland and lowland regions are dramatically
different. Resettlement was founded on the theory that the ecology of the

resettlement areas represented abundance and fertility for agricultural
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production, in stark comparison to the drought and land degradation of the north.
Indeed, as those resettlers who remained in resettlement and prospered in the
long run can attest to, the potential for agriculture was real. However, visions of
bountiful harvest overlooked the challenges that a new ecology, located in new
social, political, and economic environments posed for resettlers. Moreover,
planning for sustainable land use was minimal in the haste to implement the
resettlement programs. This is gleaned from anecdotes relating to the selection
methods for resettlement sites. For example, many key informants reported,
though the truth of the story is uncertain, that President Mengistu Haile Mariam
flew over vast tracts of forest in a helicopter pointing to areas that looked to be
particularly fertile from the air, which were then designated as resettlement sites
Planning was insufficiently co-ordinated with the seasons. In many instances,
resettlements were not timed to ensure that farmers could prepare a crop on time
for harvest, or even harvest the crop they had planted in the place of origin.
Resettlers were often dependent on the state for food aid for an extra year
because of such poor planning. Moreover, the physical logistics of resettlement
were forced to grind to a halt in the rainy seasons (not uniform throughout the
country) when many roads became impassabile.

The ecological environment represented enormous social change for
resettlers in a number of areas. To begin with, resettlers were terrified by the wild
animals unknown in the highlands and reputed to live in the resettlement areas
— deadly snakes and insects, lions, and crocodiles. Certainly, these animals
accustomed to a tropical environment do live in many of the resettlement areas
and did pose a significant threat to the health of resettlers. However, rumours
and fear of such wild animals, even if they were never actually encountered,
caused tremendous stress for resettlers over safety of themselves and family and
neighbours. Casual conversation with research participants revealed cultural
fears of highland wild animals. Stories were recounted about hyenas reputed to
eat children. The unfamiliarity of animals in the resettlement intensified this fear.

Household H reported:
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There were parasites that went in through your feet; you would
worry that they would enter you at any moment. There was so
much wildlife that could attack you so you were always saying, “Oh!
I'll be eaten by a wild animal! Or I'll get one of these sicknesses!”
You were always worried.

Not only were there new unfamiliar animals, but familiar animals,
especially cattle, could not survive in many of the resettlement areas because of
a preponderance of tse tse flies that transmitted tripanosomiasis, a deadly
disease for cattle. Living without cattle created many changes for resettlers. They
could no longer use their traditional ploughing methods. These were replaced
with tractor ploughing or hoe cultivation, both of which were unpopular with
highlanders. Moreover, it meant that milk, butter, and beef were not available.
These are important foods for special occasions such as holidays, weddings, and
funerals in times when such luxuries can be afforded. Butter is also important for
head and hair care. One NGO, Irish CONCERN, attempted to stock some
resettlement areas in Wellega with cattle, but had little success. It should be
noted that some resettlement areas can support cattle and this was important to
the long-term adaptation of resettlers. In Gambella, for example, Tigrayans
resettled to that area currently own vast herds of cattle and as a result dominate
the dairy market in the region.

The different agro-ecological zones in resettlement areas were unable to
support many of the crops, especially legumes, produced and preferred by
highlanders. Moreover, the co-operative farms encouraged mono-crop cultivation
so that in many areas only maize and sorghum were produced. Resettlers had
small household plots where they tried to grow the vegetables, cereals and
pulses they were accustomed to, with little success. Returnees complained about

the food in resettlement:

Household R: We had food problems. Even the food that we got, it
was not comfortable, it gave us a stomachache. There were too
many problems. There was no shiro [staple stew made from ground
chickpeas], there were no lentils, there was no berebere [staple
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spice made from hot peppers]. We were using maize to make a
shiro.

Household S: We ate rice, sorghum, maize. Here [in Wello] we
used to eat beans and peas, sorghum, maize, everything.

Household C: We only got teff [staple grain], maize, and sorghum
there. We couldn’t grow what we were used to, like horse beans,
there. The food didn't sit well with us. . . The resettlement area is
better in terms of food availability, food is abundant. Nevertheless,
the food here [in Kutaber] is nourishing. Whatever we grow here is
nourishing. There is abundance in resettlement but it is not
nourishing.

Resettlers learned to cultivate the new crops, although they missed the highland
crops they were unable to grow, especially specific foods required for traditional
rituals and holidays. Many of such foods, such as barley porridge typically served
to pregnant women, were not available in the resettlement areas. Using new
crops had many social as well as agricultural and nutritional implications. Women
had to learn to grow and prepare nutritious foods for their families using new
ingredients, especially maize and sorghum.

There were two main types of resettlement areas: conventional and
integrated sites. The main difference was that conventional sites were set in a
bush area, far from any existing settlements, while integrated areas were close to
existing towns and markets. The majority of the research participants were
resettled in conventional sites as is apparent from their descriptions of the
resettlement areas. Resettlers in conventional sites were especially overwhelmed

by the vast uncultivated forests in resettlement.

Household G: It was a bush. When we arrived there was nothing
that was prepared. For miles it was a bush. We cleared it and built
cottages and then slowly day after day it turned into a livable place.
... They took people to a desolate place where there are no
houses, and put them into an overcrowded shelter where disease
spread easily. Following that situation, the ones that died and the
ones that were left were made to move again. They herded people
together and we had to clear a bush and build our places. It was
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very swampy; there was no purified water; the water was murky;
perhaps many lives were lost from drinking that water.

Several returnees described the resettlement as thickly forested,
emphasizing that it was a wild, uncultivated place. Returnees felt that they were
banished by the government to forgotten hinterlands and they resented that they

were expected to tame the wild and unfamiliar land.

Health and Disease

The prevalence of diseases and dangers unknown in the highlands severely
threatened the health of resettlers. The perception of poor health conditions was
a leading factor in the decision of almost all returnees to leave the resettlement
areas.

Fear of lowland diseases, which pre-dated resettlement, inhibited easy
adaptation for highlanders in the lowlands. Kloos and Zein describe the ecology

of health and disease in Ethiopia:

The lowlands are endemic for malaria, trypanosomiasis, yellow
fever, onchocerciasis, schistosomiasis, visceral leishmaniasis and a
number of other vector-borne diseases absent from the highlands
above 2,000 m, an important factor in the concentration of the
population and environmental deterioration at higher elevations. A
recent study of 27,850 children reported higher mortality rates in
the lowlands. Thus altitude is probably the most important single
factor in the distribution of many diseases in Ethiopia (Kloos and
Zein 1993, 30).

Research in the resettlement sites has documented, and research
participants confirmed, that unfamiliar diseases, especially malaria, threatened
and took the lives of thousands of resettlers. The psychological effect of
observing prevalent disease was also damaging to the coping ability of resettlers
who perceived the resettlement areas as dangerous and unhealthy. Research
participants described the air, water, and even solil in the resettlement areas as

unhealthy and sometimes fearsome in comparison with their memory of healthy
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air and surroundings in Kutaber. Whether or not they ever contracted diseases,
they were in constant fear that their health, or the health of their families would
deteriorate. Many believe that they continue to carry disease and weak health as
a result of their resettlement experience, even though they have returned home.

The following comments illustrate these points:

Household C: Many people died of sickness. The number that died
is greater than the number that survived. The number that died?
Who knows, we didn’t count.

Household G: Diarrhea was very prevalent. It's very toxic.
People’s bodies get very weak once they have diarrhea. When
cared for, some people would recover and some never would. I'd
say the majority would die. It's very dangerous.

Household Q: We were infested by diseases. Many people died
because of the malaria in lowland areas, and at least six people
were buried in one grave. Malaria really finished many of our
people. My husband died at that time, nine months after we left. He
died because of malaria. Even myself | was sick and in bed
because of malaria but | survived because of God. Even our
daughter survived because of God’s mercy. | was in bed for three
months and | was praying that | should be home and breathe my
air, the air in Wello. We were really praying to go, that one day we
should breathe our own fresh air in Wello. That's why we came
back to our home, in order to get our own air and to live in our own
place.

Household R: People were dying, so how could we feel better
there? Look at her [indicates his sick wife] now even; she brought
this disease from there. She was “eaten” by the evil eye.

The socialist ideology of the Derg called for rural health care. Accordingly,
health clinics were eventually located in virtually all the resettlement areas, and
subsequent research has noted that resettlers were privileged to have better
access to professional health care than most Ethiopians. All research participants
agreed that health care was eventually provided, and they reported that they

visited the clinic; however, they used these clinics less when user fees were
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charged for service as the co-operative system was liberalized near the end of

the Derg regime in 1989:

Household E: There was a government clinic there and they
provided medicine. It was free; you didn't pay, so whoever is sick
you take to the clinic. It's in the village. If you complained of
headaches and stomachaches you would be given pills. That is
until 1982. After 1982 they reduced their services. There wasn't as
much government hand anymore.

A very small number of resettlers benefited from training and employment in

professional health care, as one male research participant reported:

Household U: | was a health assistant. During the daytime |
worked in a health centre because | worked there, | received more
rations, about 11 quintals [1 quintal = 100kg] in a year. Sometimes |
receive 6 quintals. . . . | was also a birth attendant in the clinic. |
was also trained in the farmers training association. [A famous
general] gave me the certificate when | graduated. The General
was also the minister of health. | used to serve about 500 people . .
. it wasn't common for people to work like me in the health centre
and farm as well but sometimes even if the farmers were farming,
some families would engage in food for work and receive some
assistance.

However, although he was privileged in resettlement to receive this training and
employment, in return there are no opportunities for him to be employed in a
health clinic. Therefore the training has done little to improve the current position
of this research participant and it cannot be considered a major benefit of
resettlement.

Childbirth is often cited as a major challenge to women'’s health in
Ethiopia. Professional maternal health care was reported by women returnees
who gave birth in resettlement to be very good, probably much better than what

was available to most Ethiopian women:
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Household D: There was excellent health care during childbirth
provided by the government. For babies there was fa fa formula
and boiled milk. There was a lot of care.

Research participants did not report specifically about the gender relations of
non-maternal health care. However, because of the gender division of labour, the
environmental health of men and women was different in resettlement.
Particularly in the earlier resettlement programs, men were sent first to clean the
land and prepare it for farming. Their wives and children were sent one to three
years later. Men were thus more exposed to disease vectors, especially malaria-
carrying mosquitoes, to snake bites and animal attacks, and to the physical
stress of hard labour. Women experimented with cultivating and collecting new
foods that exposed them to the same disease vectors that men faced in the
forest, and perhaps put women in greater danger of consuming unfamiliar toxic
plants.

Despite the relatively high accessibility to professional health care in
resettlement areas, some research participants were not satisfied by the mere

availability of professional health care:

Household R: There were doctors but they can't treat us very well.
They couldn’t even cure the diseases.

Household V: We faced health problems like asthma and typhoid .
. . there was a clinic but it couldn’t cure the disease called asthma.

Some research participants reported that over time, they were able to re-
establish the traditional health care practices they had employed at home. We
observed that practices such as “duah,” where men and women gather together
to pray for health in sessions that can last several hours, are currently widely
practised in Kutaber. In resettlement, such practices depended on the presence
of healers and medicines, as well as on the vigilance of the authorities that were
in some areas strongly opposed to traditional and religious activities for

ideological reasons:
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Household E: We were able to take whatever traditional healing
practices that we had here because the medicine people from here
were among us there. We found the appropriate medicinal plants
there so we were able to carry out “duah” and “megat.”

Household F: For health we do things like “duah” so we thought
about doing these there [in resettlement] but there were restrictions
from the government so we didn’t quite practice it, we just had it in
mind. The guidelines came from the Derg and were carried out by
Kebele [PA] people.

Research participants feel that the best way to prevent disease and to
preserve health is to be attentive to hygiene, and to eat properly. Thus, health in
resettlement was very closely linked to adaptation. Being aware of disease
vectors, of the best sources of nutritious food, clean water, and other basic
facilities for primary health care require familiarity with an environment.
Resettlers needed to re-learn the practices they had known in their home
environments. In many hastily selected resettlement sites, no attempt was made
by authorities to equip resettlers with knowledge about their environment.
Physical separations and language and cultural boundaries between resettlers
and local people prevented the easy exchange of such information.

Over time, the challenges of protecting health diminished:

Household W: We didn’t face many significant health problems in
lllubabor. We had health problems for the first few years after we
arrived but then we became resistant to the diseases.

Among returnees, poor health was an often-cited reason for return:

Household K: We received a permit to return because my
husband was sick. Because of his illness we were able to receive
permission to come back. . . . Had my husband not been sick we
would have stayed. . . . Also, it's not good to be away from home in
your old age, as you get weaker and your strength fades.
Especially if you're not healthy it's not good to be in someone else’s
country. It's best to be at home. When you’re sick, it's best to be
among relatives.
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Household F: First and foremost we returned because when we

were taken from here it was against our will. Secondly, there were

health problems there. As you know, my father died there of

malaria. Thirdly, we didn’t like the weather. We couldn’t get used to

it.

The lowland climate of most resettlement areas are much hotter than the
temperate highlands. Kloos and Zein report that the mean average temperature
of the highlands (above 2,400 m above sea level) is between 10 and 16 degrees
Celsius. The midlands (1,500-2,400 masl) have an average mean temperature
of 16 to 29 degrees. The mean average temperature of lowland climate (below
1,500 m) is 23 to 33 degrees Celsius; but during the dry season the temperature
can exceed 50 degrees Celsius in some areas. Many resettlers complained
bitterly about the heat, which made work difficult, and was perceived as a threat
to health.

The Social Environment and Adaptation

The physical separation from homeland and relatives was extremely painful for
resettlers. Adaptation was generally easier for those who moved with close family
members, although there were cases observed by researchers of people
escaping abusive family or marriage relationships at home. For those who were
resettled in the earlier program, married men were resettled one to three years
earlier than their wives and children. Emotionally, it was difficult for families to be
separated during this time. Moreover, each partner missed the labour provided
by their spouse in the household. Women left behind were dependent on the PA
to plough their land and assist with other farming activities. Men had to depend
on food provided in the form of aid. Even when whole households moved
together, they invariably had to leave close neighbours and relatives behind. It
was a difficult decision for many young married women who had to choose
between living with their husbands or close to their parents when one and not the
other decided to go to resettlement (A. Pankhurst 1992). Communication was

limited to letter writing, although some resettlers were even prevented by
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resettlement authorities from sending letters home. Many resettlers were allowed
to go back to visit their relatives at home, and they were sometimes able to
receive visitors. However, movement was severely regulated by the local
authorities and resettlers were forbidden to leave the resettlement area without
written permission from the state. Moreover, travel was costly, although many
resettlers could afford occasional trips when they began to produce a surplus
after a few years. Letters and visits allowed for information to be passed between
the resettlement areas and areas of origin, and decisions to return were often
based on news such as the harvest conditions at home.

Return from resettlement meant breaking new household and community
ties formed in resettlement. Some members of households, for example,
children, who were in school in resettlement, sometimes remained when others
from their household returned. Marriages were very common in resettlement,
especially between resettlers from different parts of the highlands. Couples then
had to decide whether to return to the husband’s or wife’s homeland. Decisions
were linked to local politics and gendered policies of access to land. This will be
discussed further in Chapter 3.

Interaction between resettlers and local people varied a great deal in
different resettlement areas depending on the ethnicities of resettlers and local
people, their physical proximity to each other, the resource and land use of
resettlers and local people, market interactions, and politics at the village level. In
integrated resettlement sites close to existing towns, resettlers had closer
relationships with local people than in isolated conventional sites. However,
cases were reported where resettlers in identically planned resettlement villages
in close proximity to each other had very different relationships with local people.
Resettlers in integrated sites may have adapted more quickly because there
were other facilities like roads and markets. Other authors on resettlement
schemes (Hansen 1993, Malkki 1995) also theorize that it is psychologically
easier for people to adapt to life in existing settlement rather than in isolated

encampments.
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Local people’s reactions to resettlers and to resettlers’ use of resources in
the area were neglected in resettlement planning. In many cases, there was
deep resentment of the resettlers by local people who saw them as privileged by
the government (marginalized local people benefited slightly from the
government services and provisions for resettlers, as well as from markets
created by resettlers). Moreover, resettlers were criticized for severe
deforestation and unsustainable agricultural practices. Resentment turned to

violence in many resettlement areas when the Derg government fell.

The Political and Economic Environments and Agricultural Production

State co-operative farming was the central economic activity in the resettlement
sites. The production system was designed according to a socialist
modernization ideology that envisioned a communal farming environment
idealizing peasant life but infusing modern technology such as tractors for

economic development in the form of increased production:

All land in [one resettlement area in Wellegga] was communally
owned and cultivated until the partial dissolution of the producers
co-operatives in 1990. The Mechanisation Department of the
Ministry of Agriculture provided free tractor services for clearing and
ploughing the land (Meheret Ayenew 1994, 231-32).

This modernization approach failed to assess the many social needs of
resettlers. In the eyes of the resettlers, there were many drawbacks to
mechanization that were not factored into the capacity of resettlers to adapt

immediately to new ways of life:

Mechanised farming could clear extensive tracts of land for
cultivation. But, it accentuated the peasants’ dependence on the
state for continued assistance and for the provision of other farm
inputs, including seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, etc. In addition,
mechanised farming in [one resettlement area in Wellegga]
concentrated on producing one or two crops, mainly sorghum and
maize. This mono-crop culture was a principal cause for settler
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discontent because the resettlers were highland farmers who used
to grow a wide variety of crops . . . before they succumbed to the
vagaries of drought and were thus forced to accept resettlement as
a way of life (Meheret Ayenew 1994, 228).

It was not only the new ecological and economic environments, but also the new
political structure and resulting system of social relations that created new
challenges for resettlers.

The resettlers invariably resented the Communal System of
farming. . . . [Flarmers viewed the point system as unfair because it
did not discriminate between active and lazy workers on the
communal farm. In addition, farmers assigned for militia and
security duty and peasant association members . . . were given
work points without having to work on the land (Meheret Ayenew
1994, 231-32).

Under the work points system, labour in the co-operative farms was
recorded and awarded with points redeemable in food and non-food rations. The
distribution of work points was not equal; rather, it depended on gender, age, and
ability. Moreover, certain non-farming service in the local administration and
military (male labour) were awarded with equal work points for work many
resettlers felt was not equal to the gruelling work in the fields.

There are two main issues relating to women’s work and work points that
highlight the gender relations of work in the socialist system. First, the system did
not value domestic work, which was women'’s work. In theory, women (assumed
to be living with their fathers or husbands designated as heads of household)
were to work in the fields half as much as men, and so received half the work
points. This was to accommodate for time women were expected to be working
at reproductive activities at home. However, women were not remunerated for
their domestic work. Second, it was presented falsely by the Derg that women
were allowed to work at men’s work in the fields for the first time under the
socialist system. It is likely that the amount and type of agricultural labour
contributed by women pre-resettlement varied depending on their place of origin,

and on their socioeconomic status. However, considering the level of woman’s
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contribution documented by more recent studies, as well as the pre-resettlement
descriptions of research participants, it is certain that women worked in the fields
pre-resettlement. The false description of pre-resettlement gender relations of
work justified the government’s decision to pay women half of their work points.

It is likely that men and women resented government policies that regulated their
labour, as Pankhurst indicates: “The experience of loss of independence and
control over production was alienating and generally resented” (Pankhurst 1999,
8). Pankhurst also observed that women “complained that they had not worked in
the fields in their homeland and men protested even more vehemently at what
was seen as an invasion of the domestic sphere” (Pankhurst 1999, 3).

The note that men protested invasion of the domestic sphere is indicative
of the gendered notions of public and private and the divisions of labour within
them. Men resented women, who belonged to the domestic sphere, invading
their agricultural work sphere. Thus, similar to experiences of socialism in other
countries (Einhorn 1993), socialist policies dictated an egalitarian work
environment in the resettlement areas that brought women into work in the public
“productive” sphere. However, such policies did not penetrate the household
where the women continued to bear the burden of private “reproductive” labour,
which Derg policies did not see as work deserving remuneration. Moreover, the
work points policy was based on an incorrect assumption among Derg policy-
makers (who were almost exclusively male) that women’s normal contribution to
farm labour was half of men’s. Such an assumption was based on the
observation, for example, that ploughing, a highly visible and labour-intensive
male activity, was the only farm labour activity.

It is only in the past decade that women’s work has been documented in
rural Ethiopian settings (H. Pankhurst 1992). Previously, there was little
published evidence of women’s actual contribution to agricultural production.
Academic and government attention to women’s work has increased with the
development of institutions such as the Centre for Education, Research and
Training on Women In Development (CERTWID) at Addis Ababa University, and
the Women'’s Affairs Committee in the Prime Minister’s Office of the Ethiopian
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government. however, women’s contribution to crop cultivation in “normal” (i.e.,
not centrally planned) circumstances is nearly equal to men’s, while women’s
labour contribution to livestock is greater than men’s.

Alula Pankhurst has observed in one resettlement area:

Single, divorced or deserted women were in some instances able to
retain a household plot and gain a degree of independence, leading
to complaints from young men that women were privileged. Single
women, as household heads, could also earn full work points,
though they had to work long hours like the men (Pankhurst 1999,
4).

In another resettlement area, Wolde-Selassie Abbute observed:

In the new context, women are the main partners of daily/wage
labour which they rarely practice in the origins. Moreover, on the
basis of prior entitlement to land, women are officially recognized
as heads of households by the village administration while they are
having husbands married after the land entitlement (Wolde-
Selassie Abbute 1997, 171).

Thus, there was some attempt in policy to account for situations outside of
accepted “normal” situations of male-headed households. Certainly, there were
many households in the pre-resettlement situation that included no adult male as
“head of household,” and at least one of our research participants, the head of
Household S, was among them. Even if such households could have been
considered anomalies, whatever had been “normal” household composition pre-
resettlement was drastically changed by the resettlement experiences. Many
households were separated, leaving some members at home or along the way.
Deaths (many directly as a result of resettlement experience), births, marriages,
and divorces (also heavily influenced by new social interactions in resettlement)
continued to change the household composition in resettlement. Gendered Derg
political policies, such as those regarding access to land and work points, were

weighed in decisions on marriage and divorce depending on the access to
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resources and labour that might be gained by the presence of a man or woman
in the household (Pankhurst 1999).

Under the work points system, those unable to work in the fields, such as
the elderly and the disabled, were also afforded partial rations to subsist on, and
assistance with cultivation of their personal plots. This practice is modelled on co-
operative practices inherent in rural social interactions. The effect, however, was
somewhat unnatural. First, many farmers were uncomfortable having their private

social interactions publicized and politicized by government policy:

The removal of party and government control from the shoulders of
the peasants seems to have helped resuscitate voluntary models of
peasant cooperation. As one peasant farmer put it, “We hated the
communal system of farming but we cherish our tradition of
cooperation and mutual support practices (Meheret Ayenew 1994,
244.))

Second, the practice was awkward because the pre-resettiement
(primarily kinship) ties underlying informal assistance transfers were disrupted.
The resettlement communities were composed of people from disparate
locations throughout the northern highlands and often had differences of
ethnicity, language, religion, and culture among them. Thus, neighbours were
strangers and felt uncomfortable and suspicious of each other. Initially, all
resettlers were dealing with the challenges of the new environment and they
were not always willing to assist others with their burdens. Government
enforcement of co-operation was insincere and burdensome for farmers. It took
several years before informal assistance practices were re-established (Wolde-
Selassie Abbute 1997).

The co-operative farms were communally run so that the proceeds of the
production were to feed the farmers and the surplus was to be sold for foreign
exchange for the development of the people. Centralized control was not always
administered in the best interests of the farmers. Sometimes the system became
severely restraining, especially if the local officials controlling food did not

distribute it effectively.
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Government Obijectives in Resettlement

Some returnees perceived that the government intended the resettlement areas

to be a sustainable alternative to the changes they faced in their place of origin:

Household D: The government’s intention was very good. He
intended to improve our lives. He thought he would give us a place
where we could farm enough. While we were trying to become self-
sufficient he was careful to supply us with everything we needed.

Household E: The plan was preventative. The government was
thinking of future hardship. In 1977 there weren’t any major
problems. They were anticipating the problems that residents would
face if nature were not co-operative. | believe in their objective, it
makes sense to me. Right now we are facing drought, aren’t we?
So the idea was a good one. It's better to be spread out than be
killed when nature fails us.

Officially, the government’s motivation for the resettlement program were
to prevent overpopulation and land degradation in the north and to develop the
economic potential of natural resources in the south for the overall benefit of the
entire country. Planning documents from the former Relief and Rehabilitation
Commission (RRC), now the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission
(DPPC), are telling of the political and economic objectives of the government in
the earlier resettlement programs. The cover of a plan of the “Large-Scale
Rainfed Settlement Project” in Lower Didessa, Wellega (RRC 1980) depicts, in a
sketch drawing, rows of tidy houses along a straight road, fields filled with crops,
men ploughing with oxen and tractors, men sowing seeds, women gathering
crops and carrying firewood, and smiling children playing. The plan states the
project objectives as: agricultural development; improvement of income
distribution; minimization of rural poverty, unemployment, and underemployment;
earning of foreign exchange; rehabilitation of drought-prone areas; and “to
establish a self-sustaining agricultural settlement model for replication in other

areas by settling farm-families who are unable to meet their subsistence

Ecohealth and Displacement 45



FES Outstanding Graduate Student Paper Series

requirements due to natural calamities coupled with very low land : man ratio”
(RRC 1980).

The conception of the northern highlands as heavily degraded and
overpopulated and susceptible to drought and famine, while the south and west
were underdeveloped fertile regions, was a key factor in the state plan for
resettlement. As previously mentioned, during the reign of Emperor Haile
Selassie, there was a prevalent national image of the highlands as the
breadbasket of the country and the heartland of national culture. This image was
shattered by a combination of Western media attention to “hidden” famine and
Derg propoganda that associated the famine with a feudal production system. In

reference to the later resettlement programs, Alula Pankhurst writes:

From a national viewpoint resettlement was justified in terms of the
need to find lasting solutions to food security crises, and the settlers
were referred to as “environmental refugees.” However, the basic
motivation had more to do with the politics of famine. The spectre of
famine, symbolically linked to the overthrow of the imperial regime,
was back to haunt the Derg just as it was seeking to celebrate its
tenth anniversary. . . . The regime was anxious to be seen doing
something positive and opted for a “quick fix” (Pankhurst 1997,
541-42).

The government objectives perceived by most research participants were quite
vague and indicative of a general sentiment that the resettlement program was

simply a whim of the government that they were powerless to oppose:

Household B: In 1971 there was no drought. They didn’t give us a
reason for going, “just go” they said. There was no drought that we
were aware of.

Household I: They didn't give us any reason. They just took us [in
1977]

Household L: It was a difficult time and everyone was taken
together because of the drought. . . . We were told that this is a
drought area and we were going to be taken somewhere more
fertile.
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Household O: | don't know what the reason was for my family
being taken to resettlement because | was not here, | was in Addis
Ababa.

Household R: There was a problem here and they said that “You
should be resettled” and that was the reason.

The first phase of the resettlement programs were touted as extremely
successful by the government. The example was used as propaganda to

encourage recruitment for the second phase resettlement:

Household U: There was some misconception in the news. They
showed that we were producing a lot and that we were fine and
doing very well and this was transmitted to the people of Ethiopia
including the government and the president, but it did not show the
real picture and the real situation that we were in. We were
suffering there but in the TV and in the news it was transmitted that
we were doing fine. . . . The idea was first to resettle those who do
not have anything, any land and those who are really very poor, but
some officials misused this opportunity. | don’t want to blame
Mengistu Haile Mariam, the previous president. It was only some
corrupted officials who did bad to us.

According to the official publications of the government, the settlers were
taken from “drought-affected areas.” The “economic position of the settlers” is
described as “well-below poverty line, frequently toward death line and largely
living on relief aid provided by the RRC” (RRC 1980, v). This description conflicts
with the reports of the participants in our research project, many of whom were

well-off and living comfortably in Wello at the time that they were resettled:

Household C: I'll tell you how resettlement is most harmful. Derg was
separating people by wealth saying people who have one cow, one oxen
were not supposed to go to resettlement in the stated objectives.
However, “he” [the government] took me, who had two oxen at that time.
That was a mistake. | had so much | wasn’t dependent on anything.

The second phase of resettlement was both greater in scale and much
more controversial than the first. Unlike the late 1970s, by the mid-1980s the
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eyes of the world were focused on Ethiopia because of international media
attention to famine and because of intense Cold War politics that placed Ethiopia

in opposition to the West:

The dubious results of experiments with [first phase] resettlement in
Arsi and Bale during the early years after the revolution could have
served as a warning against the massive movements of people
[President] Mengistu decreed during the famine in 1984-85. The
lessons were ignored . . . Mengistu’s first priority in the operations .
. . was to undermine the rebellion in the north. While the Soviets
initially applauded these operations and provided transport, they
gave no other help. Mengistu hoped to entice Western
governments and international organizations into providing
development assistance that would make the new settlements
viable. Condemning the brutal methods employed to round up and
transport “settlers,” most foreign donors refused all but emergency
food and medical help. Italy and, to a lesser extent, Canada were
exceptions...Far from making a contribution to national food stocks,
the resettlement sites as a whole constituted a serious drain on the
country’s food resources, including donor-supplied relief (Kloos and
Zein 1993, 22-23).

In the 1980s, highly publicized relief efforts especially from the West
meant that donors felt justified in demanding accountable action by the Ethiopian
government, including an end to the reportedly brutal implementation of
resettlement. By the late 1980s, external and internal factors forced many
changes in Derg policies. The impact of these changes on resettlement areas,

and in particular on returnees is discussed in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 3: Return

This chapter describes the context in which returnees returned to Kutaber both
before the end of the Derg and after, up to the present. The challenges described
in Chapter 2 were simply too overwhelming for thousands of resettlers. Unable or
unwilling to adapt to the changes in environment, returnees were forced to
escape from the resettlement areas during Derg time, or leave after the change
of government, and to return to Kutaber. Many died of illness and a lack of basic
necessities before they had an opportunity to leave, or during the journey.

The largest flows of exodus from the resettlement areas resulted in two main
flows of return within the historical time period of return, spanning the Derg and
post-Derg. The first flow occurred during the era of Derg resettlement, 1977 to

1990. The second flow occurred post-Derg, after 1991.

Escape: 1977 to 1990

Those who returned during the first flow (1977 to 1990) did so because they
found the hardships of resettlement intolerable. The number of returnees during
the first flow was limited by the fact that return was prohibited by the Derg except
in special circumstances, such as sickness. Many (there are no official records)
opted to escape from the resettlement areas without official permission. Though
it was dangerous, escape was the only viable alternative for many resettlers. In
the following discussion, | present and analyze a case study of Household H’s
experiences of resettlement (during the second phase of resettlement in 1984)
and return in 1988, during the first flow when escape was the only option. This
case study highlights a number of issues about the conditions of pre-
resettlement, resettlement, and return that are common to the experiences of

many returnees:
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Case Study: Escape from Resettlement

The year 1983 was good; in 1984 nature did change [there was drought] and
people were in trouble, but personally | wasn't in trouble at all because | had
wealth and | had no problems at all. The government just forced me to go to
resettlement. They said “Pick up your kids, your family, and you're going off to
resettlement” . . . so | had to sell all the cattle | had, | had quite a bit. | had two
oxen, some cows and some goats and sheep and my land had some crops to
be harvested on it that | tried to sell before we left. . . . We were told that this
was going to be a protected area, that they were going to plant some trees
and we had to move. . . . They didn’'t come to our door as such, vehicles were
provided in the town of Kutaber. From the countryside, we were escorted to
these centres in Kutaber by soldiers and by force we were loaded into the car
and as we were being loaded we were literally crying on each others’
shoulders and being separated by soldiers in order to be taken to
resettlement. There were so many tears as we were taken away. All of us in
my family were taken together. My kids were very little . . . | don’t comprehend
the government’s intention. In my experience, the people that died from iliness
and harshness of the environment in resettlement were more than the people
who died from drought here, especially those like me who had the assets and
the wealth to survive the drought in 1984. We just died from the illnesses in
resettlement in droves. We wouldn’t have died here [in Kutaber], we would
have managed. Since | didn't go to resettlement in search of a better place or
a better life, | made the decision that it was better to return back to my own
country where the difficulties were not as huge and | knew how to manage and
| was familiar. Of course those that remained there until now are very likely to
have a good life but | can’t speak for them. . .. There were those like me that
escaped like me. Some just ran into the bush, some went away to where they
came from and some who went to find the indigenous Oromos because they
just wanted to mix with them and live among them. People said “If it's going to
be death, we might as well die among people.” They just tried to find life
among people who were living there already. . . . The combination of forest
and hot weather killed off a lot of people. | thank God | made it home. . .. The
government was providing wheat and maize and then we were expected to
start our own production so they gave us some time for that but beyond that
time they stopped providing more maize and we were just expected to be
productive. . . . For the time that | was there | was digging, really, that’s the
only means of ploughing that we had. | got sick, | wasn't able to dig or manage
the land | couldn’t handle the lowland temperature so | just came back. . . .
Even when other people were receiving blankets and things there, we weren’t
because | had sold my oxen in Wello and people said, “He’s got money, he
brought some with him, so he doesn’t need as much assistance” so we didn't
even have very much. . . . That's the money that | saved and eventually spent
to get back here. . . . Everyone was getting sick all of the time . . . my kids
were losing their hair and | was really worried, | wasn’t well myself so | said “I
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don’t want to die and leave my kids, they are young and they need me” so |
said, “I need to do something.” Just as | was recovering from what | was sick
with, my kids really started losing their hair. At first | worried that | wouldn’t
survive to see them grow, but later | began to worry that they were going to
die. | decided it was better to take them home, even if they were skeletons
when they made it home and they would be able to be buried at home. . . . |
had a lowland sickness. | don’t know the name. The symptom is swelling in the
legs. There was also malaria. There were clinics and health care workers who
provided people with medicines but the medicines were just to make you feel
better, not cure what you were sick from. A lot of people never felt better and
never made it. We lost a lot of people to lowland sickness. So many, so many
died. . . . There were parasites that went in through your feet, you would worry
that they would enter you at any moment. There was so much wildlife that
could attack you so you were always saying, “Oh! I'll be eaten by a wild
animal! Or I'll get one of these sicknesses!” You were always worried. . . . Of
course, there were food shortages at resettlement! How could you eat
sorghum? It was hard to eat it even with salt. . . . We had no access to a car or
even a mule. We felt stuck. Even if you wanted to escape or go somewhere
we couldn’t. We felt trapped in this place where we were forced to live with
wild animals. . . . Despite threats that | would be arrested and punished, |
escaped. In fact, | was arrested once. | tried to escape once and | was
arrested. That time | was arrested for a month and ten days. | was caught in
Dembidollo awaraja of Wellega. Then | was released and | was certain that |
would die if | didn’t go back home so | decided to continue to try to escape and
| succeeded. | did take my kids home. My kids are well now, thank God, and |
attribute all that to them making it back to their country.

[His wife speaks.] We paid 100 birr each [currently $12 USD], two days of
walking in the bush and on the third day we got a car. | was carrying one baby
on my back, one on my front. Only two [of their three children] were walking at
the time. There were so many border controls we passed at different places
and they were specifically looking for resettlers who were escaping back to
their homeland. They would have been very dangerous if they had caught us,
but thank God we weren't caught by them or anything else. There were so
many escapees who were caught by controls between provinces. So many
were caught and beaten and returned back to the resettlement areas. Some
died in prisons. | thought | would rather drink the pure water of my homeland
and die than remain in that situation, so | came. . . .

[Her husband continues.] Without a permit | escaped. | escaped and
crossed deserts with my children without any permit from anyone and made it
back here. On the way we were confronted with buffalo all the time. | didn’t
fear that though | just escaped with my kids. We passed through forests. Once
we got here, they weren't very receptive and | felt so much resistance from
people who kept saying, “Why did you come back?” and administration that
kept saying, “Why did you come back?” | always had (local government)
guards on me. They made it impossible for me to stay at the place where |
lived [in the countryside] so | just got up and moved to the town of Kutaber . . .
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[His wife continues.] At the time when we arrived we were much stronger.
| could work carrying things for people and for farmers when the harvests were
ready and my husband would work in town and somehow we managed to
provide for our kids and pass those days. After the government changed [in
1991] they started looking at the special case of returnees and as a result of
that