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Abstract 
Villagisation and large-scale agricultural investments in Gambella region has been a major 

concern of human right groups. The Ethiopian government argues that Villagisation program 

is voluntary and part of Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP) which attempts to bring 

development to indigenous communities and nothing to do with large-scale agricultural 

investment. On the contrary, human right groups and local civil society organizations claim 

that the Ethiopian government is forcefully relocating indigenous people from their ancestral 

land under the disguise of development while the true motive of the government is to expand 

agricultural investment in the region at the expense of the livelihood of the local 

communities. 

 

This research is an attempt to investigate the controversial Villagisation and large-scale 

agricultural investment in Gambella regional state by looking into the link between large-

scale agricultural investment and Villagisation. The main focus of the research is to examine 

the impacts of agricultural investment and Villagisation in Gambella region the light of the 

Ethiopian government policy in the region and the alleged development induced human right 

violations.  

 

The research is based on a qualitative method to capture data from 32 Villagisation sites 

using in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and field observations. For the purpose of 

this study, 241 participants were selected from the study sites to participate in the research. 

Out of the 241 participants 75 of them were participated in in-depth interviews and the rest 

were included in focus group discussions and informal discussions based on the 

participants’ knowledge, views, experience and feelings associated with Villagisation and 

large-scale agricultural investment in the region. 

 

The findings of this study show no indication of involuntary Villagisation, no significant 

relationship between Villagisation and investment, or no evidence of previously occupied 

land being leased to investors. However, the study reveals that there has been serious lack 

of communication and misinformation from the government side in the process of planning 

and implementing the Villagisation program. Owing to this, suspicion and lack of trust 

between government officials and the local communities characterized implementation of the 

Villagisation project. 
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CHAPTER 1 
1.1 INTRODUCTION  
In 2010, the Ethiopian government announced its Growth and Transformation Plan 

(GTP), which is supposed to direct the development of the country for the next five 

years (2010-2015). According to the document, the main centre of the plan is to 

“build strong economy with productive and sustainable agricultural sector. It aimed to 

see an enhanced technology and an industrial sector that plays a leading role in the 

economy; to sustain economic development and ensure social justice; and, increase 

per capita income of citizens. This leads Ethiopia to reaches at the level of those in 

middle-income countries” (MoFED 2010).  

 

The first GTP builds on the lessons and experiences of the Plan for Accelerated and 

Sustainable Development to End Poverty (PASDEP), and the higher growth 

trajectory achieved in the economy. The GTP sets out a comprehensive plan for five-

year period (2010/11-2014/15), based on improved resource mobilisation, public and 

private sector investment, and productivity increases in the agriculture and industry 

sectors in particular. The Plan retains a sectorial approach and aims to achieve an 

average real GDP growth rate of at least 11% over the Plan period, and to achieve 

all the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the end of the Plan period 

(MoFED 2008). 

 

The Accelerated Development strategy in Ethiopia shares some key characteristics 

of regional development strategies worldwide:  namely the spatial or territorial nature 

of implementation actions, and the use of regionally differentiated policies. 

Rationales for regional development program fall into two broad categories (MoFED, 

2008) 

 

1. To promote economic convergence, such that the levels of income, wealth, 

employment and well being of individuals within “lagging” regions, can 

become closer to those of “leading” regions. Often this includes substantial 

emphasis on improving the competitiveness of enterprises within the region 

and to encourage a shift from reliance on natural capital and primary 
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industries towards human capital, greater value, and secondary and tertiary 

industries. 

2. To promote social and political cohesion. Even where economic convergence 

is the primary goal, regional development strategies usually incorporate social 

and political goals. These can include aspects such as universal provision of 

welfare and social protection, as well as efforts to reduce conflict and 

perceived inequalities, and to foster nation building.   

 

As noted above, the GTP includes these dimensions, as well as administrative 

capacity building to guide equitable economic growth within the regions and to 

provide the institutional and political bond between regions within the context of 

ethnic federalism. 

 

Ethiopia has proven itself committed to poverty reduction. Substantial progress 

towards the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) targets has been made, and 

Ethiopia is considered on track to achieve Goal 1 (Eradicate Extreme Hunger and 

Poverty). The new GTP set out measures to achieve all the MDGs by 2015, as a well 

as working towards achieving the vision of Ethiopia “extricating itself from poverty 

and becoming a middle income country. Delivery of all the MDGs requires strong 

levels of service provision in many sectors, not least health and education, and in all 

states” (MoFED 2006)   

 

In the last decades for example, “the economy of the country has shown significant 

growth and made Ethiopia one of the fastest growing Sub-Saharan African nations” 

(MoFED 2012). Infrastructure development and social services has expanded. 

Involvement of private investors and the community in general has reached its 

encouraging level. “Domestic resource mobilisation effort has increased the capacity 

of the country to finance development projects. Furthermore, the process of laying-

out foundation for democracy and good governance has been given emphasis 

through several reform programs” (MoFED 2012).  
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Despite these remarkable achievements, the country has been on spotlight on 

allegation of environmental and human right abuse, high incidence of development-

induced displacement, livelihood destruction of its indigenous population etc., (see, 

Amnesty International (AI), 2012, Human Right Watch (HRW), 2011, German 

Federal Parliament, (2011). These allegations and criticism are compelling in the 

area of Villagisation and large-scale agricultural investment projects in the country in 

general and in Gambella region in particular.  

 

Both projects are highly criticised on the ground of violation of human right, livelihood 

breakdown, social marginalisation and lack of environmental sustainability. Thus 

Gambella region is in the global spotlight due to allegation of human right violation 

and livelihood breakdown, caused by Villagisation and large-scale agricultural 

investment in the region. This research was conducted during a period where 

various conflicting news and information are coming from the region. Therefore the 

research intends to reveal the reality on the ground and give insight on the impacts 

of Villagisation and large-scale farming in selected Woredas of Gambella region. 

 

1.2. Research Background 
1.2.1. Land and Investment Issues in Gambella 
The Gambella Region, officially known as the Gambella People’s National regional 

State of Ethiopia, covers over 25,294 square kilometres of South-western Ethiopia. 

The region borders with the South Sudanese counties of Upper Nile and Jonglei, in 

addition to the Ethiopian regions of Oromia, Beneshangul-Gumuz, and South 

Nations Nationalities People regional State (SNNPRs).    

 

According to the PASDEP, the federal government of Ethiopia has identified 

Gambella, along with Afar, Somali, and Beneshangul-Gumuz, as ‘emerging’ region. 

The plan has a strong focus on economic growth through investment and agricultural 

development Minster of Finance and Economic Development (MoFED 2003). 

Gambella, a region that has long been marginalised from the rapid economic 

advancement of the country as a whole, is of increasing interest to national and 
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international investors. The region is rich in land and natural resources (LNR), but 

has been devastated by chronic conflict; including cross-border, inter ethnic and 

intra-ethnic conflict. Competition for LNR is a consistent feature of conflict in the 

region.   

 

Since 1991, Ethiopia adopted the development philosophy of Agricultural 

Development Led Industrialisation (ADLI). The logical argument behind ADLI 

development strategy is that since 85% of the population depends primarily on 

agriculture, development requires rapid agricultural growth (MoFED 2003). The 

assumption is that increased agricultural productivity will lead to “national food 

security and stimulate industry through forward linkages, such as the increased 

supply of wage foods and industrial inputs” (Yirgalem 2012). Hence, the government 

followed public ownership of land arguing that land privatisation would lead to 

distress sales and the displacement of the peasantry (Yirgalem 2012). According to 

the Ethiopian constitution, land is one of the principal group resources and the 

administration of land is the responsibility of ethnically delineated regions (FDRE 

1994: article 52). As envisaged under Article 40(3), (7) of the FDRE Constitution, 

ownership of land is vested in the state and the people, while ownership of building 

is given to the individual.  

 

Nevertheless, in 2009, the growing importance of agricultural investment led the 

federal government to re-centralise rural land administration by creating the 

Agricultural Investment Support Directorate (AISD) in the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Rural Development (MoARD) to allocate land to all foreign and domestic investors 

(Yirgalem 2012). The main justification of the Ethiopian government to re-centralise 

land allocation to the federal government is that land allocation for investment in 

regions such as Gambella is very inefficient and suffered from corruption.  

 
1.2.2. The Concept of Villagisation and Resettlement 
The term Villagisation is used interchangeably with resettlement; some researchers 

alternate them. Mhando (2011) for instance uses Villagisation and resettlement 
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interchangeably. In the same way, Messay & Bekure (2011) used resettlement and 

internal displacement as the same word. Although Villagisation is an aspect of 

resettlement, it involves the relocation of scattered dwellings and settling in mostly 

similar geographic and administrative units. In this regard, the capacity of re-settlers 

to readjust to their new environment is less complex than that in resettlement, 

(Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). Some authors for example (Hilhorst & Leeuwen 2000) 

use the concept of Villagisation as a distinct concept from resettlement. 

Theoretically, all forms of settlement readjustment, including Villagisation, inevitably 

involve resettlement, be it voluntarily or involuntarily, planned or spontaneous. 

 

In addition, several authors have defined resettlement in almost the same way 

across literature, among others, (Piguet and Dechassa 2004), defined resettlement 

as a planned or spontaneous redistribution of population. Many equate resettlement; 

land settlement, colonisation, or transmigration as all referring to the phenomenon of 

population redistribution, either planned or spontaneous, (Asrat 2006; Messay & 

Bekure 2011). In all cases, the voluntary movements of individuals or groups of 

people in the definitions are the principles shared by resettlement and Villagisation.  

 

Although literature on Villagisation is very scarce, the existing references define it as 

the process of gathering scattered form of settlements into a predetermined centre or 

site either voluntarily or forcibly (Sandra 1987; Mhando 2011; Messay & Bekure 

2011). This article shares this definition of Villagisation as it involves establishing 

nucleated administrative units, known as Kebeles, to deliver social economic, and 

administrative services the government inspired to implement on a voluntary basis.  

 

1.2.2.1. Why Villagisation? 
Gambella region is mainly inhabited by some of indigenous population of Ethiopia. 

Their economy is dominantly based on shifting cultivation, livestock rearing, hunting, 

and gathering. This livelihood system has been seen by the government as highly 

vulnerable to food insecurity and difficulty to provide social service like education, 

health, and agricultural extension. Thus, the federal government of Ethiopia and 
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Gambella regional state has embarked a plan of Villagisation involving the 

resettlement of 45,000 households between 2010 and 2013. To ensure this grand 

plan, the federal government allocated support to each developing regions including 

Gambella, Afar, Benishangul-Gumz from neighbouring, developed regions. The 

developed regions, Amhara, Tigray, Oromiya and SNNPR have been paired to 

adjacent developing region. For example, Amara paired with Benishangul Gumuz, 

Oromiya with Somale, and SNNPR with Gambella and Tgray region with Afar.  

 

During both visits for fieldwork, I examined the role of the different federal and 

regional actors in the implementation of the Villagisation scheme in Gambella. The 

task of bringing about equitable development to the region is not solely responsibility 

of the structure with in the regional state; there are two additional actors that are also 

part of the development scheme. These are Equitable Development Support 

Directorate (EDSD) of Ministry of Federal Affairs (MoFA) and SNNPRS. Both of 

these actors engage in developing Gambella based on the rationale of solidarity and 

bringing about equitable development. The SNNPRS is not an exception in ‘helping’ 

a neighbouring developing region.  

 

The Ethiopian Government designed this programme called EDSD to accelerate the 

development of the four Developing Regional States (Afar, Bensahngul-Gumuz, 

Gambella and Somali regions). The EDSD focuses on enhancing public service 

delivery for accelerated development outcomes in those regions. The Programme is 

designed to respond to the Government of Ethiopia’s policy to increase resilience, 

enhance public service delivery, and accelerate equitable human development in the 

most marginal parts of Ethiopia (FDRE 2010). These four regions are lagging behind 

the other regions in Ethiopia in all indicators related to human development and 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  

 

All the four developing regions have partnered with four developed region to get 

experience sharing and support in implementing various development projects 

Amhara is partnered with Benishangul-Gumuz, Tigray with Afar, Oromia with Somali 
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and SNNPRS with Gambella. In a way, this collaborating of the predominantly, 

lowland regional states whose economy is fundamentally based on transient forms of 

agriculture with the highland regions tell volumes on the changing Centre-periphery 

relations. 

 

According to the Ethiopian government, the rationale behind current Villagisation in 

Gambella is to improve the traditional settlement pattern of indigenous community in 

the region. Despite this rationale, human right and environmental groups have linked 

the Villagisation as a means to evict indigenous people from their fertile land to lease 

out for foreign investors 

 

1.3. Purpose, Aim and Objectives of the Study 
1. 3.1. Purpose 
The overall purpose of this qualitative and descriptive research was to provide an 

overview of the socio-economic impact of resettlement, Villagisation, and large-scale 

agricultural investment on the indigenous people of Gambella. It also enables to gain 

knowledge and determines the relationship between Villagisation and large-scale 

agricultural investment, whether it has been conducted based on informed consent 

of the communities subjected to relocation, whether their previous land has been 

leased to investors.  

 

This study is important for two principal reasons. First, scholarly needs to research in 

Gambella increasingly turns outwards from the much studied highland to the 

relatively neglected lowland areas, of which Gambella is a prime example, 

particularly given the increasingly-active participation of human right advocates, 

international and local advocates and some major donors in observing the situation 

in Gambella. This is exemplified by the recent Villagisation scheme and by large-

scale agricultural investment as well as the protracted resource-based ethnic 

conflicts prevailing in the region. Second, there is a growing need to look at the 

phenomenon from a neutral position. In this regard this research attempted to 
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provide useful information by investigating the phenomenon by being both an insider 

and outsider but politically neutral. 

  

From the perspective of improving the livelihood of the indigenous community of 

these groups, this study assessed and understands the impact of investment, 

Villagisation, re-settlements, and self-motivated settlers over the last three decades. 

This study also explored land resource related conflicts, factors aggravating 

economic inequality and the driving factors for any potential ethnic clashes. In order 

to measure the progress and see this purpose is achieved I set aims and objectives 

hereunder.  

 
1.3.2. Aims of the Study 
Villegisation and large-scale agricultural investment policy implementation in 

Gambella are seen as a major socio-economic and political as well as environmental 

concerns. Thus, this research aimed to analyse the on-going investment and 

Villegisation processes in the light of the intended and unintended consequences. 

The analysis was done through constructing and looking into the socioeconomic, 

political, and cultural dynamics in Gambella.  

 

Furthermore, this study was conducted when various conflicting study findings, 

news, and information were coming from the region. It also aimed to narrow research 

gaps of the current debate on Villagisation and agricultural investment reflecting on 

the challenges faced and proposing possible responses and solutions to the local 

dynamics. In particular, the study focused on various principles and guidelines to 

ensure that the present development is contextualised and to help the reader 

understand Gambella's socio-economic conditions, livelihood systems and cultural 

viewpoints, which I hope would contribute to promoting proper implementation of the 

Basic Social Services (BSS), good land governance and responsible agricultural 

investment. The results of the findings will be used to provide recommendation to 

policy makers and implementers at federal and regional government levels. 
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1.3.3. Objectives of the Study 
The aims of the study were accomplished through subjective and objective analysis 

of the following objectives: 

1. Examine if the Villagisation was done on voluntary basis. 

2. Establish evidence whether abandoned land for Villagisation has been given 

to investors after relocation.   

3. Investigate the impacts of resettlement, Villagisation, and large-scale 

agricultural investment on indigenous people of Gambella. 

4. Understand the practice of political decision making towards new 

developments such as resettlement, Villagisation, and investment  

5. Investigate factors that attributed to resources based conflicts  

 
 
1.4. Research Problems and Motivation 
1.4.1. Problem 
The Gambella regional state launched its Villagisation program in 2010 to resettle 

45,000 households. Hence, by the end of 2014 the government relocated about 

39,883 households in to 94 Kebeles in which about 15,000 are relocated in to totally 

new Villagisation sites. According to the Villagisation’s action plan of Gambella, the 

program aims at avoiding vulnerability by changing the settlements at riversides and 

through provision of access to socio-economic infrastructure including schools, 

health posts, water schemes and roads for the society. Meanwhile, the resource-rich 

Gambella region has attracted huge interest in agricultural investment from domestic 

and foreign investors. These two developments led many indigenous communities, 

local and international human right advocates drawing parallels between the two 

courses of events; government sponsored Villagisation scheme and the widespread 

large-scale agricultural investment throughout the region. 

 

In addition, previous research findings of the HRW and Oakland Institutes (OI) 

claimed the link between Villagisation scheme and the large-scale agriculture 
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investment (HRW & OI 2015). Among many, some of local advocates’, HRW’s and 

Oakland Institute’s claims are: 

1. “Forceful displacement of indigenous people off ancestral land to clear the 

ground for investors. As a result, land abandoned by the new Villagisation 

process is leased out to investors, thus destroying the farm and grazing lands 

that have sustained the indigenous people for centuries.” 

2. “Relocated people in the new Villagisation sites suffered undernourishment 

due to lack of fertile land and promised public services have not materialised. 

Consequently, many farmers are returning to their original places; some have 

found their land covered with forest, houses destroyed and livelihoods 

vanished.” 

3. “Indigenous land has been leased out in the absence of community 

consultation and environmental impact assessment. Such acquisition of land 

by foreign companies has ignited claims of a ‘land grab’ in Gambella.”  

 

The Ethiopian federal government and the Gambella regional State, however, 

categorically dismissed any link between large-scale agricultural investment and the 

Villagisation programs. The government asserted agricultural investment activities is 

under way in the region independently and claimed a huge success in its 

Villagisation program. The government also argued that the country’s agricultural 

development policy prohibits the leasing of rural farmlands which are included for 

future urbanisation, protected areas including national parks and forests, mining, 

sites for social and traditional practice.  

 

Through qualitative analysis, this study aimed to provide opportunities to understand 

the context of those two controversial development research problems, agricultural 

investment, and Villagisation scheme in Gambella. Hence, all the data collected and 

discussions undertaken with the communities are relevant for presenting the 

underlying forces with important lessons for understanding the issues associated 

with Villagisation and investment program.  
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The research methods reflected my ethical and philosophical positions. Before 

conducting this research, I carefully considered the potential implications the 

processes would have on participants (including myself being from the study area) 

and the research. The methodology combined scientific theory into regional 

experience and practice that helped this study to reflect regional perspectives 

without putting individual at risk. Before undertaking this research, I was aware of the 

clear conflict of interest between my position as a researcher and as a person grew 

up in the study area, strong connection with some of the community groups and as 

such a subject of my own study.   

 

I attempted to avoid confusion by being very clear about the purpose of the study 

upon initial contact with participants and during pre-interview discussions. I then 

endeavoured to clarify this at the beginning and end of interviews. Nevertheless, I 

was aware of a level of expectation and self-consciousness amongst some of the 

participants, which might not have been apparent had I been an impartial stranger. 

Equally, I also experienced a depth of insight that might not have been achievable 

had it not been for the prior knowledge I had of the participants and the issues they 

addressed.  

 

This study is concerned with subjective realities and interpretations. I have not 

attempted to draw a singular, conclusive picture. This is mainly because the multiple 

epistemologies are of research participants, the diversity of the issues researched 

and the political dynamics of the region. Instead, I have presented some of the 

experiences of those working within community, the government and the community 

themselves. 

 

Further, Gambella, when compared with other regions, also has a limited presence 

of international Non governmental Organisation (INGOs) and non-governmental 

service provision. If there are some NGOs, it is unlikely to have been fully engaged 

in the provision of basic services where the majority of the Kebeles are under 

Villagisation scheme. This is due to the existence of strong advocates including 
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HRW, OI, and some local elites who accused the government claiming that it is using 

Villagisation program to displace indigenous people from their ancestral land.    

 

This study looked at the on-going resource-based ethnic conflicts among the 

indigenous people and the Highlanders and the involvement of federal and regional 

government. Public opinion and experience of the intervention and its political and 

socio-economic impact on the indigenous groups in Gambella are also parts of the 

research problem this study has addressed.  

 

To understand this complex research problem, I drew on a wide range of evidence to 

develop my argument and to explore the major elements of development policies, 

the traditional practice, and customs. The evidence is supported with careful use of 

narrative account and interesting collections of reflection, the worries that the 

community and the government had about the effect of new development schemes 

versus traditional way of life style of the indigenous people in the rural Gambella.  

 

1.4.2. Motivation 
This study is concerned with subjective realities and interpretations. I have not 

attempted to draw a singular, conclusive picture. This is mainly because the multiple 

epistemologies are of research participants, the diversity of the issues researched 

and the political dynamics of the region. Instead, I have presented some of the 

experiences of those working within community, the government and the community 

themselves. 

 

I attempted to keep the balance of two major controversial issues in the region: one 

is the agricultural investment policy and implementation. The second is related to the 

Villagisation scheme, its link with investment and relocation of indigenous people. 

The participants for this sensitive study were: government’s representatives, policy 

makers including investment and Villagisation experts, host, and relocated 

communities. 
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To shed some light on these aforementioned issues, this study provided an overview 

and analysis of Villagisation and the large-scale investment; trends in land 

management, acquisitions, and tenure. This study looked at its national, regional, 

local and individual level implications. Finally, the study attempted to address the 

problems through recommendations on the regional development policies and 

traditional practices, knowledge, wisdom and the science. Particularly, the 

Villagisation scheme, investment, and practices of indigenous people in an attempt 

to cope with the situation in the new Kebeles as compared with their previous 

environment. 

 

Furthermore, this study is concerned with the socioeconomic, political, and cultural 

dynamics of the region. Therefore, I have presented some of the experiences of 

those relocated people, of how people have been affected and have been benefited 

in the end of the development. This study attempted to bridge the gap between 

experiences at the community level and the opinion of human right advocates and 

local advocates, international communities, and government by sharing these 

stories. 

 

Finally, the data for this study was obtained through in depth interview at location 

convenient to the participants. The study used validated and reliable reports, 

information, and genuine testimonies from the region that helped to assess the 

variable under investigation in finding out conflicting news, reports, opinions and 

research findings regarding Villagisation and large-scale agricultural investment.  

 

My background is from this region and my life has been impacted by the 

development policy of the current and the previous regime, particularly the 1984/5-

resettlement and Villagisation program. I have always been concerned about the 

political and socio-economic history of the Gambella regional state. I believe this 

research will contribute to the controversial issues of the resettlement and current 

Villagisation as well as the large-scale agricultural investment in the region, which 

has long attracted national and international communities attentions. I also believe 
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the findings of social science research; particularly the Villagisation and large-scale 

agricultural investment should be conducted based on field observations, 

discussions with all groups including those with conflicting interests and opinions. I 

understand and acknowledge the work of some organisations including HRW and 

OI, while I acknowledge their studies is being affected by lack of strong base in 

Gambella. 

 

1.5. Research Questions 
In order to attain the above objectives, I attempted to discuss and answer some of 

the relevant questions through discussions with the community under the 

Villagisation scheme, with local advocates, government officials, host community, 

and the Highlanders. Explicitly, this research is intended to address the following 

research questions:  

 

1. Was the Villagisation scheme voluntary and participatory?  

2. Has the government consulted the community in the process of land transfer 

to investors? 

3. What are the socio-economic impact of Villagisation and large-scale 

agricultural investment on the indigenous people? 

4. Is there any link between the agricultural investment and Villagisation 

scheme? If so, was there any land given to investors after relocating farmers 

to the new Kebele?   

5. What are the factors instigating natural resource based ethnic conflicts in the 

region  

 

1.6. Organisation of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is organised into six chapters. The first chapter deals with the 

introductory part, which discusses research background, purpose, aims, and 

objectives, of the study, research questions, personal reflection, research problems, 

organisation of the research and definitions of terms. The second chapter deals with 

demographic, historical, and political background information of the region  
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The third chapter is about literature review and theoretical framework: the part of 

literature review discuses documents and research works reviewed, an overview of 

the resettlement and Villagisation in Ethiopia, brief review of the investment in 

Gambella, opinion in favour and against the Villagisation scheme. Finally, I discuss 

my opinion, the similarity, and difference in relation to other scholars. I looked at the 

current Villagisation and agricultural investment in Gambella. I viewed this from the 

perspectives of human right advocates, scholars, donors, local advocates, the 

government, and the relocated communities.   

 

The theoretical framework deals with the development models and concepts for 

resettlement and Villagisation, processes of voluntary resettlement, the definition and 

concept of community development and government-led versus community-led 

development in Gambella. In this chapter, I introduced community development. In 

order to understand the complexities of community development, I begin by 

considering the equally complex concept of community. I then provide my own 

definitions of community and community development according to my 

understandings of these concepts and the on-going development in the research 

area.   

 

Chapter 4 discusses research paradigms, methodology, and methods. It focused on 

the methodology and approaches used in the processes of data collection; methods 

and tools adapted, methods of data collection and ethical considerations. In this 

section, the methods have identified my regional view of ontological and 

epistemological stances. I also placed emphasis on my personal experience in the 

resettlement program. I explained the fundamental subjects within the methodology 

and the relationship dynamics between the researcher and participants. The study 

reflected on the research experience, including the employment of techniques and 

methods along with ethical considerations. 
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Chapter 5 focused on data analysis and discussion (Villagisation scheme and Large-

scale agricultural investment in Gambella) the discussion is mainly on the main body 

of the dissertation, data analysis, discussion and findings of this study (The 

Villagisation and its link with large-scale agricultural investment). The socio-

economic situation of relocated people to the Villagisation sites, the controversial 

policy environment of the investment and Villagisation and community opinions 

towards the link between Villagisation and investment. This chapter also discusses 

the planning and implementation, examining their timeliness, appropriateness, and 

efficacy in protecting the livelihoods of the community and the environment, if basic 

services met the expectation of the relocated people.  

 

This chapter also discussed the large-scale agricultural investment undergoing in 

Gambella. Mainly, it focused on the benefit, impact, and consequence of agricultural 

investment in terms of indigenous people and the Environment. I have also 

discussed the actual process of land lease in Gambella; provides critical analysis of 

land lease agreements; and discusses the estimated actual land leased out to 

investors and the composition of investors in the Gambella region.  

 

Chapter 6 focused on discussions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations of 

the research. In this chapter, I related research findings to theory. Using the practice 

and understandings of indigenous community development, resource based conflict 

and power struggle. I considered the implications of the findings on the process of 

the current development and participation of the community on the move to new 

Villagisation sites. I then discussed these findings in relation to the broader concepts 

of socio-economic theory. 

 

Finally, I provided conclusion and recommendations, this include suggestions for 

future approaches to some of the issues raised by the communities. The study 

helped this work to draw objective conclusions and result-based recommendations. 

In addition, rather than drawing absolute conclusions or rigid recommendations, I 

offered suggestions for future approaches to some of the issues raised. 
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1.7. Definitions of Terms 
Anuak: The Anuak, also known, as the Anyuak, Agnwak and Anywaa, are a Nilotic 

ethnic group inhabiting parts of East Africa. They are primarily situated along the 

banks and rivers of southeaster of South Sudan as well as south western of Ethiopia, 

especially in the Gambella region. 

Derg:  Derg is a name given to a Military-Marxist government ruled Ethiopia between 

1974 and 1991. 

Households: According to Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia (CSA 2007), 

Gambella’s average household size is 4.5 people.   

Highlanders: This is generic term relates to all Ethiopians not indigenous to 

Gambella. “Gambella is lowland region that sharply contrasts the neighbouring 

western highlands. Thus, the term used to refer to people from central highland of 

Ethiopia” (Dereje 2009).   

Indigenous communities:  “Indigenous communities, people and nations are those 

having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that 

developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the 

societies now prevailing in those territories, or parts of them” (Martinez-Cobo 1983).  

Kebele: the lowest main administrative unit, below the Woreda, a neighbourhood, or 

a localised and delimited group of people.    

Majang: The Majang people, or Majangir previously called Mejenger, live in south 

western of Ethiopia (Gambella) and speak a Nilo-Saharan language of the Surmic 

cluster. Recently, the Majangir Zone National Council has formally changed the 

name of the ethnic group from Majanjir to Majang in July 2011. 

Nuer: “The Nuer (also known as the Nei Ti Naath; are a confederation of tribes 

located in South Sudan and western Ethiopia (Gambella). Collectively the Nuer 

groups form one of the largest ethnic groups in East Africa” (Dereje 2008).   

Region: the ethno-linguistically delineated regions, which form the largest 

administrative units below the federal level. 

Developing regions: Developing regions: The four regions historically marginalised 

as a result in all development indicators (MDGs) are lagging behind the other four 
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developed regions in Ethiopia (Amhara, Tigray, Oromiya and SNNPR). These 

regions are Afar, Bensahngul-Gumuz, Gambella, and Somali regions. 

Woreda:  an administrative unit between the Zone and Kebele. 

Zone:  an intermediate layer of administration between the region and Woreda. 

Villagisation: It is sometimes spelled Villagisation is the resettlement of people into 

designated villages by government or military authorities. The Government of 

Ethiopia currently switched from the term Villagisation to Commune Development 

Program, but I chose to use Villagisation across my dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUNDS OF THE STUDY AREA 
2.1. Demography 
The Gambella People’s National regional State (GPNRS) is one of the nine regions 

forming the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF). It is 

located in the South western of Ethiopia having its border with South Sudan in the 

Southeast, to Benishagul Gumuz Northwest, Oromia National regional State in the 

North and Southern People’s Nations and Nationalities Regional States in the South. 

The total area of the region is about 25,274km2. 

 

The region has a total population of 307,096, with 159,787 male and 147,309 female 

populations (CSA 2007). The population is composed of five indigenous ethnic 

groups and several non-indigenous ethnic groups called Highlanders. The 

indigenous ethnic groups are Nuer, Anuak, Majang, Opo, and Komo each 

constituting 46.6%, 21.2%, 4%, 0.32%, and 0.07% of the region’s total population 

respectively (CSA 2007). The non-indigenous groups include Amhara, Oromo, Tigre, 

and others predominantly from Southern Nation Nationality and People account of 

27.0%.   

 

From the total population of the region, protestant religion followers constitutes of 

70.1%, orthodox Christian 16.8%, traditional religion 3.8%, Muslims Society 4.9%, 

Catholics 3.4%, and others 1.1% of the inhabitants. The majority of the population of 

about 74.6% resides in rural and 25.4% in urban areas (CSA 2007).   

 

2.2. Administrative Settings 
Currently, three ethnically designated Zones, governed by a Zone administration, 

within each Zone are a number of Woredas, overseen by Woreda administrations. 

Twelve Woredas, and one town administrative municipality mark the GPNRS 

administrative structure. Kebele leaders oversee the Kebele or communities.  
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TABLE 2.1: NAME OF ZONE AND WOREDA IN GAMEBELLA REGION 

S/N Zone Woredas 

1 Anuak Abobo Dimma  Gambella Gog Jor 

2 Nuer Akobo Jikow Lare Nyinenyang Wanthoa 

3 Majang Godere Mengeshi    

 

There are also two special, autonomous Woredas, namely Gambella town and Itang 

special Woreda. This study selected five Woredas namely Abobo, Lare, Gambella 

Itang, Godere, and Mengeshi as geographical unit of analysis.  

  
 

 

 

FIGURE 2.1: GAMBELLA REGION ADMINSTRATION MAP 

(Source: PACT, ETHIOPIA, 2014). 
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2.2.1 Abobo 
Abobo is one of the 12 Woredas identified in the Gambella region. The Woreda is 

found in Anuak Zone, located at 47km from Gambella town (the regional capital city). 

Abobo is bordered in the southeast by the Majang Zone, on the south by Gog 

Woreda, on the southwest by Jor, on the west by Godere Woreda, on the northwest 

by Etang Woreda and on the North by Gambella town. Unlike today, according to the 

Atlas of the Ethiopian Rural Economy published by the Central Statistical Agency 

(CSA 2007), around 20% of the Woreda was covered by forestland. A notable 

landmark is the Gambella National Park, which occupies the land west of the 

Pugniwudo-Gambella road.  

 

Census conducted by the (CSA 2007) shows Abobo has total population of 15,741 

(8,184 male and 7,557 female) an increase of 12.65% over the 1994 census. Abobo 

has an area of 3,116.17km2 with a population density of 5.05 person per km2. 

Recent document (Abobo Woreda) shows 3,867 households lives in this Woreda. 

This resulted in an average of 4.1 persons to a household, and 3,663 housing units. 

Abobo Woreda is divided into 16 administrative Kebeles and a town administrative 

centre, Abobo. 

 

Abobo has five ethnic groups with the majority of Anuak communities (44.05%), the 

Kambaata constitute (20.1%), the Amhara groups take up (12.57%), the Oromo 

(6.31%), and the Majang (5.99%); all other ethnic groups made up 10.98% of the 

population. The Woreda is suitable for animal rearing and agriculture through 

irrigation. Accordingly, it is possible to produce crops, cereals, and fruits. It has also 

high potential for cotton production and fishing.  

 

2.2.2 Lare 
Lare is one of the highly populated Woreda in the Nure Zone, it surrounded on the by 

the Anuak Zone from the south and east and to the west by the Baro River. Baro 

River separates Nuer Zone from Jikawo and on the north by Jikawo River, which 

separates it from South Sudan. Lare Woreda is marshes and grasslands with altitude 
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of 300 to 400 meters above sea level. According to (CSA 2007), Lare has a total 

population of 31,406 (16,145 men and 15,261 women) 

 

Lare has an area of 685.17km2 with a population density of 45.84 people per km2 

greater than the Zone average of 23.79. Lare has 5,432 households which results in 

an average of 5.8 persons to a household, and 5,217 housing units (CSA 2007). This 

Woreda is divided into 25 administrative rural Kebeles and 1 town administrative 

centre called Korgne. Agriculture and pastoralism are the leading preoccupation of 

the people. People are engaged in the cultivation of maize, sorghum, bean, sesame, 

Ground nut, etc. for their livelihood. The community also practices livestock rearing 

which made Lare a leading agro-pastoral mode of production. 

 

2.2.3 Godere 
Godere has total population of 38,781 (19,928 male and 18,853 female). It has an 

area of 592.75 km2 with a population density of 65.43 persons per km2. Godere 

reaches 3,867 households with an average of 4.0 persons to a household, and 9,494 

housing units (CSA 2007). The Woreda has 16 administrative Kebeles and a town 

administrative Centre, Metti. The majority of the inhabitants practiced Ethiopian 

Orthodox Christianity, while 34.98% is Protestant, 20.83% is Muslim and 3.31% 

practiced traditional religions, and 3.13% is Catholic (CSA 2007). The largest ethnic 

groups of the Woreda are the Amhara (24.48%), followed by Majang 

(23.63%), Kafficho (20.78%), Oromo (12.57%), the Mocha (9.57%), and Tigray 

(3.18%); all other ethnic groups made up 5.8% of the population.  

 

Godere Woreda borders with Sheka and Bench Maji Zones of SNNPR in the 

Southeast, Ilubabor Zone of Oromiya region in its northern and Anuaw Zone of 

Gambella in its western part. Godere is one of the Woredas in Gambella endowed 

with rich bio-cultural diversity. Recorded evidence show that the Majang forest 

consists of more than 250 vascular plant species representing 90 families (Getachew 

2008). The forest also harbours a number of wild animals, such as Columbus 



 
 
 
 
 
 

23 

monkey, Green monkey, Bush pig, Bushbuck, leopard, Buffalo, and many bird 

species.  

 

The forest remained the major source of livelihoods for the local community mainly 

Majang. Some of the Non-Timber Forest Products from the forest include honey, 

coffee, spices, wild fruit, bush meet, and wood products. Though the forest is the 

major source of income and a sign of the identity of the local communities, it is under 

the threat of vanishing due to pressures from various corners. Among the threats to 

the forest are deforestations for coffee and other plantations, expansion of 

agriculture and settlements, logging and expansion of large-scale agricultural 

investments. 

 
2.3. History of Re-settlements in Gambella  
2.3.1. Trade and central administration 
The Gambella region was integrated into the Ethiopian state at the end of the 19th 

century (Dereje 2008). Nonetheless, it is one of the most marginalised and relatively 

less developed regions of Ethiopia. It was also among one of the most poorly 

integrated regions into the rest parts of Ethiopia. During both the Imperial and the 

Derg period (Dereje 2008). The highland rulers who ruled Ethiopia at different times 

assigned people from Highland to administer Gambella. As a result, many people 

came to work and run business in Gambella, some came for hunting and coffee 

production around Majang area. Emperor Menelik II granted Britain use of a port 

along the Baro on May 15th, 1902, and in 1907, the port and a custom station were 

founded at Gambella (Bahru 1987).    

 

Gambella is located near the Ethio-Sudan border; it has been part of the major 

transportation corridor from the central part of Ethiopia to South Sudan. It was 

established for good its location to the Baro River, a tributary of the White Nile. Both 

the British and Ethiopia saw this as an excellent highway for exporting Coffee and 

other goods from the fertile Ethiopian highlands to Sudan and Egypt, (Kurimoto 

1992). At that time, a boat was running between Gambella and Khartoum, from 
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where a train line ran to Egypt. During the Derg era, the port was closed, and, after 

the EPRDF took power in 1991, Gambella has remained underutilised for a while 

due to insecurity around the border. Since 2005, Ethiopian government signed trade 

(free tax) agreement with the Government of South Sudan. Jinina of Gambella town, 

the boat station is still operating on traditional mode to link the Gambella town, 

Woredas in Nuer Zone and to the South Sudan.  

 

In addition to the food and non-food items supply from Ethiopian highlands, 

Gambella market is a major trading socket in Gambella area. This market is also a 

very important source of food supply to the people who live around the border of 

Gambella and South Sudan. Baro River, which passes through Gambella town. It 

forms to be an important political, social, and economic exchange channel for both 

formal and informal trade relationship. ‘‘Over the period of 2005-2010, there has 

been trade activities going on between Sudan and Ethiopia along the Baro River 

(Dereje 2011). Trade with South Sudan has only been recorded since 2010; it was 

marginal and undertaken largely through the Gambella border post.’’ Lack of 

infrastructure and insecurities along the border has posed a challenge. In tackling 

such challenges, the Gambella regional State and the Sudan People Liberation 

Movement (SPLM) signed an agreement in 2009, which promoted cross border 

diplomatic and trade relationships. The development of the road between Jimma and 

Gambella, as well as the construction of a road through to Juba could make 

Gambella once again a major trade route between Ethiopia and Sudan.   

 

Since the agreement was signed, there have been some complaints about the 

double taxing on goods moving across the border (i.e. taxed by the SPLM on leaving 

Sudan and by the Ethiopian government on arrival in Ethiopia). In 2010, there have 

also been a number of attacks on boats transporting materials, including UN agency. 

These attacks are directly related to localised intra-ethnic conflict, but remain an 

obstacle for the smooth flow of trade. Recognising the long-standing economic and 

political networks, South Sudan has been source of ethnic conflict in the region. The 

mass migration of people from South Sudan due to natural and man made disaster 
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led Gambella to be the leading host of large number of refugees, which had 

significant pressure on the local economy and environment. 

 

2.4. Resettlement (1984/5) 
Peasant Resettlement as a strategy to transform rural population dates back to the 

period of (Hail-Selasie I, 1958) (Messay 2009). “But others generally suggested the 

commencement of this strategy to be during the early 1960s. In both cases, it seems 

that the beginning of resettlement in Ethiopia revolves around the period 1960s”. 

Obviously, while resettlement programme was launched in 1984 by the Derg regime 

and extensively implemented following the 1984 -1985 famine of Ethiopia (Sandra, 

1987; Kloos, 1990), Villagisation was initiated one year later in 1985 (Messay & 

Bekure, 2011) although Sandra (1987) argues that both resettlement and 

Villagisation equally began in 1984. According to the Ethiopian government, 

Villagisation inherently is designed for equitable development. The Villagisation is 

not a recent introduction to ensure equitable development that Ethiopian state uses 

to influence and shape state society interaction as well as production relations. A 

quick glance through Ethiopian history attests that planned Villagisation did not start 

in the 2000s, nor were the lowlands the first targets.  

 

During Emperor Haile Selassie’s time 1958s (Messay & Bekure 2011) people were 

relocated in the areas of the central/southern highlands. At the end of 1980s, a 

similar, but more aggressive project during the military regime relocated about 

13,000,000 people across the country (Mulatu 1991).  

 

Gambella has become the target of government-sponsored re-settlements since the 

1980s. The resettlement programs undertaken by different Ethiopian regimes have a 

declared objective of improving the life of the rural people affected by drought-

induced famines, among others (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). In 1984, Gambella 

became the site for resettlement of 60,000 people from northern Amhara, Tigray and 

southern part of Ethiopia mainly Kembata (Medhane 2007). “In 1985, several 

schools in Gambella were closed so that students and teachers could cut grass and 
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wood and erect huts in the camp. During the Derg sponsored Villagisation in the 

1986, most Anuaks put into integrated settlements, worked with the highland settlers 

on collective farms” (Ojulu 2013). “In addition, groups of Anuak and highland settlers 

were put to work clearing forests and constructing police stations, houses for the 

militia, meeting houses and clinics” (Kurimoto 2005; Gebru 2009 & Ojulu 2013). Four 

resettlement sites were designed exclusively for Highlanders, and an integrated 

resettlement scheme were launched along the Baro and Gilo Rivers and around 

Abobo. There were also 11 settlements sites in Majang Zone, however, the situation 

in Godere Woreda, Majang Zone is slightly different; unlike today, the Majang 

communities welcomed the then resettles. The Anuak community criticised this 

across the region that it was out of their consent (Ojulu 2013). “The task of the 

Anuak was to cater to the needs of the Highlanders, which meant, above all, the 

appropriation of some Anuak lands and the exaction of unpaid labour” (Kurimoto 

2005).  

 

According to (Gebru 2009) ‘‘the new Kebeles became the source of forced labour for 

the government’s grand socialist projects, such as state-owned large-scale 

commercial farms, road constructions and other infrastructure development 

projects.’’ However, “In early 1990, the government essentially abandoned 

Villagisation when it announced new economic policies that called for free-market 

reforms and a relaxation of centralised planning” (Mengistu 2005). 

 

Medhane argued that the 1984/5-resettlement in Gambella as ‘‘the ill-fated and 

imposed resettlement program (Medhane 2007). Kurimoto support the idea of 

Medhane; “the continued resource-based conflict in Anuak, Majang and Nuer Zones 

is a direct outcome of the 1984 resettlement where an estimated 60,000 Highlanders 

resettled” (Kurimoto 2005). According to Medhane, after government change in 

Ethiopia in 1991, the Gambella people liberation movement (GPLM) had cordial 

relations with the Highlanders in and around Gambella town. However, many Anuaks 

despised the settlers, accusing them of occupying their land. This implies that one of 
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the structural issues; permanent occupation of land as a vital resource; continues to 

be central to inter-group hostilities in Gambella’’ (Medhane 2007). 

 

2.5. Villagisation Past (1985-1988) and Present Scheme (2000-2013) 
2.5.1. Villagisation during Derg regime (1985-1988) 
Villagisation in Ethiopia started in the 1980s; in 1985 the communist regime, 

launched a policy known as Villagisation in 1985 (Ojulu 2013). Alike the current 

Villagisation program (2010-2013); the objectives of the 1984/5 program needed to 

transform the indigenous communities of Gambella, which grouped scattered, 

hunting, gathering, postural and mixed farming communities in to adjacent Kebele. 

These were to promote balanced land use; conserve natural resources; to provide 

equal access to clean water as well as to ensure quality health and education 

services. Doing this on the ground will support to strengthening regional government 

regional security and bring peace and development.    

 

By March 1986, about 4.6 million people in Shewa, Arsi, and Hararghe had been 

relocated into more than 4,500 Kebeles. Around 1988, 12 million people had been 

relocated (Clapham 1988). Towards the end of the 1980s, available sources indicate 

that the Derg had managed to relocate 13 million rural peasants, mainly from the 

highlands of Wollo, Shewa, and Tigray to the lowlands of Wollega, Kaffa, and 

Gambella, at an estimated cost of 767 million ETB (Mulatu 1991). 

 

According to Amanor, the major focus of Derg’s agricultural policies was on 

promoting large-scale state farms and farmer cooperatives rather than redistributing 

land to smallholders with insufficient land (Amanor 2003). Scholars (Sandra 1987; 

Mengistu 2005; Pankhurst, R. 1986; Pankhurst, A. 1997 & Clapham 1988) argued 

that the scheme was disruptive to agricultural production as the government moved 

many farmers during the planting and harvesting seasons. They stress on large-

scale state farms, which was under attack by donors, who channelled their 

agricultural aid to the peasant sector.   
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The resettlement program seemed to have affected the host community severely. 

According to Stauder, ‘‘before late 1970s, the Majang people had traditionally 

opened forests for small settlements consisting of only a few households. “These 

households often move to another places abandoning settlements after several 

years” (Stauder 1971). However, the emergence of the Derg government in 1970s, 

changed conditions around the Majang community greatly. According to his 

statement, ‘one of the greatest problems was, their acceptance of Villagisation policy 

in the late 1970s.’ That time primary schools were set up in several Kebeles in the 

mid-1980s (Sato 2003). However, this brought unforeseen socio-economic 

consequences. The Majang had to abandoned their original place to who ever 

wanted the land at that time. Some lands remained under the ownership of the 

Majang and some transferred to Highlanders for cheap prices and the remaining 

used as communal land.    

 

2.5.2. Villagisation (2000-2013) 
Among the most important declared objectives of the Villagisation scheme is 

improving service delivery in the hitherto hard-to-service (due to very sparse 

population density) population of Gambella. The government has time and again 

stressed that its single most important objective in engaging the politically and 

economically very costly Villagisation scheme is assembling households in villages, 

thereby making service delivery easier and cheaper. The Government of Ethiopia 

seemed to be clear with the consequence; however, it is unlikely to have done cost-

benefit analysis before engaging in massive social projects.  

 

Based on this understanding, to the extent that dispersed and changing settlement 

patterns reduce the cost effectiveness of service delivery it is clear that having 

collected and permanent settlement increases efficiency of service delivery. This in a 

way entails support to the program’s objective. This, however, does not mean that 

there is no other alternative way of providing mobile services to the dispersed 

population. 
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‘‘The year 2003 marked the revitalisation of population relocation strategies of 

resettlement and Villagisation by the Ethiopian government’’ (Guyu 2011). This 

means resettlement programs renewed, by stimulating farmers to move from less 

productive to regions that are more productive. Some new settlements promised 

sustainable development, (Guyu 2011) yet, some others are struggling to self-

sufficiency resulted from insufficient planning and preparations.  

 

The government designed the resettlement and Villagisation schemes based on 4 

pillars and 13 principles (NCFSE 2003; Gebre 2005). “The four major pillars are 

voluntarism, availability of underutilised land, consultation with host communities, 

and provision of minimum infrastructure. On the other hand, partnership, community 

participation, transparency of program design, and development are some of the 13 

principles” (Gebre 2005). The recent Ethiopia’s resettlement program was devised in 

November 2003 (NCFSE 2003). The intra-regional resettlement had the aim of 

resettling 400,000 households from four regions (Amhara, Tigray, Oromiya and 

SNNP) on voluntary basis.   

 

As it is true for any other development initiative, Gambella adopted the Villagisation 

program from other developing regions (Amhara, Tigray, Oromia and SNNPR). 

However, slightly with different implementation strategies, while the aforementioned, 

developed regions practiced inter Zone Villagisation, Gambella implemented intra-

Zone Villagisation program. The first Villagisation program (inter-Zone) was 

problematic (Guyu 2011), softly recommended that the scheme should be further 

planned and implemented with careful and continues follow-up. Through time and 

practice, Gambella regional State supported by MoFA launched a Villagisation 

Program Action Plan (VPAP) in August 2010. The goal of the plan was to bring 

socio-economic and cultural transformation of the people by relocating the 

community collectively within the same Woreda.   

 

The stated objectives of the program were to address the challenges of poverty 

through cost-effective service delivery to previously scattered populations, to protect 
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vulnerable communities from natural disasters and attacks, and to change the 

destructive patterns of shifting cultivation. Major aspects of the plan includes: 

relocation of 45,000 rural households in 94 selected Kebeles over 3 years, allocation 

of 60,000 hectares for housing and arable land, establishment of socio-economic 

infrastructure in new settlement areas including schools, health, water, and 

marketing facilities to the relocated people, Gambella Villagisation Action Plan 

(Gambella 2010). 

 
2.6. Natural Resources Based Ethnic Conflict 
2.6.1. Indigenous livelihood (Anuak, Nuer and Majang) 
According to the livelihood atlas of Ethiopia (Mengistu 2005), there are three major 

livelihood categories in the Gambella region. These include agro pastoral, Hunting, 

gathering and fishing, cash crop (coffee and honey), cereals production and mixed 

agricultural activities. In Gambella, coffee, honey, and spices are found in Godere 

and Mengeshi Woredas of the Majang Zone. Highlanders are engaged in coffee and 

cereal productions, while the Majang people are engaged in honey production, 

hunting and gathering. Some members of the Majang communities have also begun 

to grow coffee and cereals as well as livestock. Nuer and Anuak are semi-pastorals; 

pastoral livestock accounts the major livelihood of the two groups.  

 

According to Medhane, ethnic boundary is marked by differences in livelihood 

strategies; “the Anuak live in group-Kebeles, they use digging sticks (Chala) to 

cultivate their fields, and practice a shifting cultivation system” (Medhane 2007), The 

Anuak mainly cultivate maize (inter-cropped with pumpkin) and sorghum. In the dry 

season, they cultivate some maize and vegetables near the river, and supplement 

their diet through fishing, hunting, and collecting wild fruits and roots. The Anuak are 

only involved in cash commerce to a limited extent, selling a small share of their 

output to purchase necessary goods. The use of forest products, fishing, and self-

employment activities contribute an important share of local incomes (Mengistu 

2005). The Anuak traditional religion believes every forest belongs to a certain 

Kebele and both the Kebele and the forest carry the same name (Ojot 2002). 
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Therefore, the on-going destruction of the Anuak forests is not only causing damage 

to the Anuak’s subsistence economy but also to their psychological and spiritual 

well-being as a community (Ojot 2002).  

 

Similarly, the Komo and Opo are predominantly cultivators, while the Nuer practices 

transhumance pastorals, which is transforming into agro-pastoralism, while the 

Majang combine hunting and gathering with shifting cultivation. As semi-pastoralists, 

the Nuer graze their cattle on the Gambella plains in the dry season (approximately 

from November to May), and move to lands along the Sobat River in Ethiopia’s rainy 

season (June to October). In addition, they engage in simple cultivation. The Nuer 

had thus developed a pattern of movement with their cattle during the dry season 

from their permanent Kebeles through Akobo, Jikawo all the way to the rangelands 

of the banks of the Baro River in the Itang Woreda of Gambella. During the wet 

season, the Nuer and their cattle move toward the upland settlements to safely 

escape from flooding. When the dry season comes, they move to the banks of the 

rivers where the moisture provides abundant pasture. They also benefit from the 

pools and lagoons that are formed by the flooding to offer them fish reserves. Those 

reasons seemed to have initiated the government to launch Villagisation in 

Gambella. 

 

2.6.2. Socio-economic and political factors 
2.6.2.1 Anuak versus Nuer 
To understand the current debate on the Villagisation and its link with the large-scale 

agricultural investment, it is noteworthy to thoroughly look at the socioeconomic and 

political history of Gambella. I found it relevant to structure the socioeconomic and 

political analysis based on the ethnic geography and political structure of the region. 

As outlined in the above section, Gambella is inhabited by a diverse group of 

communities, with complex relationships, both inter, and intra community conflict 

often related to resources, political power, and ethnic groups. In order to invest, 

develop, and change the region effectively, the nature and background of these 

relationships must be understood. 
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2.6.2.1.1 The Anuak 
Although no longer the majority population group, the Anuak are widely considered 

the principal indigenous population. Originating from the Lou ethnic group (not to be 

confused with the Lou-Nuer), and originating from the so-called 'Cradle Land of the 

Nilotes' or from further southeast near Lake Rudolf and Victoria in Kenya and 

Uganda (Omat 1996). Anuak are also found in South Sudan. Pochalla Sudan is the 

current location of the Anuak king, and members of the Gambellan Anuak displaced 

during conflict in the region (Dereje 2009). Although exact figures are unknown, 

Anuak have lived in the Gambella region for more than half a millennium. They are 

mainly crop dependent people with fishing and hunting as their supplementary 

income sources. Anuak raise livestock as well as engaging in fishing and hunting, 

and are renowned as skilled horticulturalists. Their stable food includes maize, fish, 

and okra (Omat 1996).   

 

As discussed in the background section, the Anuak community supported the TPLF 

during their fight against the Derg, yet at the end of the epic, 17 years fighting. After 

successfully overthrowing the Derg (1991), the TPLF formed a coalition government, 

the EPRDF, which currently governs the country. The government acknowledged the 

role that the Anuak community played in the overthrowing of the Derg, and since the 

decentralisation of governance to the regions, has always placed an Anuak leader as 

regional president (Dereje 2009). Anuak were, until 30 years ago, the majority ethnic 

group in Gambella. They have experienced the movement of large numbers of 

Highlanders and the rapidly increasing Nuer population, many of who settled in 

Gambella during the Sudan civil war (Dereje 2009).   

 

2.6.2.1.1 The Nuer 
The Nuers are the most populous indigenous community in Gambella, making up 

about 50% of the total population (CSA 2007). The number of Nuers in the region 

grew significantly during and after the Sudan civil war, where Nuers were closely 

affiliated with the SPLA and the Derg regime. Their special relationship with the Derg 

has contributed to the EPRDF being less trusting of the Nuer, instead has chosen to 
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support Anuak leadership of the region. As mentioned, the Nuers have been in 

conflict with the Anuak in the past, and there are still occasional encounters between 

the two groups. However, the major challenge to peace for the Nuer is internal. Intra-

ethnic fighting has unfortunately been a characteristic of the Nuer in the last ten 

years (Medhane 2007).  

 

Although retaliation among many communities is a form of traditional justice, it is 

particularly strong within the Nuer. So too is cattle raiding, which has a complex 

cultural and social role, extremely high bride prices, and, like the Anuak, polygamy. 

Conflict amongst the Nuer is often attributed to one or more of these traditional 

practices. In reality, the causes of inter-sectional conflict between the Nuer are more 

complex than the obvious triggers. The Nuers, as a people, are highly politicised. 

Much of the conflict is compounded by underlying political gaps relating to 

representation and leadership of the Nuer at a regional level. The view expressed by 

some Anuak leaders is that the Nuer are war loving and unable to see beyond 

sectional divisions to ethnic unity. The reality is that some actors have an interest in 

nurturing the continued divisions amongst Nuer in order to reduce their political 

threat (FGD 04/04/2014).   

 

One of the greatest challenges faced by Gambella’s Nuer community in recent years 

has come from across the border in the form of the Lou Nuer. More than 100,000 

people reported to have been displaced in response to a number of extremely violent 

attacks on both Gajok and Lou communities. While most of the violence took place 

on the Sudan side of the border, the impact was felt in Gambella. Significant 

numbers of Gajok moved from Akobo Ethiopia to Wanthoa to remove themselves 

from the threat of attack. This displacement in turn put increased pressure on 

resident communities and has created tensions between previously allied sections 

(FGD 04/04/2014). 
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2.6.3. Why conflict between Anuak and Nuer 
Competition over scarce natural resources is compounded by struggle for political 

power at the regional level (Dereje 2009). The first constant factor in Anuak socio-

economic life, past and present, is the hostile relations with the neighbouring Nuer 

over natural resources. “While the Anuak are characterised by territorial focusing, the 

Nuer has a strong desire for territorial expansion that is attributed to an integrative 

social system and high mobility” (Dereje 2003). 

 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the Nuer embarked upon expansion eastward 

into Anuak territory across the Pibor River and into the Baro. In the course of the 

Sudanese civil war, countless Nuer fled from the Sudan and took refuge in 

Gambella. By 1990s, their number is said to have reached some 355,000, but many 

returned to their original place (Dereje 2009). While, the majority have been settled 

on surrounding land that the Anuak claim “indisputably our ancestral land”. The 

prospect arose of the Anuak losing their homelands to Nure, not only by conquest, 

but also by the efforts of western humanitarian agencies, mainly United Nation High 

Commission for Refugee (UNHCR).  

 

In 2002, Itang Woreda (now a special Woreda and no longer under Anuak control) 

was the scene of violent conflict between Nuer and Anuak, resulting in hundreds of 

deaths. Since the end of 2002, things have become significantly calmer, particularly 

in Gambella town. However, the issue of population size and representation remains 

controversial. The (CSA 2007) showed the Anuak population to be proportionately 

smaller than the highlander population, with Nuer representing almost half of the 

region’s population. However, many Anuak argued that the Nuer counted were 

Sudanese who transitioned through Gambella at that time. Another claim was that, 

as the census was conducted during the rainy season, many Anuak were not 

reached and counted.   

 

Apart from the threat of being outnumbered on their land, Anuak have a very 

legitimate concern regarding political representation. Starting the establishment of 
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the government up to the 2010 elections, a number of Nuer voices made claim to the 

regional presidency (as opposed to the vice presidency currently held by the Nuer). 

This is likely to be an issue, which arises again during the selection of regional 

position holders in September 2010. The Anuak elites expected a greater political 

advancement over their Nuer counterparts. They associate these claims with their 

settlement history, settlement pattern, greater competence on local, Zone and 

regional politics as well as higher degree of education, In the contrary, while coping 

with marginality, the Nuers have resorted to alternative citizenship (Dereje 2010). 

 
2.6.3.1. Anuak versus Majang 
The Gambella region has been badly affected by indigenous group’s political power 

struggle and ethnic violence for the past decades. Interethnic relations between the 

Indigenous and the Highlanders have been extremely tense. Gambella is perhaps 

the region where inter-ethnic relations are the tensest in all of Ethiopia and it is 

described as “one of the most conflict ridden regional states in federal Ethiopia” 

(Dereje 2010). For over a decade, Anuak were in conflict with Nuer, Highlanders, 

and the Majang communities of Godere and Mengeshi over access to land and 

natural resources. Furthermore, the Anuak of the Abobo and Gog areas are 

particularly vulnerable to cross-border attacks by Murle, often involving cattle raiding 

and the abduction of children.   

 

Sato suggested Majang communities suffered from Anuak's raiding. Sato further 

explained, ‘The Majang community frequently abandoned their settlement before 

Villagisation of the 1986, and in many of the cases it happened as a result of social 

friction including raiding by Anuak communities who live in neighbouring Savannah 

land, (Sato 2004). Sato also recommended if there was such a factor in the 

background of the norm, it may possibly change after Villagisation that decreased 

the frequency of riding’. Consequently, the prolonged Anuak Majang fighting 

resumed in 2001, when the Majang from Godere and newly established Mengeshi 

Woreda where Majang for the first time invaded several Anuak Kebeles. In response 

to the attack from the Majang, Anuak were engaged in violent conflict with the 
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Majang in Gog Woreda, an area that borders the Majang and Anuak Zone (Sato 

2004).   

 

2.6.3.2. Majang versus Shekecho 
2.6.3.2.1 The Majang 
The Majang are the third most populous indigenous community, comprising 4% of 

the region’s population (CSA 2007). Unlike other ethnic groups, Majang almost 

exclusively reside in the Godere/Mengeshi area and have not migrated to the larger 

urban centres. Originating from northern Uganda, they are widely agreed to be one 

of the oldest indigenous groups in Gambella (Dereje 2009). Majang communities are 

not found outside the region or in Sudan, despite living close to the border. They are 

traditional hunter-gatherers, living mainly in forest areas. Many are Presbyterian 

Christians, but animistic beliefs remain inherent to how they live and engage with 

their environment.   

 

In 2002, following local elections, Majang intellectuals grouped with the neighbouring 

(and closely related) SNNPR based Sheko to form the Sheko-Majang People's 

Democratic Unity Organisation (SMPDUO). This organisation was intended to bring 

two marginalised political voices together; to challenge the legitimacy of the 

Shekecho fronted local elections. This related to elections based in the town of Tepi, 

in the Shekecho Zone of SNNPR, which borders with the Gambella region. One of 

the concerns was that the area of Yeri had been re-designated as part of SNNPR, 

having previously come under Godere Woreda (FGD 2014). Both the Sheko and 

Majang communities were facing the degradation and encroachment of their land 

and forest, and this was one of a number of land and border disputes at the time.    

 

2.6.3.2.2 Shekcho 
In March 2002, members of the SMPDUO marched to Tepi. It quickly escalated into 

violence, with SMPDUO affiliates attacking local police and authorities. In response, 

the mainly Shekecho administration brought in federal police, claiming that the 

SMPDUO was affiliated with a number of rebel groups in the Sudan and Kenya 
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borders and posed a threat to national security. Other Highlanders living in the 

Woreda were also involved in the fighting, which lasted for one week (FGD 2014)  

 

In another incident, individuals from the Majang community attacked workers while 

they slept at the government owned Tepi Coffee Plantation, located in Godere, now 

under Mengeshi Woreda administration. This also related to access to land and 

natural resources. Thousands of workers had been allocated forestland for private 

cultivation and subsistence agriculture. Some of these workers demarcated and 

cleared more land, and then they had been allocated. Ultimately, the impact of 

having a 7,000 hectare coffee plantation in the middle of the forest affected the 

livelihoods of Majang, which is reliant on non-timber forest products. 

 

The Majang are widely accepted as being a peaceful and non- antagonistic group. 

They also have interest in sharing land, preferring to live at a distance to other 

communities. This way of life is currently under significant challenge as the Godere 

forest becomes increasingly attractive to small-scale investors and subsistence 

farming Highlanders. The relationship between Majang and Highlanders/Shekecho 

overland and forest in Godere has shifted comparatively peaceful co-existence of the 

two groups to deadly ethnic conflicts.   

 

2.6.3.3. Anuak Versus Highlanders 
2.6.3.3.1. The Highlanders 
This generic term ‘Highlanders’ relates to all Ethiopians who are not indigenous to 

Gambella. This includes Oromo, Amhara, Tigray, and SNNPR, mainly Kambatta and 

Gurage. The Majang groups have their own distinct cultures, languages, and 

practices across the region. However, Highlanders have more common, livelihoods 

systems, and cultural behaviours other than with the ‘lowlanders’ or indigenous 

Gambellans. As such, they are grouped under the term ‘Highlanders’.   

 

Highlanders have moved to the region in a number of waves. Before the Derg 

regime, there were almost no Highlanders living in Gambella other than those from 
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SNNPR and Oromia who had moved to the highland area of Godere to cultivate 

coffee. In 1983/4, as the northern regions of Tigray and Amhara suffered from a 

devastating famine, thousands of people were transported from these areas to more 

fertile and under populated areas of the country including Gambella and parts of 

SNNPR. This government resettlement program resulted in a rapid increase in the 

Highlander population, enhancing cultural diffusion, which were and remain vastly 

different and, in instances, incompatible. Since this time, there has been a steady 

flow of Highlanders settling in the area. Some come as daily labourers to work on 

commercial farms and have remained in the region attracted by the availability and 

quality of land. Others have come to establish businesses.  

 

Highlanders have been involved in a number of different conflicts, as detailed in the 

section on Anuak and Majang. They have a laissez-faire relationship with the Nuer, 

as there are almost no Highlander settlements in the Nuer Zone, particularly after the 

year 1992 when armed groups led by the Nuer prophet Wutnyang massacred 

hundreds of Highlanders (Dereje 2009). Predominantly subsistence and cattle 

farmers, wood collectors and traders, Highlanders dominate the urban centres and 

cash economy. There are claims, particularly by Anuak, that engagement in trade 

and commerce is exclusive to Highlanders, who use their networks to exclude 

indigenous business owners. Whether this is the case or not, it is certainly true that 

almost 100% of businesses in the region, even those in remote centres such as 

Matar and Nyiningyang, are owned by Highlanders. There is a strong feeling that 

Highlanders control the Gambellan economy, and the large numbers of Highlanders 

moving to invest in the region only strengthens this reality.  

 

2.6.3.3.2. Why Conflict Between Anuak and Highlanders 
Since 1984, Gambella accommodated recurrent conflict between the indigenous and 

settlers. There have been intermittent conflicts between the ‘indigenous’ and the 

‘migrants’ in the past, but the conflict has escalated since 1991 (Dereje 2009). 

According to Dereje, the new federal policy has produced mixed results. On the 

positive side, it restore old imbalance among ethnic groups (Dereje 2006). For 
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example, the people of Gambella experienced economic and political marginalisation 

and slavery. After the introduction of federalism, “Gambella was transformed from an 

obscure district to a regional state” (Dereje 2009). Dereje eloquently expressed this 

fact as “One of the most visible political steps ever taken by the Ethiopian state to 

integrate its historical minorities. On the negative side, it creates new problem.”  

 

The other factors for the conflict between the indigenous and Highlanders are the 

existence of several boundaries between the two groups, namely, cultural, social, 

political and economic boundaries. The language of colour explains the difference in 

social boundary, i.e., ‘The “black” indigenous are contrasted with the “red” 

Highlanders’ (Dereje 2009). The political boundary refers to the difference in the 

degree of political entitlement, which labelled the indigenous groups as ‘owner’ 

nationalities and left the Highlanders without any political power (Dereje 2009). 

“However, the Highlanders dominate the economic sector and provide 50% of the 

skilled workforce of the regional government” (Dereje 2008). Secondly, the Ethiopian 

state has been represented by and identified with the Highlanders (Dereje 2008). 

The Highlanders viewed them as ‘agents of the federal government and this 

perception resulted in tension between the two groups.’ The Highlanders, who had 

dominated the politics in the regions, now denied winning any kind of autonomy after 

1991. That is to say that the new federal arrangement reversed the power relation 

between the indigenous groups and the Highlanders. To quote Dereje, ‘the 

Highlanders who had long dominated the region’s politics have now assumed a 

subordinate political status’ (Dereje 2008). As a result of political power, and natural 

resource based conflict of the indigenous groups for the last two decades the status 

of the Highlanders has become more complicated, and indeed a tricky issue in the 

conflict in Gambella (Medhane 2007).  

 

Since then, Anuak and Highlanders, particularly those from Oromo and Kambatta 

(SNNPR) communities, were in conflict, with regular skirmishes led by both sides on 

rural communities. In May 1992 at Okuna Kebele (Abobo) where 700 Anuak and 

3,000 highland settlers lived, an armed Anuak group crackdown Highlanders Kebele. 
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In this incident, armed Anuak groups killed more than 200 resettled Highlanders in 

Okuna Kebele, (Kurimote 1997; cited in Dereje 2009).   

 

In Gambella town, I spoke two individual from the Anuak group, both said “The 

Anuak felt betrayed on their own land the fact that some of the highland settlers 

(1984/5) have been organised into armed militia and security forces, which the 

Anuak perceived systematic control of the Anuak population and reduce resistance.” 

Some had a feeling that Anuaks being discriminated on their own land that the 

highland settlers were treated better by the cadres and received more rations than 

the Anuaks in the settlement areas of Okuna. Kurimoto also discussed those claims 

“Due to the large number of highland settlers that were brought into the Gambella 

region; the indigenous people were relocated from their farms and Kebeles to 

provide more space either for the settlers or for various state projects” (Kurimoto 

2005).  

 

On December 13th, 2013, Gambella town witnessed an extreme form of violence 

when the Highlanders mobilised violence against the Anuak residents of Gambella 

town. The attack can be explained as a culmination of events and pressures, 

including chronic conflict between Anuak and Highlanders over a prolonged period of 

time, exacerbated by a high profile incident when eight UNHCR and its allayed 

Ethiopian security forces; Administration for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA) 

were ambushed on their way to Itang Woreda. Their bodies were then returned to 

Gambella, where they were paraded around the town, enflaming frustrations 

amongst the highlander community. What followed is hotly disputed. According to 

Anuak advocates, the Ethiopian Defence Force (EDF), stationed in Gambella due to 

the bloody inter ethnic fighting in the region, provided arms to local Highlander 

communities and accompanied them to form a mob, which targeted the Anuak area 

of Gambella town.  

 

The individuals who carried out the attack have reportedly never been caught, but it 

was widely assumed both by the Highlanders and the government that the ambush 



 
 
 
 
 
 

41 

was the work of an armed Anuak group (HRW 2005).” Since then, Gambella town 

was the scene of a massacre carried out by Highlanders, who raided Anuak homes, 

targeting men and boys. Numbers of dead vary from 150-480, although official 

government claims are less than 100. The event triggered an exodus of an estimated 

10,000 Anuak to Kenya, Sudan and overseas. Some have returned to the region, but 

there remains a large number of diaspora Anuak, some of whom are involved in 

advocating for Anuak rights and raising awareness of the alleged genocide and 

human rights abuse. The most popular information source is Anuakmedia.com, 

which takes the position that the Anuak people are under systematic persecution by 

the Ethiopian government.   

 

2.6.3.4. The Komo and Opo 
Making up less than 3% of the region’s population, the Komo and Opo communities 

have a low profile in the region. While widely accepted as indigenous to the region, 

their lack of involvement in violent conflict has, in fact, marginalised them from 

external interventions and community building activities. They have less political 

influence and have been overlooked both nationally and at regional level; this is due 

to their small number in the region. Development initiatives in the region should 

endeavour to engage with these communities to ensure their involvement in 

planning, decision-making, and implementation (FGD 2014).  
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

3.1. Introduction  
I reviewed scholarly articles, books, journals, reports, and relevant sources to the 

issues and area of my study (Re-settlements, Villagisation and Large-Scale 

Agricultural Investment). I undertook a comprehensive review on those development 

schemes and their impact on the indigenous community of Gambella. This includes 

an insight into government responses to some of the social, economic, cultural, 

environmental, and political factors that affected the communities of Gambella. In the 

description, summary, and systematic evaluation of those research works, I aimed to 

provide an overview of sources reviewed, context for the readers of this document 

and acknowledgement to the authors.  

 
3.1.1 Review of Related Works 
Large-scale agricultural investment and its link with Villagisation is a new 

phenomena, hence I had difficulty to relate this research work with previous research 

findings of other authors. However, some related literatures have been relevance to 

this work. Reviewing such literature helped me to establish theoretical framework 

and methodological focus of the study. In Ethiopia, several works has been done 

around agricultural investments, however, I could not draw exact examples and 

experiences to feed this research work. First, the context of Gambella’s socio-

economic and political situation is unique. Second, the fact that Villagisation 

happened at the same time the large-scale agricultural investment reaches the pick 

in Gambella has been unique development across the Ethiopian regions. Having 

reviewed the work of Richard Pankhurst, Sandra Steingraberyet, Messay Mulgeta, 

HRW, and IO among others helped me to understand resettlement and Villagisation 

in Ethiopia. I have mange to incorporate those works in this study that I thought 

would justify this study identify the gap and are significant to reflect that this study 

has investigated the previous approach and experience of resettlement and 

Villagisation in Ethiopia.  
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In Ethiopia resettlements have been studied extensively, yet, researchers put more 

emphasis on the social and economic outcomes, planning and implementation, 

impacts on the settlers (Dessalegn 1988; Alemneh 1990; Kloos 1990, Pankhurst, 

1990). As compared with socio-economic study, very few scientific inquiries to 

assess the impact of resettlement on forest resources, impact on the host community 

(Mulatu 2000), particularly how resettlement influences resource management, 

community to community relationship at host sites.  

 

Moreover, global studies on resettlement and environment interactions provide 

mixed outcomes. In some cases, despite a doubling or tripling effect on the number 

of population and the introduction of foreign production systems following 

resettlement, limited environmental degradation was observed (Grundy et al. 1993; 

Howorth and O’Keefe, 1999). In other cases, resettlement was associated with 

deforestation and degradation of environment (Blaikie & Brookfield 1987; Dixon 

Wood & Tadesse, 2007).  

 

In Gambella, several studies have been conducted, I reviewed some of them and 

helped me establish evidence based findings and conclusions. I reviewed sizable 

collection of documents before and after the drafting of this study. Those documents 

provided ample fact on several features of the political, economic, and social profile 

of Gambella’s today. This has to do with the history, operations, and orientation of its 

indigenous people, the settlers, and the business groups as well as the recent 

events of Villagisation and large-scale agricultural investments.  

 

Even though fresh data on Villagisation and investment are available, there is no 

much organised research work focused purely on these areas. Some of the research 

materials consulted include reports (e.g. from HRW and the OI), articles, and 

journals including the Reporter and the Guardian newspaper and some in the form of 

chapters, articles or sections of studies in other fields. In addition to using these 

recent works, I opted to organise the literature review around topics and issues 
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mentioned by some scholars in their anthropological studies in order to understand 

political, economic, social, cultural and environmental dynamics of Gambella (Dereje, 

Rahmeto, Kurimoto, etc.) I also reviewed some of the relevant studies, reports, 

plans, journals, articles, and newsletters in detail to understand the present and past 

state of affairs in Gambella.  

 
3.1.2 Learning From the Past Ethiopian Resettlement and 
Villagisation 
Resettlement can have serious repercussions that cannot be exclusively measured 

in economic terms. These include breakdown of an established community’s 

relationships, social displacement among people who find themselves in a distinctive 

socio-cultural environment after relocation and resettlement. The psychological 

trauma of moving into an unfamiliar environment is another aspect. ‘‘All this can be 

severe if efforts to design and implement resettlement programs are not sensitive to 

the needs and preferences of communities. However, Well-designed and well 

implemented resettlement can turn involuntary resettlement into a development 

opportunity (World Bank 2010).’’  

 

Kaloos (1990) cites examples of the above scenarios that “most resettlement 

projects usually end up with negative consequences such as health hazards.” In 

addition to psychological stress, Kaloos argues more health problems such as 

malaria and related epidemic disease in the resettlement area than in the place of 

origin. In contrast, in some resettlement areas, many re-settlers are very happy and 

successful. “The Anger-Guten (Wolega) resettlement area, relocated people were 

successful and decided to remain there permanently (Zelalem 2009).”   

 

Messay in his study of the status of re-settlers in Nono district (Central Ethiopia) also 

argues “re-settlers were sufficiently endowed with basic infrastructure and ensured 

their food security enough to attain nationally set minimum dietary requirement, 

which they had never had in their place of origin (Messay 2009).” Population 

movement, the interactions of migrants with host communities and the subsequent 
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pressures on these communities have played an extremely crucial role in the history 

of Ethiopia. Shiferaw argues ‘Without taking this process and the relative change on 

the re-settlers, the host community and the environment into account, it is very 

difficult to fully understand the political, economic and social history of Ethiopian in 

general and Gambella in particular’ (Shiferaw 1988, p128). 

 

On the other hand, many scholars demonstrate that the resettlement programs in the 

early 1980’s were not undertaken voluntarily. They criticise the programs for not 

achieving the desired goal namely the anticipated food self-sufficiency, 

maladministration, negligence, and poor organisation were a common feature of the 

resettlement programs (Kaloos 1990; Pankhurst & Piguet 2004; Braukamper 2006 & 

Medhane 2007). 

 

Many academics argue that the objectives of the 1984/5-resettlement programs were 

political rather than ecological and socio-economic (Sandra 1987; Lorgen 1999; 

Hilhorst & Leeuwen 2000). According to Sandra, the Derg regime designed the 

resettlement for militarisation of the communities in the resettled Kebeles to defend 

them against opposition parties such as the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) in 

Wollega and the Gambella People’s Liberation Front (GPLF) in Gambella district.  

 

Sandra put forward that the ‘‘Mengistu’s regime used resettlement programs for a 

hidden political agenda of militarisation of the Ethiopian communities in order to 

weaken the guerrilla fighters of the time. However, forced resettlement may 

sometimes be counter-productive where it increases resentment amongst an already 

disappointed population against the regime.  

 

Various scholars, who argue the current Villagisation is repeating the mistakes of the 

past, have severely criticised the 1984/5-resettlement program as well (Pankhurst & 

Piguet 2004; Medhane 2007; Dessalegn 2008). ‘‘The grave implications following 

these events were diverse: first, the resettlement program had left many people 

traumatised resulted from family partition and disintegration. According to Pankhurst, 
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“a considerable number died on the journeys or at arrival. During the Ethiopian great 

famine, 1984-1985, the majority suffered trying to go back to their place of origin. 

“Some critics of the regime at the time compared the resettlement centres to Hitler's 

concentration camps” (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). 

  

From my experience, the situation in 1984/5 was controversial; I was one of 15,000 

of children who suffered from the famine in Tigray and the subsequent journey to the 

resettlement area, facing the challenge to adapt to the conditions, the political 

pressures from (OLF) and the deaths of family and friends. In my opinion, the 

conclusion of Sandra that ‘‘the resettlement was involuntary and a strategy to reduce 

the number of potential freedom fighters (TPLF)’’ can be contested when viewed 

from the outlook of the people who survived the threat of death by starvation in their 

place of origin. Understandably, the primary reason for the severity of the famine 

was the following two measures undertaken by the Derg regime and the resulting 

situation.  

 

1. Derg’s counter insurgency strategy, including an extremely destructive army 

offence mainly on civilians in Tigray and Wollo.  

2. The deliberate withholding of aid from the areas of Tigray province that it held, in 

order to prevent aid from reaching TPLF-held areas.  

 

In Sudan, Khartoum I spoke with Tigregna speaking refugees, who had fled Tigray to 

Sudan during the 1984 famine. This has been organised by the then freedom 

fighters, TPLF. The participants discussed how they escape double pressure in 

Tigray, drought, and military attack by the Derg. I also spoke with anonymous Berber 

shop owner in Melbourne, Australia on my holiday trip in 19/12/2014. Participants on 

both circumstances suggested similar reasons to the TPLF initiated resettlement 

program in Sudan; the deadly drought resulted hanger lasted for four years mainly in 

south Tigray, the pressure from the military regime, Derg and systematic attempt to 

deprive food aid were among the reasons they fled from Tigray. 
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However, the Barber shop owner said ‘‘after two years in refugee camp in Sudan, 

many returned home as there was unexpected rain resulted good agricultural 

production in the region.’’ From the discussion with those interviewees, TPLF 

responded to the famine through the implementation of mass evacuation of Tigray 

people to Sudan (Cross Border Relief Operations) and requested international 

communities’ attention.  

   

In 1983, about 75,000 people crossed the border to Sudan (Hendrie 1992). TPLF 

assisted the westward migration, which took four weeks on foot before the 

disagreement in March 1985 between the EPLF and TPLF resulted in closure of the 

key road from Tigray to Sudan. These road runs through Eritrea, which forced the 

refugees to use the longer and more dangerous route through Gonder (Hendrie 

1992). According to interviews conducted in Khartoum (KPI 20/04/2013) the 

situations in the camps in Sudan were challenging, with some of the highest death 

rates ever recorded since they left their homeland, Tigray. An estimated 10,000-

15,000 Tigrayan refugees died in camps in Sudan in 1984/5. 

 

The views that suggest the purpose of the Derg’s resettlement program in 1984/5 

was merely to strategically depopulate the rebel-held areas in Tigray slightly 

contradict with the following reality. One can ask the following two interconnected 

questions: 

 

1. Why is Derg’s resettlement criticised for moving people famine affected area 

(Northern Ethiopia) to the south west of Ethiopia where there are available 

resources?   

2. Why did the TPLF decide to respond to the tragedy of famine by moving 

people from its stronghold to a neighbouring country Sudan the most 

expensive and dangerous area, instead of encouraging the internal 

resettlement undertaken by the Derg ruling party?   
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According to Pankhurst, ‘‘shortly after the 1974 revolution, as part of their policy 

of land reform it became Derg’s policy to accelerate resettlement’’ (Pankhurst & 

Piguet 2004). Article 18 of the 1975 Land Reform Proclamation stated that “the 

government is responsible to settle peasants as well as establishing cottage 

industries to accommodate those who, as a result of distribution of land which 

remain with little or no land.” Accordingly, in 1975/76 there were 88 settlement 

centres accommodating 38,818 households, said (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). The 

then MoARD, Relief, and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) were in charge of the 

resettlement programs. Almost all of these regions targeted for Villagisation practice 

agro-pastorals or shifting cultivation: the numerous ethnic groups in South Omo, the 

Borana, Guji and kottu Oromo, Bench Maji Zones of SNNP, the Kunama in Tigray 

and the Argoba in Amhara. Although the kind and extent of ‘developmental actions’ 

and ‘developmental actors’ varies, one can observe a similarly orientated activities in 

these areas of the first-tier regional states as well, especially in SNNP and Oromia 

regional states. 

 

Unlike Sandra’s argument, one can understand from Pankhurst statement that 

resettlement during Derg regime was obviously long term policy that started right 

from 1974 revolution, which is before the rebel fighting intensified and became 

national treat. The objective was to resettle the peasant from drought-affected north 

to the sparsely populated south and southwest of the country where arable land is 

plentiful and better watered (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). In addition, there are several 

well-founded reasons to show that the majority of people resettled voluntarily mostly 

driven by the deadly famine. One indicator is that the majority of the re-settlers came 

from Amhara (northern Wollo, Begemder, and northern Shewoa) and Southern 

Tigray (Raya Azebo) including Korem, from where Michael Buerk in 1984; broadcast 

the BBC film used by the well-known Irish rock star Bob Geldof as an image of the 

millions who became victims during the famine (1983-85). Up until 1987, there was 

no single TPLF controlled area from the above lists. 
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Between 1984 and 1986, as Gebre described “About 594,190 people were rashly 

and compulsorily uprooted from the cool, dry highlands of Shewa, Tigray, and Wello 

to the hot, wet lowlands of Gojjam, Illubabor, Kafa and Wellega at an estimated cost 

of 767 million birr (US $374 million)’’ (Gebre 2001). Therefore, those areas from 

where about 80% of an estimated 600,000 people migrated to South Western part of 

Ethiopia were the strongholds of the Derg regime, obviously much easier to recruit 

them for the army to fight back the TPLF in the northern Tigray. In the contrary, 

many people from Tigray including my families were physically weakened by the 

prolonged hunger and war, not strong enough to join the TPLF.  

 

For many people including from the stronghold of the TPLF, there was a rush to get 

registration to be resettled. “My mother and I had to travel four hours to a town called 

Alamata to register for resettlement. There, we had to stay a week waiting for 

registration, and another week in preparation for departure. The journey was six 

days long to reach the designated area for resettlement, while few people from 

central and north Tigray forcefully moved and transported by helicopter.” This 

number is much less when compared with the total 600,000 people. For example, 

out of 460 households in the village where I grew up, there were only 16 people 

forcefully resettled from Tigray. The discussion I made with four of these individuals 

revealed that they are thankful for the Derg regime for moving them, even if they 

moved out of their will initially  (FGD 04/03/2014).  

 

Pankhurst suggested that resettlement was a survival strategy, which most peasants 

turned to only when other strategies failed. For taking the resettlement as a good 

offer from Derg, hundreds thousands of people persevered, recovered and changed 

their livelihood after resettlement (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). I agree with (Pankhurst 

& Piguet 2004; Medhane 2007; and Dessalegn 2008) that many suffered while 

adapting to the new malaria infested area and to other epidemic disease, with some 

trying to go back to their place of origin. According to the discussion with settlers in 

Gambella, almost all people who went back to their place of origin either came back 

to their first resettlement area, some reunited with their families in different 
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resettlement areas including in Oromia and SNNPR. This study shows only few 

remained in their place of origin, yet they continued to be socially and economically 

connected with relatives in the resettlement area (FGD 02/04/2014 & KPI 

01/04/2014). Instead, the downside of the resettlement during 1984/5 has been the 

pressure on the host community and the environment, which very few scholars 

discussed this across the literature.   

 

Pankhurst discuss that the resettlement program in 1984/5 led to displacement of the 

local population in the resettlement areas; these include the nomadic pastorals or 

shifting cultivators (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). Derge regime perceived these areas 

of land as uninhabited as the people were not permanently settled in one area 

(Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). For the part of shifting cultivators namely the Anuak and 

Majang in Gambella, they need large areas of land to be able to leave some of it as 

an unplanted for a time, but the government saw their need for land size to be the 

area they cultivated at any particular moment. Therefore, from the beginning of the 

1984 resettlement program, many were pushed out of their home area, and the 

displacement continued during the whole resettlement process. This situation led to 

conflict between the local people and the settlers (Gebre 2009).  

 

Pankhurst suggests inter-zone resettlement could promote economic growth of the 

landless (Pankhurst & Piguet 2004). He argues “resettlement policy should promote 

rather than restrict linkages between areas of origin and resettlement so that it can 

be an engine for development not just a means of rehabilitation. This implies that 

selection of settlers should not consider merely the landless and food insecure, but 

rather those with capital who are interested in invest and expand their business and 

experience; however, it is up to the settlers and governments to mitigate the impact 

of overpopulation, competition and domination of indigenous people” (Pankhurst & 

Piguet 2004). 

 

I concluded that; had the famine not been extensive, resulting in rushed decisions, 

coupled with a late response from the international community and a systematic 
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attempt by the Derg to deprive people of food, the resettlement program in 1984/5 

could have saved more people’s life than it essentially did. The program increased 

the opportunity to rehabilitate people from recurrent drought-hit areas to areas where 

there was better opportunity for farmers to breakthrough the hunger trap and to 

escape the indiscriminate violence against civilians by the army and communist-

supported air force. While (Sandra 1987) concluded that the resettlement was a 

politically motivated plan, (Gebru 2009) dismissed this opinion commenting that the 

populations resettled from Tigray to the different part of the country was too small to 

have made any significant difference fighting against the communist regime.”   

 

3.1.3 The Current Villagisation Scheme and the Experience of 
Gambella’s Indigenous People 
As discussed in page three of the research background, the Ethiopia government 

launched resettlement programme in 2003 as one of the three components of food 

security programme. The resettlement programme was planned for four regions: 

Tigray, Oromia, Amhara, and Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Region 

(SNNPR). In terms of implementation, the 2003 resettlement programme has very 

similar future to the current Villagisation scheme; the resettlement programme 

implementation was proposed in three phases of approximately resettling 100,000, 

150,000, and 190,000 households (NCFSE 2003) each, although these figures were 

dependent on the voluntary choices of households in “sending” Woredas. The 

different lays on the geographical location and distance from where the communities 

are relocated, while the 2003 resettlement programme was purely on intra-regional 

movement of people, the Villagization in Gambella was a commune system where 

the scheme brings communities who live in scattered, but in same geographical area 

to common village where all access basic services.  

 

The similarity is that participation in the programme is voluntary; potential re-settlers 

are identified during awareness creation campaigns at both the Woreda and kebele 

levels by the respective resettlement task force (composed of relevant bureaus and 

administration representatives). Host Woredas are identified based on an availability 
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of arable land (NCFSE 2003). The resettlement guideline details (NCFSE 2003) all 

Steps are taken to mitigate negative social and environmental impacts that could 

result around resettlement sites. Besides providing resettles with land, the 

programme would establish basic infrastructure (health services, water supply, 

primary schools, roads, etc.) in and around the resettlement sites to assure provision 

of services meeting at least minimum standards. Another similarity between the 2003 

resettlement programme and the 2010 Villagaisation Gambella is that food ration 

would be delivered to resettled households for an eight-month period (or until the first 

successful crop harvest) and other inputs may also be distributed.   

 

After seven years of successful implementation of the resettlement across the four 

developed region, Gambella regional government released Villagisation action plan 

in August 2010. Community consultations began around August 2010 and 

movement of communities started around November. The Goal of the plan was to 

bring socio-economic and cultural transformation of the people (Gambella 2010). 

The stated objectives of the Villagisation program are to address the challenges of 

poverty through cost-effective service delivery to previously scattered populations, to 

protect vulnerable communities from natural disasters including flooding and attacks. 

It also aimed at changing traditional patterns of shifting cultivation that the 

government criticise the practice as environmental destructive methods of farming. 

Villagisation occurred in all Woredas in Gambella with the aim of creating access to 

basic services. The plan is holistic services to those people who are settled scattered 

and along the riverside and those who practiced cut and burn shifting cultivation. 

Major aspects of the plan includes:  

• Relocation of 45,000 rural households in 94 selected Kebeles over 3 years,  

• Allocation of 60,000 hectares for housing and arable land,  
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TABLE 3:1 NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS RELOCATED OVER THE THREE 
IMPLEMENTATION YEARS.  

S/N Woredas N.of Villages Planned 

Households 

Relocated 

Household 

Successes 

Rate 

1 Abobo 9 1494 1103 73.83 

2 Godere 5 1665 970 58.26 

3 Mengeshi 12 1753 1685 96.12 

4 Lare 10 9062 7210 79.56 

5 Itang 9 5692 5105 89.69 

• (Source: GAMBELLA VILLAGISATION PROGRAMME COORDINATION 
OFFICE, BUREAU OF AGRICULTURE). 

 

These developments were supported through establishment of socio-economic 

infrastructure in new settlement areas. The areas of development include schools, 

water schemes, health posts, roads, and other development infrastructure. It would 

be established for facilitating better access to basic services, improve food security, 

and “bring socioeconomic and cultural transformation of the people”, (Gambella 

2010).  

 

After implementation of phase one of the three years plan in 2011, government 

report stated that high demand from the communities to be included in the program 

has resulted in upward revision of the first year’s target from 15,000 to over 26,000 

households.   

 

According to Abela, “Gambella experienced the first Villagisation scheme during the 

Derg regime in 1979 followed by state farm, which displaced a number of Anuak 

communities. During the first Villagisation, the Anuak people were removed from the 

bank of the Baro River in order to make way for irrigated commercial agriculture, 

Abobo state farm” (Abela 2003). The current Villagisation scheme has been 

undertaken in five regions: Gambella, Benishangul-Gumuz, Somali, Afar, and the 

SNNPR, and involved the resettlement of approximately 1.5 million people by 2013 
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(Davison 2010). According to (GVAP 2010-13), 45,000 households would be 

resettled in new Kebeles within three years. The plan claimed the Villagisation 

scheme to be a voluntary process, which aimed to increase access to basic services 

to the people whose settlement is scattered along the riversides and those who 

practiced cut and burn shifting cultivation system. 

 

It has also indicated that schools, water schemes, health posts, roads and other 

infrastructure would be erected in order to facilitate better access to basic services 

and to improve food security. According to the (Gambella 2010) “The government 

would develop 25 health centres, 19 primary schools, 51 water schemes, 18 

veterinary clinics, 41 grinding mills, 49 storage facilities, and 195km of rural roads.” 

The plan mentioned the relocation of people targeted for food aid for the first eight 

months, agricultural tools, improved seeds, and relevant agricultural inputs for the 

farmers. The government considers the Villagisation program as the cheapest and 

quickest means as the key to achieve household food security, technology, 

knowledge, and social transformation. 

 

3.2 Overall Strengths and Weakness of Villagisation Scheme 
3.2.1 Strengths 
During the three-time field visit to Gambella Villagisation, This study has observed 

strengths and weakness in the Villagisation scheme. The fact that people lived in 

isolated lifestyle for years has motivated them to come together. Some are 

suggesting they are enjoying being together and the setup is nearly similar to their 

previous life. However, it is likely to affect the freedom to practice their traditional. 

Some newcomers are merged with old Kebeles and some strategically put close to 

their natural resources accessible to roads and some other means of 

communication. 

1. The Villagisation sites both old and new are accessible and affordable to 

provide basic services such as water, health posts, farmer training centres, 

and grind mills local market accessibility and better transportation services. 
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2. People are relocated to same locality, their original place; almost movement is 

within a limited area. This was key to the avoidance of conflict. This is 

considered strong side of the plan that has gained approval from the 

communities. It has reduced risk of inter-ethnic conflicts that might be 

escalating from one community taking others land. 

3. There is less chance the farmers would lose their crops due to flood, wild 

animals, and fire. The government convinced riverside dwellers to relocate 

them to a newly Villagisation sites, closer to the road that they still maintain 

their land adjacent to the river. 

4. Less vulnerability of community to external attacks and cattle raiding by 

different groups. There are also opportunities of alternating livelihoods in the 

old and new Kebeles.  

5. Easy to transfer knowledge, technology, and transform the community in the 

short, medium and long-term plan 

 

3.2.2 Weakness 
Even though the entire Villagisation plan has been adopted from the 2003 

resettlement programme implemented in the four developed regions of Ethiopia, it 

failed to incorporate the important steps in the first phase. First the families of those 

voluntarily relocated communities were not beneficiaries of food ration during the 

waiting time (until the family members move to the new Villagisation sites). This 

could have enabled household heads to put their full energy on development on the 

new area. Second, heads of the households should not take their families to the new 

Villagisation sites; before the programme is successfully established. Third, moving 

people from their original place requires ending up with over burden and degraded 

land from either continued cultivation or under cultivated (forest cover). To mitigate 

this impacts, there were no enough arrangements for assisting the environmental 

rehabilitation; improve the productivity of the agriculture in the new Villagisation sites. 

 

Hence, the Villagisation in Gambella end up with weak project implementation, rush 

planning, and petty corruption of local and regional officials. For example, in the 
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pastoralist areas of Nuer, there isn’t any arrangement to provide water for cattle 

during dry season and this challenged the program. As a result of this some farmers 

are still practicing same lifestyle they had for decades; following their cattle to the 

riverside, living the Kebeles until the rain season comes. 

1. Pressure from federal government on the regional and local officials (Carrot 

and stick approaches). Officials at Woreda level rushed to implement the 

Villagisation with the motive of achieving the stated targets and goal. The 

pressure from the Federal and the regional government contributed a lot in 

this regard.   

2. Lack of capacity, experiences, and commitment of regional and local officials 

to execute such big development scheme in short period of time. For 

instance, there were no alternative means arranged for some community 

moved from far place living behind their developed land, crops and some 

traditional means of livelihood. Indeed, some are brought from far places that 

they may not go back to their old farm again due to the distance, system and 

livelihood disruption and the need for reinvestment on the old land already 

converted to forest due to fast regeneration of trees. 

3. Overstated promises and high expectation of the relocated community. The 

relocated communities were promised the new Kebele would be the place 

where they would get comprehensive support. This means the relocated 

people expected uninterrupted food aid.  

4. The promised services have also been slow to arrive and the relocated 

communities were too large for the capacity of the land allocated in Godere, 

Semui, and Goshine, so people are left dependent on food support. 

5. Tension has been mounting in the area as decisions are made regardless of 

some of the core principle in the Villagisation Action Plan (2010). 

6. There was no assessment done to consider whether this has to be done with 

international communities, and understand the additional role of donors and 

NGOs. 

7. There is a possible vulnerability treat when indigenous communities are 

concentrated in a given geographical area, which is difficult for the 
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communities to cope with local ethnic conflicts, they can be an easy target for 

rival groups. That means Villagisation has the risk of exposing minorities to 

devastating conflicts and distraction of properties due to their concentration in 

one area with limited space for mobility. 

 

Consequently, the cumulative effects of all the above limitations has led to poor 

quality infrastructure and basic services, overstated promise and finally unable to 

fulfil promises. As a result, it discouraged some relocated households. As a result, 

some moved back to their original places and some are waiting the government to 

provide the unfulfilled services. 

 
3.3 Large-Scale Agricultural Investment 
Among other mega development projects, the large-scale agriculture sector 

development is one of top priority to the Ethiopia government. That is why large-

scale agriculture investment was included in the first Growth and Transformation 

Plan (GTP) (2010/11-2014/15). This is with the intention to increase agricultural 

growth mainly in the lowland parts of the country such as Gambella, Benishangul-

Gumuz, South Omo, etc. In the process of offering leases of its land, the federal 

government rates the allocation of large scale farming to ‘developmental investors’ 

as essential (MoA 2011).   

 

Regional governments are also providing land if the lease request is less than 5,000 

hectares, reporting the implementation to the ministry of Agriculture (MoA 2011). 

However, applications to lease more than 5,000 hectares of land are administered by 

the newly established Agricultural Investment Support Directorate (AISD) within the 

MoFA Gambella Investment Agency (GIA 2011). The Directorate promotes, 

facilitates and arranges documents for lease contracts with investors on behalf of the 

regional governments, and issues the final lease authorisation.  

 

According to the World Bank study, it estimates that 1.2 million hectares of land has 

been transferred to investors between 2004 and 2008 in Ethiopia (WB 2010). Press 
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reports put the figure higher than World Bank’s estimation and other institutions. 

There are many large-scale investments in Ethiopia. Some estimated that 406 

projects have been approved and transferred in 2004-2008 (WB 2010). One of the 

biggest investors involved is an Indian company called Karuturi Agro Product PLC in 

Gambella. According to land rent contractual agreement between Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural Development and that of Karuturi (25/10/2010), it has leased 

100,000 hectares of land in Itang Woredas, Nuer Zone. This is for a period of 45 

years beginning from May 2010.   

 

The largest investment land area in the Gambella region, even at national level, is 

the holding of the Bangalore based Karuturi Global. This current investment land 

area is only a third of what Karuturi was awarded at first. In early 2010, Karuturi 

Global was leased 300,000 hectares. After a few months, after complaints from the 

region, it was reduced to the current size, among others, to make way for the 

seasonal migration of white-eared cob from South Sudan to Gambella region of 

Ethiopia. Gambella’s wildlife migration seems to be the primary reason for the 

reducing of Karuturi’s investment land area. On the weekend before the reduction in 

Karuturi’s land area, the Parks and Buffer Zone Management Program of the Horn of 

Africa-Regional Environmental Centre/Network organised an event for Ministry of 

Agriculture, Ethiopian Wildlife Conservation Authority, Ministry of Tourism, as well as 

Embassy staff from Addis Ababa, to witness the size of the migration (FGD 2014).   

 

There is a considerable risk involved in leasing large areas of land in Gambella; 

according to (Hagmann 2008; Mulugeta 2010) the process of land lease to investors 

in Gambella ought to be planned and managed carefully. The levels of food 

insecurity in the region remain relatively high with 13.5% of the population relying on 

food aid each year. This figure is compared to 6.1% in Benishangul-Gumuz, and 

2.9% in Oromia (Ayele 2009). A lack of development and other related factors such 

as poor security contributed to have lower household assets. It resulted in resource-

based conflict and displacement of many people. 
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In addition, Proud worked (2001-2010), in agricultural research and with the Anglican 

churches in Gambella raised her concerns. Proud, on her personal reflection wrote, 

“Ethiopia, a country renowned for its famines, is leasing land to foreign investors for 

food production (Proud 2011)”. Proud said, “It sounds good, that the motivation of 

the Ethiopian government is optimistic to support economic development and to 

contribute to food security in the country. However, the consequence and costs to 

the local population and the environment are high.” 

 

In her monthly newspaper, (Proud 2011) published by the Diocese of Oxford states 

that nearly a third of the land in Gambella region is “up for grabs”. The region has 

been classified as underutilised. She added, “however, the low-lying tropical region, 

prone to both drought and flooding is home to increasing populations: the Nuer who 

are pastorals moving with the cattle and the Anuak who fish and grow crops as the 

floodwaters recede. Their survival and their identity are tied to the land and the rivers 

that run through it.” 

 

I agree with Proud that environmental, socio-economic, and political impact of 

development in Gambella need mitigation if the investment is to successfully 

continue. Proud observed that there has been significant environmental destruction 

that it is still on going as dams and channels are built for irrigation and defences built 

to prevent the floods both from Rivers and mountains areas. For instance flood 

washed out the first maize harvest of the large-scale agricultural investor Karuturi 

PLC. Even though this article have valid points, it does not highlight the negative 

impact, the local population then suffers as the floodwaters continue to displace 

populations from previously safe areas and increase their exposure for negative 

environmental impact.  

 

According to Proud ‘there have been advantages as new roads and bridges have 

opened up in the area, the telephone network now reaches the border with South 

Sudan (Proud 2011). Yet, the package offered to investors to secure the deals does 

not guarantee that crops produced will be available locally or nationally, so tensions 
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will mount at times of hunger. Pressure will likewise rise as the movement of people 

with their cattle or to the waterway is further constrained by industrial scale 

production and as more outsiders move in to work in the fields. Resource based 

ethnic conflict as well as conflict with investors and their workers could increasingly 

dominate the regional development if the stream of water into the Baro River and its 

catchments is reduced.' 

 
3.4. Theoretical Framework 
3.4.1. Development models and concepts of resettlement and 
Villagisation 
To understand the Villagisation and agricultural development planning and 

implementation in Gambella, I chose to discuss a selection of appropriate theoretical 

approaches and models. Thus, there is a need for reviewing some theoretical 

approaches and models that explain the current development under researched. In 

addition to analysing scientifically the social implications of Villagisation and 

agricultural investments on the indigenous people of Gambella, it is vital to broadly 

examine the relationship between the current development (Villagisation and large-

scale agricultural investment) and the various forms of human spatial mobility in the 

region. Similarly, it is important to analyse development practice in Gambella with 

theoretical models. It appears that Scudder and Colson’s models are relevant to 

explain the phenomena in Gambella. They systematically viewed the re-settlements 

constructing from the earlier methods that managed principally with the procedures 

of voluntary resettlement.  

 

In the mid 1980s (Scudder & Colson 1971), suggested a four-stage model of how 

individuals and socio-cultural systems react to resettlement process. They labelled 

the four stages as take after: 

1. ‘Recruitment’: in this phase, policy-makers and implementer formulate the 

resettlement plans, often without informing those to be displaced. 

2. ‘Transition’:  here, people learn about their future displacement, which 

elevates the level of anxiety experienced by the displaced people. 
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3. ‘Potential development’: eventually potential development occurs after 

physical relocation has occurred. Relocated people begin the process of 

rebuilding their economy and social networks. 

4. ‘Handing-over or incorporation’: this refers to the handing over of local 

production systems and community leadership to a second generation of 

residents that classifies them and appreciate being part of the community. 

Once this stage has been achieved, resettlement is deemed a success 

The Scudder–Colson model (1971) focused on different behavioural tendencies 

common to each of a series of stages through which settlers passed. At first, they 

formulated the model to explain the stages of voluntary settlement, and were only 

later applied to some cases of involuntary resettlement (i.e., those "effective" cases 

that went through every one of the four stages). “In the 1980s and 1990s, the 

mounting evidence of involuntary resettlement schemes that failed to pass through 

all four stages suggested that a new model was necessary to explain the 

consequences of involuntary relocation (Scudder & Colson 1971).” In particular, they 

accepted a new theory was necessary. This aimed to model what was increasingly 

seen as predictable impoverishment in forced resettlement schemes.  

 

The most recent and dominant model adopted by several authors for analysing 

population relocation of any type; the resettlement or Villagisation is the one first 

suggested by (Cernea 2000) and later modified and used by others (Collins 2009). 

The model is termed the Impoverishment Risks and Reconstruction (IRR) model and 

is mostly based on the ‘inadequate inputs’ approach (De Wet 2004). 

  

The ‘inadequate inputs’ approach theorises that the impoverishment risks occur due 

to inadequate supply of necessary resources in Villages collected. This model has 

an eight factors framework that is open-ended so that any additional factor can be 

amended according to the local context. These factors are landlessness, 

homelessness, joblessness, marginalisation, food insecurity, increased morbidity 

and mortality, social dislocation and loss of access to common property (Cernea 

2000, cited in Collins 2009).  
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This approach, which employs an IRR model, recognises that forced relocation of 

people is usually accompanied by ecological, social, economic, and cultural 

impoverishment, which may be reversed through viable intervention policies. 

Cernea’s IRR model arose in the 1990s in response to this recognition. In contrast, 

to the Scudder-Colson model, the IRR model does not attempt to identify different 

stages of relocation, but rather aims to identify the impoverishment risks intrinsic to 

forced resettlement and the processes necessary for reconstructing the livelihoods of 

displaced people (Cernea 2000).  

 

In particular, it stresses that, unless specifically addressed by targeted policies, 

forced displacement can cause impoverishment among displaced people. To these 

risks, Downing and others have added: loss of access to public services, disruption 

of formal education activities, and loss of civil and human rights. The model also 

recognises risks to the host population, which, while not identical to those of 

displaced people, can also result in impoverishment. 

 

As Cernea’s IRR model designed to be used flexibly amended according to relevant 

factors, researchers added relevant factors and tested the model in accordance with 

Cernea’s own suggestion (Collins 2009). This is due to the model IRR originally 

developed to reduce impoverishment or risks that might emerge mainly during dam 

construction or urban renewal projects. It is criticised for focusing on avoiding risk, 

ignoring the events leading to resettlement and the reasons for relocation, and over-

emphasis on economics at the expense of human rights (Collins 2009). Although it is 

criticised for having a highly generalised framework, this model is generally 

adaptable to local contexts. Thus, the IRR model is a basis for the analysis of 

resettlement study.   

 

Not all of these processes necessarily occur in each case of forced resettlement and 

not all displaced households are necessarily affected in the same way by each 
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process. Rather, the model notes that, when taken together, these processes 

capture the reasons behind many failed resettlement operations.  

 

The Ethiopian government used the Villagisation process in Gambella as a compass 

for risk reversal in natural disasters and transformation of the indigenous community 

(MoFA 2012). This include advocating a targeted Villagisation policy, such as land-

based (as opposed to mere cash-based) resettlement, job creation, health, 

education, agricultural extension, safe water services provision and social network 

rebuilding to the relocated people. However, since the initial period of the 

implementation, particularly interns of communication and participation to insure 

standard quality and sustainability of the program, regional and local governments 

have done little (GVAP 2010).  

 

3.4.2 The Definition and Concept of Community Development 
3.4.2.1 Community development 
It is extremely difficult to identify the perimeters of the discipline when the ‘field is not 

fenced’ (Bhattacharyya 2004). In the past, it has been accepted that ‘all approaches, 

which claim to be community development should be accepted as legitimate 

contributions’ (Biddle L. & Biddle M. 1966). However, there is a risk with this 

approach as the ethics and values employed in definitions of community 

development often differ and even conflict. Whilst the activities undertaken by a 

community development practitioner may, and do, vary greatly depending on the 

working context, there must be consistency in the core principles, ethics and values 

employed. 

 

Development approaches outside these principles should not be defined as 

community development. It is essential to make the distinction between development 

that is operating at a community level mostly initiated by the community themselves, 

and community development, which is characterised by a particular set of theoretical 

and operational principles even-handedly planned by governments (Bhattacharyya 

2004).     
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As Bhattacharyya points out in his critique of community development definitions, 

“the concept of community development must satisfy two conditions. First, it must be 

distinctive in its purpose and methodology (Bhattacharyya 2004). Secondly, it must 

be universal in its scope: it must be applicable to all types of social formation.” Both 

theorists and practitioners must be conscious of the values and assumptions they 

carry with them into the realm of community development. 

 

In order to understand community development, we must settle on a definition of 

‘community’. The term ‘community’ is ambiguous and irregular depending on its 

context (Bhattacharyya 2004). ‘Like freedom and democracy, the term can fulfil 

different needs at different times’ (Prestidge 2006). Likewise, ‘community’ is a 

descriptive term that can also stand alone as a value or ideal. Community can also 

be defined as a “group of people with a common characteristic or interest living 

together within a larger society” or a “body of persons or nations having a common 

history or common social, economic, and political interests”, (Prestidge 2006). 

 

Community development as a conscious approach rather than an evolutionary 

process has emerged in its various forms. Despite the abundance of offerings, I have 

not yet found a satisfactory definition of community development that suits the 

practice of indigenous communities in Gambella. Therefore, I offer my own practice-

based definition in order to introduce the process: community development is a 

process through which communities are empowered to identify, drive and manage 

their own sustainable development and resources, whether social, economic, 

environmental, political, cultural or spiritual, according to their collective values, 

priorities and visions. For the purpose of this discussion, I focus on the description 

given by the World Bank (operational directive 4.20, 1991). Indigenous peoples can 

be identified in particular geographical areas by the presence in varying degrees of 

the following characteristics: 

 

Close attachment to ancestral territories and to the natural resources in these areas. 
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1. Self-identification and identification by others as members of a distinct cultural 

group.  

2. An indigenous language, often different from the national language. 

3. The presence of customary social and political institutions; 

4. Primarily subsistence-oriented production. 

 

Community is most often used in reference to a collective of people based on 

geographical and spatial boundaries. “The sociologist C.J Galpin first coined the 

term in 1915, in relation to defining small collectives of people residing together in 

terms of trade and service areas” (Smith 2001: p2). This geographical 

characterisation of ‘community’ is most relevant in a traditional context, where social 

interaction and, therefore, solidarity and a common sense of identity were often 

limited within geographical boundaries. 

 

Shared ethnicity and religion were usually features of a community defined by 

geography. However, advances in physical infrastructure and transport, as well as 

more recent far-reaching global communication networks such as the Internet have 

resulted in the expansion of social interaction and the evolution of ‘community’. 

Communities based on lifestyle, interest, ethnicity, and religion now transcend 

physical and geographical boundaries (Ife 2002). 

 

However, in his definition of ‘community’ in the context of sustainable development, 

(Maser 1997: p: 99) suggests that although shared identity or common interests are 

features of communities, the key commonality is the ‘shared locality.’ According to 

Ife, community in its traditional sense is no longer a significant element of 

contemporary industrial society (Ife 2002). I argue that the dynamic nature of 

community means that it has not lost its social significance in day-to-day life, due to 

external and internal pressure, new development, and any form of cultural 

transformation. However, the recognition and emphasis placed on “community has 

diminished in recent decades. Community is becoming, at least conceptually, 

increasingly valued and recognised within the context of development. “The slogan 
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‘local solutions for local problems’ is being used (and potentially abused) in wide-

reaching development contexts as well. The idea and ideal of community remains 

extremely powerful and is often romanticised” (Ife 2002). 

 

As demonstrated in the previous quote, although the word community suggests 

support, inclusion and shared values. Accompanying this is the potential form for 

exclusion, discrimination, and oppression. Gambella’s communities have, throughout 

social history, managed changes and responded to influences through what I 

describe as ‘community evolution’. By this, I suggest that communities are dynamic, 

responsive, and proactive. They have experienced many dramatic challenges in 

terms of environmental, economic, political, and social pressures. They constantly 

shift and reshape in response to pressures and opportunities. Although, current 

Villagisation is supposed to be an advantage to the community, there are questions 

to be answered yet:  

 

1. Would it benefit the community without affecting their useful traditional 

system? Would it make them happy or emotional? 

2. Would the community be still connected with their forests and rivers, allowing 

them to practice hunting and other traditional practices?  

3. Are these questions going to be answered by Villagisation policy makers and 

implementers?  

 

From a functional perspective, these shifts are also proactive manipulators for 

effective communities. In addition to the resource-based ethnic conflicts, natural 

disasters and lack of good governance, the challenge to Gambella’s indigenous 

communities in recent history are the ‘unnatural’ and rapid nature of the pressures 

they face from outsiders. These include the influx of Highlanders in the form of 

resettlement and business, technology and globalisation, together with the level of 

investment and the growing economy of the country. 
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In order to respond to these new pressures, community development (Villagisation) 

as a conscious approach rather than an evolutionary process has emerged in its 

various forms. Having identified the centrality of social capital to community 

effectiveness, I shall now consider the factors that have challenged the wellbeing of 

the indigenous community in Gambella. This includes balancing the socio-economic 

factors, the self-determination, and administration their structure and ideology, the 

influx of Highlanders and the work of mitigation. 

 

The ruling party, followed by equal access to development, education, health, and 

infrastructure, has answered the question of self-determination. However, would 

these developments consider the emotional attachment of the indigenous people to 

their forestland, rivers, and traditional practices? I will discuss such questions with 

the community. 

 

3.4.3 The Concept of Government and Community Initiated 
Development In Gambella 
It is vital to adopt a flexible approach to development in order to guarantee the 

desired outcome of a given development strategies such as that of Villagisation and 

large-scale agricultural investment. According to (Sakamoto 2003), it is central to 

admit that development approaches can be top-down or bottom-up the latter being 

the most effective approach. For instance Villagisation with self-reliance (Ujamaa) 

was pursued in Tanzania along with the concept of African socialism (Sakamoto 

2003) in order to create independence in agriculture and provision of basic health 

and education services as supporting elements, but this approach was accompanied 

not only by economic failure but also by social and cultural failure. Sakamoto said, 

“this government implemented Villagisation in a top-down approach in order to 

effectively move people into ‘Villages”  (Sakamoto 2003). 

 

However, according to Sakamoto (2003) this approach of forcing people to live in 

‘villages’ disrupted the accumulated knowledge of the people and turned them into 

mere labourers. In the first case, the policies and strategies are theoretically (and in 
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most developing nations practically) designed and imposed on the subjects at 

grassroots level for implementation. This ignores the inputs from the majority and/or 

the subjects for whom development is assumed.  

 

The bottom-up approach is a complete contrast to the top-down approach with lower 

level participation evidently seen as highly important. Therefore, it matters in 

achieving the aim of the program whether or not the planning and implementation 

process of Villagisation program had involved Kebeles. The belief that rural 

development cannot be brought about without a Villagisation scheme (Mhando 2011) 

has dominated the development models and approaches of those nations that used 

to adopt Villagisation. Those models that prioritised Villagisation have been mostly 

associated with the minds of policy makers of many developing countries mainly 

African governments. Mhando said, “for instance, tries to explain how rural 

development without Villagisation would not succeed in Ujamaa villages in Tanzania 

(Mhando 2011). However, the program ultimately failed in Tanzania due to 

inappropriate planning and implementation. 

 
3.4.3.1 Government-Led Community Development 
The central role of government in community development is to achieve social and 

economic development while ensuring a protected environment and institutional 

stability (Lommis 2002: p1). This statement suggests that for achieving holistic, 

sustainable and equitable development assumed government accountable. I believe 

that government’s role is more suitable in the facilitation, resourcing, and promotion 

of sustainable social and economic development.  

 

Essential to community development theory is the view that in order for development 

to be truly effective and long-term, it is indispensable that the ownership lies with the 

community for improving and developing their own livelihood. Principles of 

community development and practice permit communities to lead their own 

development, based on their collective priorities, objectives, and principles (Lommis 

2002). Admitting the role of community in leading their own development, Foucault 
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argued, “On the other hand, government has always had a significant role to play in 

the development of society, both through its policies and through direct activities” 

(Foucault 1991). 

 

There are some indicators that Villagisation may have future impact on the ability to 

govern the lowlands. First, it is obvious that having a permanent place of residence 

in commune villages makes the indigenous communities an easy target to be 

governed, controlled, nurtured and disciplined than the previous mode of living in 

dispersed villages of few households. Second, each village will have the state’s 

governing members. This makes the task of governing Gambella’s indigenous 

population a lot easier. Third, these institutions will be the dominant actors of the on-

going social engineering in the Gambella including 1-to-5 models (one person leads 

five new people for any political, social and economic development). 

 

Some advocates are criticising the scheme that involves social engineering. They 

argue the Villagisation scheme has a dual purpose; it aims at helping the indigenous 

people, whilst converting the culture, values, and attitudes of the ethnic groups in 

Gambella into what is perceived as correct and more appropriate for development. 

This could be conceptualised as the “transformation of the change of statehood” in 

the lowland Gambella “from mediated to un mediated” (Waldner 1999). Therefore, 

how the lowlands get governed change due to the socio-economic changes to be 

brought through Villagisation. 

 

The fourth possible challenge to govern the lowland Gambella is the view that the 

aim of Villagisation is related to dis-possessions through land alienation. The federal 

as well as regional governments stress that the land deals and Villagisation are 

unrelated. This is in a manner of speaking saying that the villages are not used as 

‘concentration camps’ for people evicted to take away the land. Rather, this is one of 

the first transformation plans to ensure food security through improving 

vulnerabilities of natural and man made disasters. One strategy is to avoid recurrent 

flood. 
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3.4.3.2 Community-Led Development 
Both government and Community-led development approach seems different from 

one another, but they are completely interconnected and strongly influence each 

other (Bhattacharyya 2004). There are similar development approaches in the 

region, but for the purpose of this study, the focus would be on the two approaches. 

As Lommis’s statement suggests, “the responsibilities of government are broad and 

far reaching” (Lommis 2012). Community-initiated development in Gambella includes 

amongst others, traditional agricultural practices (shifting cultivation, postural 

activities, occasional hunting and gathering) together with domestic trade. 

Meanwhile, the communities do struggle to protect their land and forest from being 

given away to international and national investors, Highlanders and illegal settlers 

(Dereje 2009).  

 

Through analysing the current and previous efforts of government in community 

development in Gambella, I established how the national and regional political, 

social, and economic environments have driven the strategic direction taken by the 

government. According to the (MoFED 2003), it is certain that the shifts in practice 

and policy approaches that the Ethiopian government have undertaken now and in 

the past have been driven by attempts to reduce poverty, to undertake, development 

and technology transfer and to sustain the rural economy of Gambella.  

 
3.4.3.3 Conceptualising the Spatial Mobility of Gambella’s 
Indigenous People 
The likely social consequences and opportunities of the Villagisation program 

coupled with its unique political characteristics has in recent years caught the 

attention of scholars and the international community in a growing number of 

disciplines. To understand the dynamics of Villagisation in Gambella it is important to 

briefly discuss the traditional settlements, inter-and intra- migratory movement and 

the risks and vulnerabilities of natural and man made disasters in the recent past. 

The spatial mobility of the indigenous people of Gambella specifically in the area of 

increasing productivity, avoiding natural disasters and escaping conflicts or taking 
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over territories has been an important factor for the current development in the 

region. I analysed relevant examples of how traditional spatial mobility has had a 

negative impact on the living standards of local communities. 

 

Gambella like any other part of the world has indigenous people and it has been 

acknowledged by Ethiopian constitution (1987), (Dereje 2009). The fact that 

Gambella’s indigenous communities consider themselves to be distinct ‘people’ from 

the rest of the societies is related to pre-invasion or pre-colonial factors, but related 

to the spatial mobility, re-settlements and migration with whom they share their 

present territory called Gambella region. Indigenous peoples in Gambella are Anuak, 

Nuer, Majang, Komo, and Opo. These groups used to inhabit, continue to inhabit, 

and wish to keep their strong attachment to a defined territory in this region. 

Although they historically own those territories, determined to transmit their ancestral 

territories, ethnic identity and social institutions to their future generations, they are 

not now in dominant positions in the region (Dereje 2009). 

 

The Ethiopian government has been concerned about underdevelopment of 

Gambella. In the introductory part of the (GVAP 2010: p2) government made a bold 

statement: “Although the Gambella region is endowed with natural resources 

suitable to expand agricultural production it is one of the food insecure areas of the 

country. Traditional cut & burn farming practices; scattered settlement; and riverside 

settlement are the causes for the vulnerability among others.’ Given the land 

abundance in many parts of Gambella, scattered peasant populations presented a 

problem of state consolidation for the country and Gambella as a region in particular” 

(GVAP 2010: p2). 

 

The government designed the Villagisation project to address the socio-economic 

problems long affecting the region, with the stated goal of socioeconomic and 

cultural transformation of the indigenous people of Gambella (GVAP 2010). The 

government aimed to provide Public Basic Services (PBS) to the relocated Kebeles. 

On the other hand, there are untold stories and rumours going around Gambella that 
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the opportunity of the government to enforcing property rights (land certification). 

This include providing social services (education, water, health and agricultural 

extension), to raise taxes, to defend its territorial boundaries (insurgency), and to 

provide public good was slowed down by scattered settlement of the indigenous 

people of Gambella, (FGD & KPI 23/03/2004).   

 

Some local advocates speculate that such a development program will effectively 

bring Gambella’s rural communities under the state administration. The unique 

features of Gambella’s indigenous people are their primary concern with subsistence 

production (shifting cultivation, hunting and gathering and pasture), catering to the 

needs of their households, and preserving their traditional norms (FGD & KPI 

23/03/2004).  

 

3.4.4 Summary 
3.4.4.1 Literature review 
Human Right Watch, Oakland Institutes, and some other organisations have some 

valid points, which need further investigation and rectifying by the Government of 

Ethiopia. However, an opportunity was missed by these organisations to engage 

their findings in a constructive dialogue to improve the process of Villagisation and 

large-scale agricultural investment. Instead the criticism of the Villagisation program 

became extremely divisive. These organisations have failed to recognise the political 

environment, which Villagisation has been conducted. 

 

The recent history of the indigenous people, particularly the Anuak, since early 2000 

in Gambella is extremely complicated. The communities have very valid concern 

about their future livelihoods. This is due to the steady losing of land and the 

disintegration of some of their social and political structure because of the changing 

demography of Gambella. It is important to recognise this dynamics to understand 

why Villagisation has received the response it has in Gambella. It is impossible to 

look the Villagisation program in a vacuum purely by its plan, implementation, and 

the response of international and local human right advocates, without 
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understanding the political, socioeconomic, and cultural context of Gambella in which 

it was implemented.  

 

3.4.4.2 Theoretical framework 
Community development is an enigmatic development concept and term. It 

describes a process, an outcome, even values and working principles. However, it 

currently lacks universal understanding and shared meaning. As such, the value-

laden term is often used without uniformity or boundaries. The diversity of the origins 

of community development, the contexts in which it is practiced, the pressures it 

challenges and the outcomes achieved make it difficult and not particularly useful to 

identify uniform and boundaries within the discipline. However, I suggest that it is the 

core practice and principles of community development that make it universally 

applicable, yet distinct from other development approaches.   

 

The effectiveness of communities has been, and continues to be challenged by 

global pressures that fail to recognise the symbolic and cultural boundaries of 

communities, societies, and nations. Community development undertakes to restore 

this effectiveness by building solidarity and agency within communities. Both are 

central to the values placed on community, and to the ability of communities to 

define themselves and their futures. The universal practice and principles give 

direction in the pursuit of solidarity and agency. Whilst the tangible outcomes of 

community development initiatives are often emphasised, monitored, and evaluated, 

I suggest that it is the process itself that is central to achieving to long lasting and 

self-maintaining community wellbeing.   

 

In this study, I used theoretical context of the contemporary community development. 

I started by defining community development, in order to create a common 

understanding of the term and the process at community level in Gambella. I also 

considered the local meaning of ‘community’, another term, and concept that 

describes the local values and assumptions. I suggested that, whilst the dominant 

understanding of ‘community’ is defined by geography or shared locality, concepts of 
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shared interest and identity take precedence in the context of community 

development of Gambella.   

 

In order to consider contemporary community development, in Gambella, it is 

important to understand its drivers and historical context of the natural resources 

based ethnic conflicts and political power struggles. In this study, I discussed 

historical and current challenges to its effectiveness in the context of Gambella 

community, mainly since 1991.  

 

I suggested that it is not possible to consider community development practice in 

isolation from community development theory. Therefore, this study focused on 

theory and practice principles, rather than practice methodology. By practice 

principles, I refer to how, theoretically, practitioners must go about achieving the 

purpose of the community development, namely the pursuit of agency and solidarity. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH PARADIGMS, METHODOLOGY, AND 
METHODS 

4.1. The Paradigms 
4.1.1 Ontology and Epistemology 
 The Chicago School of Sociology is “often credited with bringing legitimacy to 

interpretative Methodologies starting in the early 1900s” (Blumer 1984). 

Interpretative paradigms are based on a philosophy that truth is subjective, and 

knowledge is a constructed reality. “The interpretative paradigm developed as a 

critique of positivism in the social sciences. According to (Blumer 

1984), interpretative shares the following beliefs about the nature of knowing and 

reality.” 

 

Relativist ontology: assumes that reality, “as we know it is constructed inter-

subjective through the meanings and understandings developed socially and 

experientially” (Blumer 1984). 

Subjectivist epistemology: assumes that we cannot separate ourselves from what we 

know. “The investigator and the object of investigation are linked such that who we 

are and how we understand the world is a central part of how we understand others, 

the world, and ourselves” (Blumer 1984). 

 

Blumer argued “Researchers operating from an interpretive paradigm seek to 

explore, describe, illuminate and understand complex human relations and abstract 

constructs, such as cultural proscriptions. Researchers acknowledge inherent bias 

when conducting interpretive studies. He also suggested theories are generally not 

tested, but they may emerge from the researcher’s in-depth interpretation of the 

data” (Blumer 1984).  

 

According to Angen, the followings are some of the criteria for evaluating 

research from an interpretive perspective: “Careful consideration and articulation of 

the research question, carrying out inquiry in a respectful manner, awareness, and 
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articulation of the choices and interpretations during the inquiry process and 

evidence of taking responsibility for those choices” (Angen 2000). 

1. A written account that develops persuasive arguments, evaluation of how 

widely results are disseminated. 

2. Ethical validity - “recognition that the choices we make through the research 

process have political and ethical consideration” (Angen	  2000). 

3. Substantive validity - evaluating the substance or content of an interpretive 

work. 

4. Need to see evidence of the interpretive choices the researcher made. 

5. “An assessment of the biases inherent in the work over the lifespan of a 

research project” (Angen	  2000). 

6. Self-reflect to understand our own transformation in the research process 

 

Therefore, the identification of my epistemological position has required a certain 

degree of soul searching. I am reluctant to define a philosophical stance to the point 

of restriction or to employ philosophical boxes into which I would have to shape and 

squeeze my own national and regional view. I therefore offer the following statement, 

reflecting a number of epistemological perspectives, to summarise my position.   

 

In simple terms, I believe that truth has multiple comprehensive views. Every 

experience is understood according to our individual and unique realities, shaped 

through collective consciousness of the social, cultural, and individual interpretation 

of phenomenon. My ontological concept and assumption in non-philosophical 

context is that there is no single reality to brand the Villagisation and agricultural 

investment as a good or bad development project to the indigenous community; the 

reality is up on the perception of the community. 

 

To position myself epistemologically within a singular philosophical location would 

not complement the theoretical stance I have asserted. Instead, I have reflected on a 

number of philosophical influences. I had to carefully interpret the reality of the 

current development (Villagisation and agricultural investment). This resulted from 
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the fact that there is no one truth in the context of Gambella’s indigenous people. In 

this study, I reviewed the progress and approaches taken by Ethiopian government 

along with the Gambella regional state government in the area of current 

Villagisation and large-scale agricultural investment.   

 

My study investigates whether the communities are happy with the process whereby 

the efforts of government are united with those of the indigenous people to improve 

the social, cultural, and economic conditions in the Villagisation sites. I have 

identified two comprehensive approaches to community development practice in 

Gambella. The first includes community development programs undertaken by the 

regional government through the support of federal government. The second 

comprises the social community development undertaken largely through the 

combined effort of individuals, groups, and organisations.  

 

However, I believe that the centrality of empowerment and marginalisation in 

community development and in this research is characteristic of modernism. To 

some extent, this study is concerned with the creation of social change and 

emancipation, as distinctive from ‘Critical Theory’ (Johnston et al. 2000). This study 

does not seek to simply observe and explain what is, but to actively comment on and 

creating change, clearly provides the flexibility, reflectivity, and opportunity to 

challenge social constructs that is so central to my philosophical position and 

approach.   

 
4.1.2 Methods 
This study used qualitative methods, as it sought to learn from and through close 

and intense investigation of the Villagisation and investment in Gambella. My 

intention is to describe the discussions I have had with community representatives, 

the methods of collection of data, and the analysis of data. The most telling 

development in my study can be perceived through personal experience and 

reflections in the study area, Gambella. 
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The purely qualitative approach I have chosen acknowledges the subjective nature 

of this research topic. To measure and quantify the effectiveness and achievements 

of the impact of Villagisation and agricultural investment on the indigenous 

community are extremely difficult. Equally, quantitative reflection on government’s 

contribution to the process is problematic, yet some data are available on 

government’s documents and I have tried to analyses them from what I have 

observed in the field.  

 

Field observations, storytelling through discussions and open interviews have 

opened my eyes to the diversity and commonalities of experiences within community 

development under the Villagisation sites. The methods introduced a creative 

dynamic to the research process, constructing an environment of knowledge sharing 

and a mutual journey of new experiences. Although the lack of structure in my 

research methods (non-questioners) provided freedom and empowerment, it also 

posed a significant challenge to the analysis and presentation of results. In addition, 

the confidential and sensitive nature of the research means that I am not able to 

present the stories I collected as they were told to me. Instead, I have identified 

commonalities and themes. As such, I re-emphasised that models of narrative 

inquiry and experience sharing have inspired and informed my research methods.  

 

The approaches I employed were adaptations and amalgamations of a number of 

approaches that complement the nature of my study and my epistemological 

position. 

 

4.1.3 Data Collection and Analysis 
4.1.3.1 Data Collection  
The research design and evaluation question of this study has been an instrumental 

for collecting the data. Data was collected using direct observation, interviews, 

discussion, meetings, and reviewing secondary data. This study has recorded the 

data in appropriate ways and place. All the information gathered during the fieldwork 
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was according to the research plan and guideline. This has hugely contributed to the 

data an analysis.  

 

I used primary and secondary data collection tools. For the primary data, useful 

information related to the implementation of development programs and participation 

of the communities their opinion of the resettlement; Villagisation and investment 

program was collected from interview participants. I collected secondary data by 

reviewing and consulting available government’s policy and strategies documents, 

referring minutes of different meetings and training conducted in the Zone. I have 

reviewed quarter, annual, by-annual reports documented, and rules and regulation 

issued by refereeing local institutions, non-governmental and government 

organisation of the Zone and district administrations. 

 

Non-official sources in the study area provided information slightly different with the 

official version. However, all available sources were screened and crosschecked 

with communities participating in the interview. For the assessment of assets, 

livelihood and agricultural practices, I conducted personal inspection and field 

observation in the selected Villagisation sites. 

 

4.1.3.2 Techniques of Data Analysis  

In order to analyse the data, and reveal the relationship, patterns, trends, and 

context of the region researched, this study examined the information gathered. This 

enabled the study to identify the variables, which determined to what level this study 

trust the answer from participants. One way this study used to prove the creditability 

of data gathered from participants was comparing information of one group to the 

other and learns unexpected influences. Through identifying connections between or 

among various factors that may have an effect on the results, this study employed 

qualitative analysis technic to ensure subjective findings; it was dependent on 

people’s opinions, knowledge, experience, assumptions, and interpretations. In 

addition to the key person interview, focus group discussion, meetings and 

community dialogues, the reports from government, NGOs, donor’s organisation, 



 
 
 
 
 
 

80 

and other secondary data has been analysed qualitatively. Most information relied on 

direct quotations from participant’s perspectives and experience such as storytelling, 

debate and, dialogue.   

 

By way of limiting the influence of my prior-knowledge about the subject mater, I 

systematically structured the information with out changing the identification of 

patterns, the interpretation of people’s statements or other communication during the 

interview and discussion. Nevertheless, my personal insights and experience of the 

region also guided this study in the interpretation of the data and how I see the 

region in general; this does not mean it has influence on the level of significance. 

The study also analysed effect of cultural issues, how well cultural sensitive methods 

are used, and addressed. Ethically appropriate and careful data collection methods 

highlighted the appropriateness of the analysis for the population.  

 
Although interpretation is an essential element of analysis, I have attempted to 

minimise manipulation of participants’ contributions by quoting them directly where 

possible. I have also arranged my findings into three broad categories. The first 

analytical category relates to concepts of Villagisation and the benefit, the second 

discusses the impact of Villagisation, the third category relate to the current 

investment in relation to Villagisation; the key subjects that spared throughout the 

region; namely natural resources based ethnic conflict. 

 

I have referred to those who took part in this research as participants, interviewees 

or respondents community leaders, indigenous people, groups, communities, 

Highlanders, officials, local advocates and investors. This reflects the nature of the 

research methods employed that focused on group, one-to-one discussions, 

reciprocal conversation, and storytelling.   

 

Many of these people have been part of the research process have touched some of 

the sensitive part of the region, Villagisation and investment. I have not allocated 

numbers or fictitious names to participants in these findings. There are a number of 
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reasons for this. First, they have been assured absolute confidentiality in the 

research process and anonymity in the analysis and presentation of results. 

Nevertheless, those who agreed their names and places to be mentioned, I found it 

relevant to mention them. Secondly, each participant shared stories covering a range 

of topics and viewpoints. I have presented a diversity of thoughts and experiences, 

and do not wish to suggest that a particular comment is representative of a particular 

person. 

   

As discussed in the previous chapters, participants were chosen as ‘representatives’ 

of a particular community groups in each Woreda. To present their insights 

according to their ethnicity would suggest that their opinions are in some way typical 

of the majority in that group. The diversity of participants simply reflects the diversity 

of those involved in the Villagisation scheme and partly large-scale agriculture 

investment. 

 

4.1.4 Sample Selection 
The study focused on three main groups:   

1. Government officials: at a Regional, Zone, Woreda and Kebele level 

2. Communities (who have traditional land rights), with a specific focus on the 

Majang, Anuak, Nuer communities, and Highlanders in the case of Majang 

Zone.   

3. Investors: local (indigenous), national, and international investors in all three 

Woredas of the Gambella region. 

In order to be inclusive of perspectives and priorities, I engaged women, elders, and 

other marginalised groups in these discussions. According to the selection criteria 

described later in this section, I studied six Woreda within each of which I identified 

from three Zones. Anuak Zone represented by Abobo and Itang. Lare and Itang 

Woredas represented Nuer Zone. Godere and Mengeshi Woredas represented 

Majang Zone.  
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 TABLE 4.2: NAMES OF WOREDA, KEBELES, AND NUMBER OF 
HOUSEHOLDS (NHH).   

S/N Abobo Godere Mengeshi 

 Kebele NHH Kebele NHH Kebele NHH 

1 Okuna 419 Gelesha 408 Dushi 176 

2 Theny 244 Goshinie 216 Yery 98 

3 Chebokir 201 Chemi 433 Kumi 342 

4 Perbongo 58 Dunchai 437 Baya 143 

5   Gonchi 143   

 

S/N Itang Lare 

 Kebele NHH Kebele NHH 

1 Wankie 463 Kowormechar 1572 

2 Dorong 2,730 Katir 1028 

3 Pulkod 494 Itay 557 

(Sources: VILLAGISATION COORDINATION OFFICE REPORT, GAMBELLA, 

2014). 

 

In 49 Kebeles, there are 94 Villagisation sites in the region. Villagisation sites are 

selected based on random selection. The study considered their population and 

significance for the study. Hence, in consultation with Woreda administrators and 

local community leaders, out of the 94 Villagisation sites in 49 Kebeles, I selected 32 

Villagisation sites in 19 Kebeles. The following four points characterise those of 

Kebeles. They show the challenges and successes related to implementation of 

Villagisation and agricultural investment. 

1. Resource- based ethnic conflict between the host and relocated people. 

2. Intense deforestation and displacement of indigenous people by the alleged 

illegal settlement uniformly exist in the selected areas.  

3. Economic inequality due to of lack of education, transportation, and 

communication, exposure to modern technology, and previous business 

experience and networks with the Highland. From 32 Villagisation sites, I used 
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random sampling to select 241 participants for the discussion, this have 

considered the demographic unit analysis (gender and age category). 

 

The study managed to get an overview of the socio-economic situation in the 

remaining 62 Villagistion sites and it helped understand the positive and negative 

impact of the scheme on the indigenous people. The selection was done through the 

probability proportionate sampling methods based on the estimated size of the 

Kebeles. Most population figures for Villagisation sites were obtained from Woreda 

and the regional Villagisation scheme coordinator; I compiled data related to 

investment from different sources mainly from the regional investment agency.  

 

In all Villagisation sites, a systematic sampling using 241 participants was 

implemented. Six Woredas selected for 32 Villagisation sites in 19 Kebeles in which 

each Woreda had three to six Kebeles assigned to the study and each Kebeles 

consisted of average 12 interviewees. The interview and discussion guideline 

covered issues of implementation processes, current access to basic services, food 

security and livelihoods, and resource-based ethnic conflict among the host 

communities and the newcomers, perceptions of program implementation and the 

current and comparative living conditions of the interviewees. I collected Data from 

each section and sub-section with equal distribution among each group. Of the 241 

participants, 123 were male 118 female. Out of the total population, 106 were young, 

83 adult and 52 elderly. Around 89% was from remote rural areas and about 11% 

was from Urban and sub-urban areas. 

 

4.1.5. Methods and Tools Adapted 
In this study, I implemented data gathering instruments suitable for capturing data 

from diverse informants (this includes the communities, government and non-

governmental institutions). This includes the adaptation of key informant interview, 

guidance sheet, development of methodology, and a flexible plan for conducting the 

fieldwork and discussion with the communities.  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

84 

I conducted focus group discussions and field observations to understand and 

identify areas of convergence and divergence of opinions among the various issues 

affecting the socio-economic pattern of the community. Qualitative, quantitative, and 

participatory techniques were used for the data collection. To help present different 

gender perspectives in the analysis, perceptions of women and men were gathered 

separately. Four methods were applied to the data collection: focus group 

discussions, household interviews, key informant interviews, and observations. 

 
4.1.5.1 Focus Group Discussions. 
In this study, I selected focus group participants in order to present perception of 

groups differentiated by age and gender. The study mainly used focus group 

discussions in which it established eight groups composed of 8-12 people for the 

eight Kebeles. In total 42 women and 46 men, in which 32 young, 30 adult and 26 

old people participated in the focus group discussions. At the beginning of group 

discussions translators highlighted the objectives of the study. The study considered 

group composition by age and gender. The intention was to obtain information on 

issues of concern for most community members. Children were not involved in 

community’s group discussions simply because the local culture made it difficult for 

children to talk in the present of elderly. Discussions that involved children were 

conducted in schools were it was easy for them to freely express their feelings 

amongst themselves. 

 

The study required questions on various topics respondents asked included: 

demographic information, school accessibility, water use and availability, latrine 

availability, road and electricity accesses. It also focused on their relationship of 

newcomers with the host community in the Villagisation sites and with investors if 

any of their previous land had been given to investors or if they were moved on 

informed consent. Kebele chairpersons were the leading member’s in-group 

selection for discussions. The group discussions provided equal opportunity to the 

participants. Discussion sites within the community were selected randomly with 

some consideration on population size, safety, and distance.  
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For most of the interviews in this study, I used eight local translators from six 

Woredas to cover 19 Kebeles. Group composition by age, gender, ethnic 

representations were considered, so three female and five male translators were 

alternatively used. Children below the age of 18 were not involved in community’s 

group discussions; cultural background of the communities made it difficult for 

children to talk in the presence of elderly. Nevertheless, I conducted discussions that 

involved children in six schools; it was easier for them to express their feelings and 

helped me understand the teaching and learning processes, the available school 

materials and the distance from their new Kebeles.  

 

4.1.5.2 Key Informant Interviews 
I have undergone several interviews with key informants representing key women, 

girls, adults and young men, and stakeholders. Their understandings, concern, and 

recommendations were captured. Out of the total 241 participants in the entire study, 

75 of them were key informants (35 female and 40 male). Out of the 75 key 

informant interviewees, 33 were young, 29 adult and 13 old people. All participants 

were selected from the communities representing the schools, Kebeles and 

households, politicians, local advocates and civil servants. Sufficient information 

about the study, questions, and their relevant in relation to the community and 

government were discussed with pre-identified key informant interviews. After the 

interviews and discussions, qualitative responses were organised into themes and 

the responses were analysed and identified.  

 

4.1.5.3. Household's Interview  
For the data collection, eight households were selected; data was collected from the 

selected households having an average of five families. Out of 47 participants, 21 

were female and 26 were male in which nine of them were old, 20 adult, and 18 

young. All the selected households were representatives of all economic classes in 

the area, yet the settlement in the new Villagisation does not fulfil the national and 

regional average household size. From Gambella’s perspective, particularly in the 
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areas of Villagisation, the understanding of the local officials and the community may 

consist of a single family dwelling in a house. Therefore, the standard family size is 

not reflected in the Villagisation action plan, which I will use household across this 

document to avoid misunderstanding with what the Villagisation action plan and 

reports from local and regional government indicate throughout the documents. 

 

4.1.5.4. Field Observations 
Observations of all the Kebeles selected for the study were also required. In addition 

to the field observations conducted during the study, I attended consultation 

meetings organised for regional and Zone and Woreda leaders to hear 

implementation reports and to discuss the successes and challenges of the 

Villagisation scheme in the last three years of its implementation.   

 

I visited 12 sites to assess the availability and condition of water points and latrines, 

the condition of wells and water pumps, grind mills, schools, and health posts. I also 

observed the agricultural and market activities. To verify what I observed I 

interviewed 13 people, 4 young, 6 adult and 3 old people. 

 
4.1.6 Ethical Considerations 
The research area Gambella, is a sensitive area where people have been in conflict 

for several reasons: ethnic conflict, natural resources conflict and conflict for political 

power. This research internalise to the sensitivity to ethical concern of the University 

of South Africa (UNISA) ethical guideline. The new development scheme in which 

this research was concerned is sensitive to the extent that confidentiality was 

required about the documents, people interviewed and reports reviewed in the 

region. Therefore, I made sure that the participation in the discussion is voluntary; all 

interviewee other than the focus group discussion have signed on the consent form 

that everyone knows why he or she were getting involved in. 

 

I have discussed the relationship between power and research, and the methods 

that I have employed to avoid dis-empowerment. I built relationships based on trust 
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and respect; it was essential to create a safe and secure environment for participants 

in order for them to maintain these relationships in the future, as well as enabling me 

to obtain the most honest and unaffected insights possible. The emphasis on 

confidentiality of participants was paramount in this study. Some participants were 

reluctant to criticise the government, others were dependent what the other 

individuals in the focus group discussion said, and some others openly discuss 

issues of the Villagisation and agricultural investment.   

 

The study attempted to avoid subjective statements about the people in conflict and 

development affected groups. Participants were informed about confidentiality 

beforehand, and I provided them with signed copies of the confidentiality form. The 

selection of participants and subsequent data were kept confidential to the external 

bodies other than the community leaders and local guides. I acknowledged other 

people’s work in the region to avoid unnecessary duplication of research and make 

sure the research and its findings reach the public in a timely fashion. The publicised 

research will keep the interest of participants and communities foremost, considering 

the sensitivity of development issue in Gambella.  

 

This study applied scientific methods to avoid possible harmful consequences of 

providing information through the research process. The methodology of this 

research considered the sensitivity of the development issue in Gambella; one of the 

measures used to stay away from biased responses was to stay away from 

distribution of the questionnaire, instead focusing on key informant interviews and 

focus group discussions.  

 

Therefore, I have ensured the confidentiality of participants in the presentation of 

results. I also ensured that interview notes were kept in a secure place where they 

could only be accessed by me. I did not discuss interviews with other colleagues and 

I gave participants the opportunity to withdraw from participating in the study anytime 

they feel uncomfortable. Before conducting any research, I fulfilled the requirements 

of the UNISA ethics committee, and received ethics approval. Requirements 
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included the provision of a participant information form and signed consent form to 

each participant before the commencement of interviews.  

 

4.1.7 Scope and Limitation of Data Collection 
One of the many factors that affect the reliability of this study was the composition of 

respondents and informant groups (respondent's background). In order to assess the 

level of significance in this study and to have a wide-ranging picture of the benefit 

and impacts of the Villagisation and investment program, the respondents were dis-

aggregated into the various social, gender, age, and ethnic groups.  

 

To understand the dynamics of the Gambella political economy; I took into 

consideration the interests of different groups when designing the study. This applied 

particularly when identifying the needs, interests of national and international 

advocates, right groups, and donors. I made consistent attempts to enhance and 

recall reliability of respondents by asking them questions about their recent situation. 

For example, I asked questions concerning their current food availability, drinking 

water, health services, and education, followed by general questions concerning the 

respondents’ arrival in the new Kebele, whether they liked it there or not, and their 

relationship with their neighbours particularly the host community. 

 

There also exist problems of translating my questionnaires into the local languages, 

as there are variations in the local languages in each Zone, it remains possible that 

the translators had difficulty in interpreting questions and in recording responses. 

Population figures for Lare Woreda were not accurate, thus, I adjusted the sampling. 

For example, during the interview in Lare and Itang Woreda, I was unable to conduct 

the number of interviews that had been anticipated; so two Villagisations sites were 

eliminated from the original sample and added to Abobo Woreda where the 

population was much bigger than that of Lare.  

 

From all the challenges, time and budget constraints were the major limitations of the 

study. Moreover, the results indicated that the knowledge and perception of 
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respondents and the validity of the data in the survey were dependent upon the local 

situation at the time of data collection. Some respondents might have associated the 

study with government evaluation and some responses were made with this in mind.  

 

To minimise these limitations, I explained the objective of the study to each 

respondent before commencing interviews or discussions. The other factors beyond 

the control of study included inaccessibility of some Woredas and Kebeles and 

shortage of transport services. For example, there was unfortunately a shortage of 

fuel in the region so that I had to wait for six days in one area. I also walked on foot 

for six hours to reach places where there is black market fuel. 

 

4.1.8 Summary 
In the research methodology chapter, I have identified my epistemological position 

and the methodologies that align with my national and regional view. I have 

introduced the research methods selected and reflected on my experiences 

employing of these methods. I have argued that there is no truth. Thus, we can only 

consider individual experiences and commonalities amongst these individual 

realities. I have also emphasised the importance of recognising my own 

interpretations of truth and the impact of my local understanding. I have been 

conscious of the influence I have had in the way in which participants have shared 

stories, thoughts and ideas. I am aware of the potential dis-empowerment of 

participants and have selected research methods that minimise this risk. However, 

the risk of participant dis-empowerment lies not only in how information is collected, 

but how it is presented.  
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CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
5.1 Villagisation  
Ethiopia has been involved with a range of spatial initiatives, including Villagisation 

programs in order to facilitate delivery of services to communities, ensuring 

sedentary life for pastorals, as well as pilots of some mobile services. As mobile 

livelihoods are the main livelihood in some parts of Gambella, the government 

believes this livelihood should be transformed. According to Villagisation program, 

any attempt to accelerate development must consider supporting these economies 

to transform with proper implementation of Villagisation program at the outset. 

 

It is also stated that relocation of communities is solely on a voluntary basis following 

community awareness raising and consultation, and that the maximum distance of 

relocation of communities is 5-6 km, with rights to their original land retained. The 

document suggested participating households should be allocated up to 4 hectares 

of land comprising of new and original locations.  

 

According to the plan, these Kebeles expected to provide with housing, access to 

healthcare, flourmills and livestock care. Communities located in ‘vulnerable’ areas 

prone to flooding and droughts were targeted by this plan. In many ways, this 

initiative makes a lot of sense both for the vulnerable communities, and for those 

communities who host or have conflict with the transient communities. In the parallel 

side, there was a concern that the movement of communities is primarily aimed at 

freeing up land for investors rather than securing the well being of the indigenous 

communities. According to the focus group discussions with Okuna Kebele, 

participants raised to the authority that there is a fear from some sections of the 

community that original land may be provided to private investors. It seemed that 

they are promised no original land from their old Kebele would be taken anyways. 

 

Government indicates this assistance targeted to ensure social protection in health; 

education, agriculture, and infrastructure to the relocated people are uniformly 

available without interruption. The government promised to provide food aid, clean 
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water, grinding mills, schools, agricultural tools, and improved seeds for the first 

eight month. However, there is significant concern identified during implementation, 

which is lack of funding available for this initiative. There is a risk that some of the 

resettlement package might not be completed or fulfilled on time. These include the 

provision of essential services such as water and schools may not be sustainably 

supported to ensure desired development in the region. Although the Villagisation is 

supposed to be a voluntary process, it leaves individual households in a weak 

position if they do not wish to move with the majority of the Kebeles. That had an 

impact on making informed decision about their livelihood and their future life. 

 

According to the Gambella Villagisation action plan (GVAP 2010), the Villagisation 

program is planned at some ETB 60 million for the first year (approx. USD 4m), to 

cover the cost of infrastructure including 19 primary schools, 51 water schemes, 22 

health posts and 195 km of roads. The arrangement is done under the authority of a 

Steering Committee led by the regional president, and composed of the regional 

Bureau of Agriculture. Different sectorial authorities including education, health and 

water are responsible for implementation, and have been constituted into a 

Technical Committee. Comprehensive and reliable statistics about the economic 

changes are difficult to measure at movement, however, three years plan versus 

implementation are reported to the regional coordinator of Villagisation program 

under different headings.  

 

More significant in the Villagisation plan is that 45,000 households were targeted for 

relocation. However, these figures were the subject of some concern. The average 

household in Gambella consists of five people per household, which would make the 

target population to be relocated from 45,000 households’ to 225,000 people. In a 

region of 306,000 people, this is a significant proportion of the total population. I 

interviewed the representative of federal government for enhanced development in 

the Anuak Zone; he suggested that the problem has started from the first 

assessment. He admitted that there would be expectation both from the Woreda and 

local leaders to have more population targeted for the Villagisation. The action plan 
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did not include the people living in urban areas and previous resettlement sites. 

Therefore, the term household might have been misinterpreted; the finding of this 

study shows each house constructed was considered a household, but more than 

60% of the 241 interviewed people were single or their partner had their own house 

in the new Kebele. The use of households in the program also considers the second, 

and third wife of a man as separate households entitled to separate provisions. 

 

Reading through the action Plan, I observed that the plan acknowledged the 

challenge from day one. The challenges listed in the Villagisation action plan were: 

1. ‘Owing to different cultural affiliation the target beneficiaries might change 

their ideas against the program’  

2. Lack of resource/budget’ and  

3. Some of the deliverable may not be in place in a logically sequenced manner 

due to project management problems (late response to basic infrastructure 

provision, etc.). 

 

Unfortunately, the anticipated treats have occurred across the implementation. The 

government has also been busy to tackle this through discussion with local and 

regional officials. However, I did not come across community representative 

consultation undertaken to reduce this threat where the INGOs and donors can also 

be an input to overcome this threat. There were no discussions on how can donors 

influence this process. Instead, the agenda seemed how could we challenge the 

influence of the donors, and international communities mainly HRW and OI who 

were critical of the government. 

 

5.2 Implementation of Villagisation and the Process 
5.2.1 Implementation 
The plan is carried out under the authority of a Steering Committee chaired by the 

Regional President, and coordinated by the regional bureau of agriculture. Various 

sectorial bureaus including education, health and water are responsible for 

implementation, and have been constituted into a Technical Committee. 
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The plan is budgeted at some ETB 60 million for the first year (approximately USD 

3.7m), largely to cover the cost of infrastructure including 19 primary schools, 51 

water schemes, 22 health posts and 195 km of roads. 

 

Community consultations began around August 2010 and movement of communities 

started around November. In the initial phase, government report that 13,000 have 

already moved to new locations, 15,000 homes and 68 km of roads have been 

constructed, 28 shallow wells have been dug, and 9,265 hectares of land have been 

allocated. One of the major issues observed in the process of this research is that 

the pressure and competition to implement the Villagisation plan meant that 

insufficient attention was given to ensuring that the program was implemented 

carefully and to a high standard. The miscommunication between the planners at the 

federal level, with those at the regional level and implementers at the local level also 

caused tensions and misunderstandings. Plans were not sufficiently adapted to 

match the livelihoods and socio-cultural needs of Gambella’s diverse communities.   

 

My field observations and the reality on the ground tell that there were significant 

weaknesses in the way that plans were communicated to communities. This includes 

a lack of consultation and community decision-making. While I did not see any 

indication of forced resettlement, yet communities were not properly informed to 

allow them to make the best decision for themselves, which led to frustrations. 

Concerns from communities were not addressed properly and there are anecdotal 

reports of government officials taking a heavy-handed approach to some people who 

challenged the process, including short-term detention of community members for 

‘incitement’ and the firing of government officials who complained about the process. 

While I did not see anything to suggest that this was government policy, the 

circumstance was quite enough to lead to suspicion of the program and politicised 

rumours about its real motives. Internal tensions within the regional government and 

lack of trust between communities and government officials exacerbated this 
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situation further. There was also a failure to address the potential conflict 

implications. 

 

5.2.2 Process 
This study saw no evidence of forced relocation. Some communities that objected to 

moving have been allowed to stay, albeit with reported pressure and in some cases 

intentions to move them in future. Communities appear to have agreed to move 

based on assurances from authorities of food aid, services, and land. All feel that 

these assurances have not been fully met, and most stated that they may leave if 

they are not met shortly. In some locations such as Yery, Gelesha, Wanke and 

Cormachare many community members had already left due to a lack of food 

security or services. 

 

Community consultations appear to have been “top-down” in nature. Indeed, setting 

targets amounting to 100% of the 49-targeted Kebeles to be relocated could be seen 

as pre-empting a meaningful consultation process. Woreda level officials appear 

under pressure to reach targets of households moved within set timeframes, but 

resources and implementation capacity appear too limited to deliver the benefits 

promised to communities. The timing of Villagisation ahead of construction of 

shelters and demarcating/clearing of land and non-availability of services also 

indicates limited participation of communities. 

 

In all locations visited, the community could not describe the mechanisms of 

compensation, appeal or raising issues concerning the Villagisation process, with 

some voicing concerns to development agents and local authorities or sending 

messages to regional authorities. Issues raised by the communities did not appear to 

be addressed systematically. 

 

5.2.3 Reporting, Monitoring, and Feedback Mechanism 
Even though there had been financial limitation, technical staff capacity, 

inconsistency of Zone and regional support and political pressure from the federal 
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government, the Gambella region has been conducting its own monitoring and 

evaluation. Every Villagisation sites review their performance and report to Woredas, 

but not as regular as the Villagisation action plan stated. Each Woreda reviews and 

consolidate all commune centre reports and will submit reports to Zone as available, 

and forward feedback to community centre. Zones also send reviewed and 

consolidated all reports to the region. Finally, the region consolidated report from the 

three Zones and submits to the Ministry of Federal Affairs. The MoFA together with 

the concerned federal bodies forward its feedback to each region, after reviewing the 

regional reports. 

 

Based on these processes, MoFA undertook several visits to Gambella region with 

the participation of all regional and federal concerned bodies. I had an opportunity to 

attend the regional consultative forum for Villagisation program in 2010. There was 

clear orientation given on the action plan. The consultative forum focused 

implementation of Villagisation is based on adequate preparation with provision of 

clear orientation to all concerned bodies at all levels. It aimed to start the program 

through integrating the efforts of all development actors to ensure strong public 

relation and community participation and mobilisation.   

 

Coincidentally, during, my field visits to collect data in May 2014; I had the 

opportunity to attend one-day discussion meeting with federal, regional, and Zone 

and Woreda representatives. I learned the evaluation was very political sensitive. 

Few regional official admitted they did not do well from the day one of the 

Villagisation scheme. It seemed the Federal government put a lot of pressure to see 

this program is functioning and the regional and Zone as well as Woreda’s officials 

are pressurised. This is related to their previous experience in delivering quickly, 

quality, and sustainable community focused services. Development in Gambella is 

relative, there is always limitation; staff capacity, budgetary, harsh climate, political 

sensitivity, ethnic and political power and natural resources competition and distance 

from the central administration, Addis Ababa with low development infrastructure.  
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5.3. Challenges 
5.3.1 Homogeneity of planning  
There are a number of fundamental challenges of using a universal Villagisation plan 

in Gambella region. The region is home to diverse communities, with diverse needs 

and livelihoods. The short, medium, and long-term Rural Development Policy (RDP) 

that has been reasonably successful in the highlands of Ethiopia has faced 

significant challenges to achieve the same result for the indigenous people of 

Gambella. The complex context of Gambella, including resource conflict, a diversity 

of livelihoods and ancestral connections to land have also been evident on the initial 

stage of the scheme. For example, some of the communities, particularly in the 

Anuak Zone, contested the scheme, as it would displace the community from their 

ancestral land and the resources central to their livelihoods (such as fishing and 

mango growing).  

 

The extent, sequence, and speed of implementation coupled with available 

resources, implementation capacity, social and political commitment must have 

affected the provision of adequate basic services. It have also caused major 

challenges to the existing livelihoods and posed threats to food security in some 

Villagisation sites, such as Chemi and Goshine in Godere district. The plan to 

provide food aid from the government was clearly put in the action plan (up to 8 

months after relocation); however, there were misunderstanding amongst some 

communities that the aide would be for three consecutive years. According to the 

communities in two Kebeles (Lare and Godere Woredada), official assigned to 

implement Villagisation provided misleading information about the quantity and 

duration of food aid. 

 

Productivity from original land decreased due to the limited ability to farm as it is far 

from new locations, increased number of monkey, wild pigs and other animals as the 

area is partially abandoned and no one would protect from wild animals. Meanwhile, 

land in new Villagisation has largely not been allocated and little or no assistance 

has been provided to begin clearing land and cultivation. In most cases, this land 
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requires mechanical clearance and some communities require farming inputs. It 

appears very unlikely that newly allocated land will be productive unless the 

promised preliminary agricultural activities are done in some sites like Okuna, Theny, 

and Chobokir. 

 

According to the communities’ leaders and local administrators in Abobo (FGD 21/04 

2014) is that the Villagisation may bring all the people together and will have risks of 

security; internal and external enemy can easily break through and attack the 

community. Some participants in the focus group discussion expressed their 

concerns about the risks of HIV/AIDS resulting from bringing communities together in 

semi urban settings, ‘‘imagine this was when we were living in small groups apart 

from each other, but now, we are all brought together that young people will practice 

unsafe sex.’’ 

 

5.3.2 Lack of Communication and Participation 
This has been an outstanding feature of the process. Poor communications between 

the federal and regional governments led to misunderstanding and politicisation of 

the program. A long-standing issue is the limited dialogue between the government 

and the Highlanders who are highly influential in the business sectors where it is 

opening the door for marginalising the indigenous people. Respondents in Godere 

and Abobo discussed that the level of involvement of the larger community in 

identifying areas of relocation has been participatory. However, in the proceeding 

implementation of the actual relocation and services delivery lacks transparency and 

community participation.    

 

In the focus group discussions (Itang Woreda) community participation usually takes 

political and security agendas, leaving aside community development issues 

including improving basic services delivery. This is due to their previous experience 

of community dialogues dominant ethnic conflicts. Though in education sector, the 

community was involved in some activities such as construction of schoolteachers’ 

‘house and caring school materials from town to rural schools, the quality of school 
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construction has been very poor since the community were not consulted about the 

construction. The community in the focus group discussion suggested “we knew 

what local material we could have used for construction and it should be much 

cheaper than it is consume anyway’’ Hence, community involvement is only limited in 

contribution of labour and local materials. Community participation in health sector 

was inadequate. The government constructed all health centres and health posts. All 

construction projects were implemented and supervised by the regional health 

bureau. 

 

Generally, community participation in the planning, budgeting and implementation of 

the Villagisation program is low. Thus, the community has very low awareness on 

how far they could participate in different development and service delivery, which 

inherently contributed to the unpleasant dependency on government. I observed that 

little effort has been made by local authority to mobilise and coordinate the 

community to enhance their role in different development activities in the 

Villagisation sites.    

        

Therefore, the scope of local community participation in the region in general and 

local level in particular is limited and sometimes missing. The absence of 

comprehensive legal and political frameworks and the weak organisational capacity 

at the grassroots level are negatively affecting community participation in the 

process of local planning, budgeting, decision making and service delivery activities 

in the region.   

 
5.3.3 Unmet Promise and Communities’ Expectation 
From the start, community expectations were high motivated by the promises made 

by the government. Some of these promises could not possibly be met. The process 

meant not only smaller farms but also aimed at owning a house with agricultural 

tools and improved seeds might have instigated family who previously lived as a 

household registered for different houses in the new Villagisation. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

99 

The execution of Villagisation program had brought about some individuals who 

consented to be relocated. However, with the intention of walking back to their 

original place once food and material aid ceased after the first eight month. Then 

again, numerous, chose to stay in the new Kebeles to harvest the prizes of the 

improvement in their livelihood assuming all the promised basic services would be 

satisfied in the long run. 

 

In responding a question, what kind of development approach will change the 

development of the Villagisation sites? Most people said that the paving of feeder 

and rural roads, provide 

market outlet for their 

products, however there are 

Kebeles where feeder roads 

are not yet started, some 

are not finished, and some 

lacks follow up and 

maintenance. Most people 

in the new Villagisation sites 

use the market near by their Kebele and toward their respective Woreda centres in 

order to sell and buy. Participants complained that the major factor that deters the 

flourishing of their vicinity market is the non-existence of accessible roads. Due to 

accessibility problems and the less practice of using pack animals like donkey in the 

region, the rural people have to commute long distance to get to the near by market.  

 

Some also said the availability of potable water and clinic may improve development 

for the Kebeles, yet some water pumps were not in good condition so they 

recommended government to replace, maintain and follow up to provide quality 

water. In Abobo Woreda, Theny Kebele, the communities stressed the importance of 

the utilisation of Alwero irrigation project for agricultural production would result in 

rapid development in the Woreda. 

 

FIGURE 5.2: ONE OF THE UNFINISHED, FEEDER 
ROAD TO PULKOD KEBELE.  

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014). 
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In the field visit, I have observed some communities in Theny Kebele have been 

organised as a cooperatives group. Sustainable Land Management (SLM) have 

started small-scale irrigation around Abobo dam. However, this project is funded for 

short period of time that it needs government and the community takeover to ensure 

sustainability.  

 

In Godere and Abobo, participants raised the establishment of cooperatives for dairy 

farm, apiary, fishery, and gold miners and provision of water points for Kebeles is 

mentioned to be their primary development need. The Riverbank settlers and some 

groups refuse to be relocated to the new Villagisation sites. The findings shows their 

land holding shrinking in size from time to time, however, they would like to stay in 

their old settlement. The communities appreciate if road infrastructure is established, 

basic services extended and they would appreciate to be treated equally with those 

volunteered to be relocated.  

 

The pastorals of the Nuer are also in favour of the paving of feeder roads; veterinary 

service and the construction of more school will change the development of the each 

Villagisation sites. I observed some participants have expectation the food aid, 

agricultural tools, utensil would be provided on regular basis, which I learned some 

communities are associating Villagisation with refugee camps.  

 

5.3.4 Weak Local Capacity 
The political position in Gambella is owned and held by a member of one of the 

region’s five native ethnic groups. Professionals with the required academic 

background and experience, usually highlanders, fill expert positions. In Gambella, 

the effectiveness of interventions made towards development relies heavily on the 

relationship, willingness, and commitment in place with the regional government and 

relevant line bureaus. Implementation of activities is dependent of government 

priorities, time frames, and availability. With regular restructuring of bureau heads 

and political position-holders, program implementation can be delayed and 

frustrated.   
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The bureau heads are normally politically appointed and often have little skill about 

the bureau work area. Generally, the bureaus are divided into ethnic groups. 

Commonly technical advisers and experts are Highlanders, mostly from outside 

Gambella. They are designated by the federal government to take a technical lead. 

With the exception of the new regional government offices, most regional bureaus 

are in a significant state of disorder. None have generators, air-conditioning or even 

basic facilities, meaning that Gambella’s regular and extended power cuts interfere 

greatly with daily activities (or at least blamed for it). It also means that working hours 

vary depending on the season, to allow for extended lunch break of up to four hours 

during hot season. That means there is no good working environment in the office, 

which aggravated by hot weather condition and low mechanism to mitigate the heat 

at least during office works. Most Gambella based government offices have chronic 

budget shortages and will often require support for printing, computer use, and 

stationary so this should be factored into budgets for activities. 

 

For example, staff capacity is highly varied, and the regional government has 

identified the need to educate and train local people in relevant areas such as urban 

development and agricultural planning. However, the capacity is generally lower than 

other areas of the country. This can be accounted for lack of educational 

opportunities in the region, and the lack of technical background of bureau heads. 

Many of the technical experts have very high capacity, but lack local knowledge, 

languages, and understanding of the region’s complex social, cultural, and political 

dynamics. Many staff, however, has a personal interest in developing their capacity 

and new skills. 

 

Leadership is a significant challenge for the region, both at a political and technical 

level. This is an area worth investing in for the future of the region. Leaders need to 

have an awareness of the impact of their actions and the potential for realising 

opportunities in the region under transparent management. Therefore, one among 

several reasons why Gambella and Ethiopia’s other developing regional states has 
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been targeted for Villagisation is as part of a wider strategy to bring these regions to 

the same level of development as the rest regions of the country.  

 

Gambella has limited financial capacity and weak capabilities within government 

institutions compared to some other parts of the country. This is related to limited 

educational opportunities and assets in the region after years of marginalisation. As 

a result, local officials responsible for the implementation of the Villagisation program 

are not always properly trained and experienced to undertake the complex 

processes. The region has very limited assets such as tractors to clear land and 

roads for the transportation of materials to new Villagisation sites. 

 

5.3.5 Accountability 
While article 89(2) of the GPNRS (2002) revised constitution states that Woreda and 

Zone administrations are accountable to the community. However, in practice, 

officials are unlikely to have put effort to ensure leadership accountability. Instead, 

there exist an upward accountability of the Woredas officials to regional level 

departments and officials. This is mainly due to lack of communication and 

communities’ awareness over the local government in the region. The government 

hardly attempted to begin addressing some of the information gaps existed in the 

implementation of the Villagisation. I spoke with two regional officials on issues of 

accountability to the poor quality of the basic services provided to Villagisation sites, 

they said ‘‘this is a common problem in other development areas too; that local 

people are not adequately empowered to hold these elites accountable for their 

actions.’’ According to the officials, some community has not yet assumed 

development programs such as Villagisation as their own development, which 

undermines the quality of the services and sustainability of the scheme in general.   

 

Respondents in Godere Woreda suggested that regional governments usually put 

unnecessary politically motivated pressure on local officials against their will and the 

established legal norms such as, autonomy of the local governments to operate in 

their own ways and discretion, and not to the dictations of the regional officials. Local 



 
 
 
 
 
 

103 

advocates in Gambella town whispered that ‘‘Loyalty to the higher officials is one of 

the criteria for getting the political positions at Zone and Woredas level.’’   

 

5.3.6 Transparency 
The regional and Zone officials believe that building transparency is a necessary 

condition for the exercise of transparency and accountability. Socioeconomic advisor 

to the Gambella president office said, “the community needs to have available 

information ‘‘without having access to clear, accurate, tangible and up-to-date 

information, it is impossible to judge whether the standard promised has been met.’’ 

However, from the point of basic services provided to some Villagisation site, the 

significance of transparency has been compromised. In general, Villagisation in 

Gambella suffered from lack of transparency.   

 

Community and local administrators were not consulted on the process of allocation 

and execution of the budget to each Villagisation sites where the community would 

have contributed to the quality and sustainability of the infrastructure like school, 

water pump, and grind-mills. As to how much and what proportion of the resource for 

the Villagisation program has been allocated remained unanswered. Participants 

from the civil servant groups are critical of the financial system; they said ‘‘there were 

no established controls and procedures for financial information, accountability and 

audits in relation to the other development programs too.’’ This is a delicate matter, 

yet it is the major pillar, which the success of sustainable development of the 

Villagisation scheme in the region depends. 

 

Across several meetings and press conferences, government admitted some 

underperformance of the Villagisation scheme in Gambella partly due to the lack of 

capacity and commitment of regional and local officials. During training sessions 

(2010) for instance the formerly State Chief acknowledged the low performance is 

attributed to lack of coordination among Woreda and state leadership, which the 

federal government associated it with lack of capacity and commitment. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

104 

According to the Federal Special Support Board Chairperson, May 2012 reporter 

magazine ‘‘The Villagisation program undertaken in developing regional states 

aimed at benefiting the people from equitable development is bearing fruit, 

witnessing activities carried out in Gambella are encouraging; urging the leaders and 

local people to further intensify their effort for its success. MoFA also made 

complementary statement warning ‘‘Leaders of Gambella state are expected to work 

in unison to maximise public benefit.’’ However, during the second visit to Gambella 

in May 2014, I spoke to the minister and he seemed indifferent. I also attended 

meeting (March to April (2014) chaired by the federal special support board 

chairperson. The chairperson briefed to the Gambella officials of his visit that the 

majority of Kebeles need more services both in quality and quantity.   

 

During the discussion session, some regional officials (KPI 2015) reported that many 

of their colleagues were dismissed from their position being accused of corruption in 

the process of implementation of the Villagisation. This has affected the quality of the 

Basic services in the region and some for under performance in reaching the target 

and some for collaborating with those against the scheme. The government 

acknowledged the fact that few are going back to their original places, meanwhile 

reinforcing the region to reassess the implementation to put in place, what was 

initially promised.  

 

In addition, the Ethiopian Prime Minister during his visit to city of Gambella on the 

100th years anniversary of the city, held meeting with community representatives. 

They raised their grievance to the PM that the quality of basic services provided for 

the relocated people in the Villagisation is very low, some of the promised services 

are not fulfilled; as a result, people are going back to their original places.  

 

5.4 Villagisation in Gambella, Is It a Strategy to Expropriate Land 
from the Communities? 
The question of whether the Villagisation scheme is government’s systematic 

approach to expropriate land from the indigenous people of Gambella to international 
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investor has been a subject of heated debate. Though this study is conducted in 

multiple Zones, discussions on whether Villagisation is a systematic push to give 

way to investors has focused on the Anuak and Nuer Zone, where advocates and 

international community allegedly claimed the expropriation of land in several 

published reports. It is also important to note that significantly more land has been 

made available for agricultural investments in the Anuak Zone than the other two 

Zones. This can be confirmed by the level of public contest against the Villagisation 

from the Anuak community, including claims that the government is forcefully 

evicting Anuak people from their farmlands to make way for investors.  

 

As discussed in the literature review, in October 9, 2012, two representatives of the 

Anuak people requested for an inspection of the Promotion of Basic Service program 

(PBS) by the World Bank Groups’ (WBGs) claiming that PBS contributes directly to 

the Ethiopian government’s Villagisation program in the Gambella region. This 

follows claims in a 2010 Human Right’s Watch report that the PBS has also funded 

salaries of public servants who have been responsible for human rights violations in 

various parts of the country (HRW 2010).    

 

Complaints from the local communities include forced relocations, land 

appropriation, and systematic human rights abuse in the implementation. The 

findings of this study indicated there is no evidence of previously occupied land 

transferred to investors. Out of the total 241 people interviewed, I selected 36 

farmers both in the old and new villages; out of this, 24 of the interviewees 

suggested “We heard rumours that our land would be given to investors after we are 

relocated; however, we are still using our land in old villages. Until now there is no 

sign that our land would be given to investors, but it is good to wait and see if 

government would change the policy.” I verified there are Woredas where 

Villagisation scheme took place where land deals occurred. At the same time, I 

observed five Woredas where Villagisation program is implemented, but no 

investment is taking place. Those Woreds are Jor, Wanthua, Jikawo, and Makoy.  
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On similar interview, three participants out of the 36 did not want to discuss this 

directly but they believe their land is the land allocated to each and individual farmer, 

they think all the land, forest and rivers around them including the land occupied by 

investors is “our land”. The other 9 participants said, “We Knew there were 

individuals around us whose interest was to create tension between the communities 

and the government, so we did not listened to them at all, but we focused on the 

changes the government would bring to us.” We will keep asking the government to 

fulfil unmet promises.” All interviewees agreed most of the people who spread those 

rumours were government officials. That is why many community members resisted 

to be relocated at the initial stage of Villagisation program. 

 
5.5. The Link between relocation and investment 
For effective use of scarce resources, and thereby to help food in secured 

households, the Ethiopian government planned voluntary Villagisation in Gambella 

as part of its food security program (2010-2013). As a result, Gambella to date has 

relocated over 39,883 households, which is around 87% of the original plan to 

resettle 45,000 households 

in 94 Kebeles. In 

consultation with Woreda 

administrators and local 

community leaders, I 

selected 19 Villagisation 

sites from six Woredas. 

Data was collected from 

each section and sub-

section with equal 

distribution among each group. 

 

The central research problems for this study are issues related to the implementation 

of Villagisation; whether people were properly consulted; whether it is voluntarily or 

forced, if they know what has happened to their previous land including whether it 

FIGUE 5.3: SELF RELOCATED, YOUNG ANUAK 
MEN ENGAGED IN HOUSE CONSTRUCTION.  

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014. 
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has been transferred to investors. I asked 241 participants almost similar questions 

despite the diversity of age, gender, and educational status. Other additional 

questions were asked depending on the relevance of the issues to the participants. 

According to household interview, out of 48 households interviewed, 37 of them said, 

they still have accesses to our previous land. The remaining 11 households 

suggested that their land is still there and there are no investment projects close to 

the abandoned land, however, they added, “we are scared to go back to our 

previous land.” 

 

Out of 241 relocated people interviewed from the 19-Villagisation sites, 196 (89%) of 

them said, they had meeting about moving to new Kebeles. In the consultative 

meetings with government representatives, the community said, “We were told the 

socio-economic situation in the new Kebele would be better than the situation they 

were in”. The rest 45 (11%) of the participants agreed that there were some effort to 

consult the community but suggested there was no enough time for them to discuss 

their future in detail. Rumours were spreading that raised expectations and some of 

the news were also discouraging. They added, “The government could have done 

better than that if they allowed us to rethink about moving or not moving”.  

 

Generally, all are positive about their future if government fulfilled the promised 

services. When asked if they have heard about abandoned land would be given to 

investors; 168 people (69%) did not believe the rumours. Some 33 (13%) said “we 

did not lose our previous land until now, we are still visiting families who refused to 

move. They also suggested they sometime visit their old land. However, they are not 

sure what the government would do with abandoned land”. Some 40 (17%) raised 

their concern that they are sad that their original land is covered with forest and one-

day investors may invade it.  

 

I asked if they would consider going back to their original place; 120 (50%) of them 

responded no, 65 (27%) of them were reluctant to answer the question whether they 

would like to go back or prefer to stay in the new Villagisation site. About 55 (23%) of 
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them stated their concern that it would be difficult to redevelop their old land as. They 

said, “It is covered with forest as the area has high forest regeneration capacity”. 

Others suggested that infrastructure such as electricity, and telecommunication were 

still needed and yet to come. I asked the participants if they themselves or others 

they know have experienced or heard being beaten or forced or intimidated for not 

moving to new Kebeles. All participants said, no but some suggested that 

government officials were spying on those suspected of opposing Villagisation. One 

participant suggested that ‘the way they were promoting Villagisation was as if 

government forced them to do it.’ Others suggested that some government officials 

held secret meetings with community groups to mobilise people to resist moving.  

 

The participants also commented on the federal government represented by two 

minsters. They remember in one of the meeting; the minister said ‘This is your own 

decision to move or to stay but you should not mobilise others not to move.’ It is 

clear from this research that there are a variety of interests from both communities 

and the government that the Villagisation process has been politicised and divisive. 

The conclusion from this finding is that at least currently no land left behind the 

relocated community is given to investors. 

 

5.6. Villagisation and the Perspective of International and Local 
Communities 
In my discussions with the regional coordinator of the Gambella Villagisation 

program (2014), the donors are conducting close follow up to ensure that the 

implementation process does not harm the indigenous people in Gambella. 

However, according to the HRW and OI, (Jan, 2013, 2012 p.25-54), the relocation of 

1.5 million people (2010-2013) under the Villagisation program is categorised as one 

of the most controversial elements of the Ethiopian government’s development 

policy. These two organisations claimed, “program for human rights violation ranging 

from beatings, unlawful arrests, and rape at the hands of the Ethiopian Defence 

Force has been used to enforce the government’s Villagisation program” (HRW 2013 

& OI 2012). 
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(HRW & OI 2012 p.35 and 38) replicate their controversial report about Villagisation 

and investment in Gambella too. The report claims that ‘‘the Villagisation program 

involves sexual violence against the local population. Resettlement increases 

vulnerability to sexual abuse, as women must often travel longer distances for water 

and men will often leave their families for extended periods to return to their original 

lands to farm.” My argument is that if men leave their families for extended periods to 

return to their original land to farm; is that not an indicator that farmers have an 

option to continue to use their original land? This contradicts with the report (HRW’s 

(2012) released “Local communities are systematically moved from their original land 

to give way to international investors”. In several further articles and reports, these 

two bodies have criticised the Ethiopian government for forcefully evicting the 

indigenous people of Gambella; they reported they have interviewed 100 people 

whose land had been taken away by investors.   

 

I interviewed 26 farmers and the finding shows the majorities are alternating their 

land in the old settlement and in the Villagisation sites. Most of the participants 

confirmed no land from farmers has been taken “Our land is our land”, however, the 

majority of the participants in the interview mentioned how much they are suffering 

due to long walk between the new and the old site. Some also mentioned they have 

lost their crops; monkeys and other wild animals destroyed it. This is related to the 

relocation of people from the original farm to the new Villagisation sites where many 

completely abandoned the old farm created disruptions to the existing livelihoods.  

 

The finding of this research suggests some of the research findings of HRW and OI 

contradict with what the communities are saying. For example, donors’ mission 

(USAID, DFID, EU, 2012) conducted a follow-up assessment, looking at the 

Villagisation program in the Gambella region. The report from five-day field mission 

(June 2012) mentioned increased access to services and infrastructure for resettled 

people, including better access to water, education, and transportation. 
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In an effort to understand this fact from the beneficiary, I interviewed communities 

between the new Kebele and the old settlements both in Abobo and Itang Woreda. 

The findings of this study confirmed that those relocated people considered the 

movement between the new and the old Kebele as a privilege of having options in 

their land holding system and the interviewees are happy about Villagisation. 

 

Although the donor mission to Gambella (2012) found no evidence of forced 

relocation, it observed that “the pressure on government officials to reach their 

planned target of relocation of people seemed high, with one Kebele stating that they 

had been asked to move within the next week or may lose food ration.” Donors 

mission admittedly also warned that “the scale and speed of relocation is causing 

major disruptions to livelihoods.’’ Yet, HRW and OI condemned what the donor 

organisations reported. Instead, they insist on declaring that donors’ organisations 

failed to hold the Ethiopian government to standards of human and political rights. 

The HRW suggested this is ‘neglect principally illustrated by the accounts of the 

FIGURE 5.4: ANUAK AND OPO YOUNG MEN VISITING THEIR OLD (WANKIE).   
(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014). 
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forced relocation of entire communities in the name of development’. HRW; however, 

the Ethiopian government unconditionally rejected any thoughts from such 

institutions as baseless allegations. Some of the concerns raised by HRW and OI 

are also valid in my research, which if addressed would help to improve the 

implementation capacity in terms of providing quality services to the communities.  

 

The other concern of HRW’s report is that ‘The land in the new Villagisation sites is 

often dry and of poor quality, the land near the new Kebeles still needs to be cleared, 

while agricultural supplies like seeds, fertilisers, tools, and training are not provided.’ 

Correspondingly, I have interviewed people and my finding shows that farmers had 

difficulty to clear the forest around them with small, traditional tools. They said, 

“There were no issues of land fertility around since we are relocated to nearby place 

to our previous land with similar vegetation cover”. HRW and OI claimed that many 

relocated people walked back to their old Kebeles to access water and food (HRW 

2012 & OI 2013). To double-check this fact, I discussed this issue with residents of 

20 Kebeles; it turns out that they have slightly different reasons for leaving their new 

Kebeles. Some suggested issues related to previous high expectation. The high 

expectation resulted from the promises of local officials just to motivate the 

communities to move to new Villagisation sites’. They suggested, “If basic services 

are not fulfilled, what is the point to move to a new places where we have to clear 

new forest”. 

 

Interviewed farmers discussed that, “Some moved to new Kebeles simply to benefit 

from food and agricultural tools and material aid, house and land allocated to each 

households.” I have also observed their peers and neighbours must have influenced 

some of the relocated people. In all Kebeles, those who left for different reasons still 

owned their original houses and land and the majority are permanently living in the 

new Kebele with some alternating their previous land. According to the regional and 

federal governments, “The fact that relocated communities walking back to their 

original Kebele indicates that they have full right to make own decision about their 

livelihood.”   



 
 
 
 
 
 

112 

5.4.2 Villagisation from Socio-Economic and Resources Based 
Conflict Perspective 
In Gambella, internal armed conflicts between the different ethnicities in order to 

obtain more land for settlement, pastureland, farmland, and territory have resulted in 

long-term internally displaced people (IDPs). The key push factors of population 

mobility are the direct impact of environmental factors and natural disasters without 

the mitigating effect of government support to build infrastructure to diminish the 

effect of these natural disasters (FGD 23/04/2014).  

 

According to participants, this leads to a danger of one ethnic group moving from 

one place to another place considered as its territory by another ethnic group. These 

practices are often associated with armed conflict that may have environmental 

disputes at its roots, such as access to drinking water, certain mineral deposits, or 

other natural resources. Reducing environmentally-induced displacement, 

restructuring the traditional agricultural practices ‘cut and burn’ (shifting cultivation) 

and avoiding the effect of armed conflicts among the indigenous people are some of 

the main reasons for the government sponsored Villagisation scheme in Gambella, 

government officials response in the (FGD 27/04/2014). It seemed the government 

acknowledges the impact on the environment, particularly for indigenous people, 

whose production is dominantly dependent on rain-fed agriculture. 

 

The regional government, however, appeared to have limited capacity to rise to the 

challenge of precisely defining the environmental threats facing the indigenous 

people and of making a concerted effort to eliminate these threats. Consequently, 

the federal government of Ethiopia has undertaken actions to promote policies to 

guarantee access to basic social services to the populations affected by natural 

disasters, conflicts, and inaccessibility to basic services.  

 

From the perspective of the indigenous people of Gambella the problem of 

environmental displacement has been associated primarily with the inevitable vicious 

circle of environmental disaster leading to further displacement. Thus, the only way 
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to mitigate the negative consequences of environmental changes are either to go to 

nearby suitable higher-altitude areas or to remain as Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs) waiting for sporadic and slow aid from government or international 

organisations.  

 

The sole effort by some communities to protect themselves against the most severe 

consequences in the near and distant future has been limited to chasing the rain 

cycle. Minimising the negative effects of environmental hazards represents a major 

source of concern, requiring a measure of responsibility both by the indigenous 

people themselves and by the government as well as the international community 

collectively. The significant decrease in the level of human security both of the 

individual and of the community due to flood and conflict leading to people often 

being forced to flee their home needs concerted and joint efforts of all people. 

 

Therefore many communities relocated to new Kebeles have good reason to be 

grateful for the opportunities in the new settlements where the government has made 

basic services available. This has consequently led to the improved health, 

education, water, and agricultural practices; however, all changes are relative. 

Government’s institutions are working too slowly and not always adequately to meet 

the needs and the dynamics of the threats that appear in many Villagisation sites. 

The communities deserve better support to achieve the ambitious goal of the 

program, the transformation of the community, yet is a logical expectation to 

understand that the government cannot perform these challenging tasks without 

mistakes. In order to understand Villagisation in Gambella and how this dynamics 

contribute to the current controversial issues of the Villagisation and agricultural 

investment, I will discus my findings from Anuak, Majang, and Nuer Zones. 

 

5.4.2.1 Anuak Zone 
Despite claims from Kebele leaders that ‘people are happy here’, the participants in 

Okuna Kebele (Focus group discussions: 26/03/2014) mentioned six households 

went back to their original places. They have also shared their concern that many 
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people have threatened to leave the new Kebele if some of the promises were not 

met shortly. One recipient suggested that ‘Health posts lack sufficient medicine and 

health workers are few and not well trained’.   

 

However, they are still waiting for government to clear the forest around them to 

cultivate, as the trees are too big to remove with machetes. A residence of Theny 

Kebele said ‘the land we are given is dense forest which we are unable to cultivate; 

instead we spent the whole last year selling fire wood and construction material to 

survive at the new Kebele life’.   

 

The issues of relocated people in Anuak Zone are not only poor quality and untimely 

distribution of minimum basic services; there are many reasons why the delivery of 

clean water, health posts, grinding mills and relatively better agricultural extension 

services could not substitute the long existed livelihood development. Importantly, 

the emotional attachment to the land and economic centrality of non-transferable 

assets such as mango trees and river access is not answered. A number of Anuak 

community members I interviewed in Abobo and Gambella town are critical of the 

government for discriminating against people for resisting to go to new Villagisation 

site. In particular, they referred to the systematic removal of services from original 

sites targeted for relocation for Villagisation. Therefore, while people have the option 

not to leave their original homes, if they choose to do so they sometimes find 

themselves without any of the services they originally had. Some people suggested 

that this was government’s strategy to force relocation to new sites. 

 

The community proposed alternating time between the old and new Kebeles, but the 

basic services and infrastructure are limited to the Villagisation site only, which 

makes life at the place of origin difficult. The Villagisation policy allows relocated 

people to move back and forth, yet people in the old Kebele did not get the same 

services provided for new Villagisation sites. Therefore, relocated people are unable 

to enjoy the same standard of services and security at the original sites as previously 

experienced. Communities are torn between those relocated people who are in fear 
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of losing the basic services and the other groups are worried to lose their strong 

holds on their forest and land.  

 

The focus group participants in Chobokir said,  “even though there is an opportunity 

for us to alternate between the old and new life, some of us do not have confidence 

doing it openly. We keep hearing rumours from local officials that the government 

would deny us the basic services we are currently getting.” Therefore, the 

communities expect the government to equally distribute the same package of 

services to the people who have chosen to stay in their original Kebeles. While this is 

their right, it undermines the principle of Villagisation: to centralise service provision 

as a way of improving access and being more cost effective. 

 

However, a representative of federal government for enhanced development in 

Abobo Woreda suggested that providing minimum basic services is essentially a 

routine function of development in Ethiopia. ‘Yet, there are always shortages of 

resources in Gambella to provide those services at individual level’. He added ‘but 

there is no clear argument that the communities that are living in scattered manner 

should be completely left out’.  

 

The Villagisation also created competition between the relocated and the people 

refused to move. The Leaders of Okuna Kebele discussed this in the focus group 

discussions ‘within communities that refused to move, the people used to joke that 

the communities in the new Kebeles are being starved and asking support from their 

relatives in the old Kebeles’. However, the resident in Theny Kebele suggested they 

are sending corn back to their relatives who have remained at the old sites. In a 

number of sites, the community in the new Kebeles reported increased production 

and better access to markets, selling their products to the whole sellers from the 

nearby Abobo. 
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According to the field visits to Theny and Okuna Kebele, community leaders 

described increased 

productivity, with one 

suggesting that  ‘the 

agricultural extension experts 

believed the increase in 

agricultural productivity 

through providing training and 

tools’. However, according to 

the discussion with Anuak in 

Gambella town, four out of six 

respondent supported the 

concern. They said “local communities are being forced to free up land for 

commercial agriculture leasing large areas of land for foreign investors, promised 

basic services are not yet provided to the relocated people, indigenous people are 

starved to death; they left their fertile land to live in the concentrated camp, and their 

livelihood is vanished”.  

 

According to the focus group discussions with Gambella elites who had recently lost 

their political position in the regional council, four out of the 12 interviewed shared 

the view that ‘the livelihood of the community could only be changed if small holder 

farmers are supported. According to the respondent, “any view that investment will 

change and transform the indigenous community can arises either from lack of local 

knowledge or underestimating our community's strong livelihood system existed for 

centuries'’. 

 

The Anuak elite added, “Traditionally, the Anuaks have diverse livelihood, they 

depend on the local environment, such as fishing from the rivers, they practice 

hunting and gathering in the surrounding forests. The form of agriculture is 

dominantly shifting cultivation in the alluvial soils along the riverbanks. The elite said 

“Our communities will no longer practice this if our people are relocated from their 

Figure 5.5: A 70 Years Old Woman In THENY 
VILLAGISATION SITE PICTURED WITH HER 
CORN FOR RE-SOWING.  

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014). 
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forestland to a new Villagisation site. This will culminate the longstanding 

socioeconomic, culture, tradition and believes of the Anuak.” 

 

In the discussion, they emphasised the loss to the Anuak community of recent large-

scale land concessions including an estimated 250,000ha for international investors 

and 350,000 hectares for 

domestic investors. “All of these 

hectares are being cleared and 

there is no doubt that the 

indigenous group would lose 

significantly higher shares of 

income. One can understand 

from their insights that the 

frustration with the situation, 

including prevalence of rumours and suspicion. This is due to the absence of good 

communications with government, weak implementation of land lease policy, political 

corruption, poor technical and financial capacity of investors and the behaviour of 

irresponsible individuals involved in the land deals in the region as well as at federal 

government level.   

 

Across the focus groups, there is strong opinion that the community need secure 

land, water, forest, and other natural resource rights. They believe what the 

government is saying about transformation which comes through investment, 

appropriate technology and access to markets can be ensured throughout the 

process of local development such as encouraging small holders' farmers, traders 

and local industry are in place at grass root level. They suggested “if not managed 

carefully with social and political accountability, the indigenous community would 

lose their land, their cultural practices, the forest for hunting and gathering, access to 

rivers and streams.”  

 

FIGRUE 5.6: ANUAK MAN CATCHES CATFISH 
NEAR BOANGA, BARO RIVER.  

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014) 
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All the interviewee commented on the amount of land given to investors. They said, 

“All investors did not 

develop more than 15% of 

the land they have leased, 

which means they might 

have taken more than they 

can afford to invest on it”. 

There are community 

concern on the amount of 

Land being cleared year 

after year just for the 

purpose of getting bank 

loan, timber and charcoal, 

this include the foreign investors.  

 

Some suggested increased investment brings an opportunity for increased 

employment in the region, but indigenous people are not engaged in the business 

sector to reap the benefits from this opportunity. Instead, the influx of migrant 

workers has a number of negative consequences, including tensions between host 

and migrant communities and increased demand for commercial sex workers 

affecting HIV prevalence rate in the region. 

 
5.4.2.2 Nuer Zone 
The perspective of pastoralism and Villagisation seems to be potentially 

contradictory. However, in practice the Nuer, community suggested there is a lot of 

improvement; many cattle are vaccinated than they were in the old Kebele where 

their cattle used to die from curable diseases. In many cases, collective facilities like 

schools, health posts, and grind mills are available in most sites. Postal and 

telephone services including electric lighting facilities are largely absent except in 

some Villagisation sites (Corrmachar) close to towns such as Lare Woreda.  

 

FIGURE 5.7: RELOCATED WOMEN IN 
CHOBOKIR VILLAGISATION SITE GATHERING 
FOOD FROM SEROUNDING FOREST.   

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014). 
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Out of the 34 interviewees in the Nuer Zone, none of them considered moving back 

to their original places, some however, complained about unmet promised services. 

However, evidence from the focus group discussions and various government’s 

report of Nuer Zone shows that there are real dangers of dependency issues in Nuer 

Zone. This is not only associated with their previous experience on refugee camps 

but also attributed to the approaches used to mobilise the people to move to 

Villagisation sites. Local official promised to provide full package until food self-

sufficiency is ensured in the community persuaded the majority of the relocated 

people. Parts of the failure in some Villagisation are mainly related to high 

expectation of the food aid and entitlement to ensure sustainable support of 

agricultural tools. This strengthened the stereotype of Highlanders toward Nuers 

being recipient of food aid.   

 

The above evidence suggests why local communities in Gambella have doubts on 

the number of refugees stated by UNHCR advocating Ethiopian Nuer from Gambella 

are swarming the refugee camp, which is supposed to shelter the victims of civil war 

in South Sudan (FGD 03/25/2014). In the interview with some Anuak and 

Highlanders group on these issues, there is evidence that many Gambellans Nuer 

are in different new refugee camps. I also observed four schools in Lare and Itang 

Woredas, which were almost empty; some Villagisation sites are abandoned and 

some residence of the Kebeles are tagged with refugee status (FGD 22/03/2014).   

 

It is widely agreed that the civil war in South Sudan and resulting refugees of the 

Nuer in Gambella led to an internal power struggle accompanied by the 

displacement of Anuak communities in Gambella. As it is a home for more than 

160,000 Nuer communities, Gambella is a likely to receive more resulting refugees 

and displaced people who would count as a second home, as was the case during 

the Sudan civil war.   

 

The influx of people from South Sudan to Gambella, accompanied by well-paid 

humanitarian workers brings a consumer market. However, there is a concern 
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amongst Gambellans particularly the Anuak. They believe local people who are 

benefiting economically from this development, but Highlanders with the capital to 

move into the region and establish service businesses quickly. The concern amongst 

some Gambellans relates less to the potential movement of thousands of people 

from the South onto their land, but the arrival of hundreds of Highlanders to serve the 

new market, who are more likely to settle permanently in the region after the 

refugees move on.  

 

5.4.2.3 Majang Zone 
In the Majang Zone, the main concerns around Villagisation in entrenched in 

complex issues of forest protection and formal and informal deforestation. The area 

is under intensified coffee plantation and forest utilisation for commercial purpose, 

particularly state owned timber production (from 1986-95). This, coupled with the 

highlander’s encroachment transforming forest into agricultural land, has changed 

the socio-economic situation of Majang people whose lives have been dependent on 

the forest for hunting, gathering, honey collection and traditional livelihood practices. 

Particularly after the coming of the Highlanders as legal and spontaneous (illegal) 

settlers, the traditional shifting cultivation system has been replaced by a sedentary 

farming system. 

 

For the Majang community, shifting cultivation supported by predominantly non-

timber forest products was locally proved indigenous knowledge and sustainable 

way of preserving the forest. Such systems have been facilitating for the transfer of 

the natural forestland to the next generation. Practicing shifting cultivation remained 

their main socioeconomic systems, up until now, however it is under pressure and on 

very quick downshift to sedentary level in some areas where dominated by 

Highlanders and the current Villagisation.   
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I visited Gelesha and Yery Villagisation sites where shifting cultivation is practiced 

and discussed with previous resettled community. In Yery (Lomi Kebele) the 

government planned to resettle 98 households; however relocated 72 households.  

From this, about 60 households walked back to the forest where they hunt and 

gather; the remaining 12 households remained in the new Kebele are under 

pressure, with some want to alternate and the rest 6 are waiting for more food aid. 

According to Gantan, “They left after the first one-year they were relocated. I spoke 

with residence in Yeri Villagisation site who remained with his three neighbours and 

he said I do not think they will come back to live permanently here, unless the 

government keep providing food aid but they still own the land and are coming every 

market day to collect agricultural products from crop sharing to Highlanders.” 

According to the key person interview with the residence Gelesha Kebele, “More 

than half the total 200 relocated households have walked back to their previous 

place.”   

 

Unlike Shemui, Goshine, and Shone Villagisation sites, the two-Villagisation sites 

(Gelesha and Yery) do not experience shortage of land. Rather, the decision of 

FIGURE 5.7: A FARMER FROM SHABOY COMMUNITY ALTERNATING YERY 
VILLAGISATION SITE AND HIS PREVIOUS PLACE (WAKI FOREST).  

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014). 
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farmers to leave the new Villagisation sites and walk back to their old settlement is 

associated with their shifting cultivation and hunting practice in the forest. Shaboy 

farmer in Yery (Waki Kebele), said ‘‘The Villagisation site is very far that I could not 

look after my beehive and difficult to travel back after hunting, but still I am using my 

house in the Villagisation site whenever I need to stay the night after market day and 

store my agricultural product. The same model of Villagisation was shared across all 

three Zones.   

 

However, it has not been viable for some Majang communities to access four 

hectares of agricultural land per household without destroying protected forestland. 

Likewise, designated Villagisation sites have required Highlanders encroaching to 

the indigenous communities’ forestland, which has created serious and recently fatal 

conflict between communities. Communities expressed concern about the lack of 

benefit of the new Villagisation sites, the mismatch between the plans and their 

livelihoods, and the lack of communications to manage expectations of both the 

Majang and highlander communities. 

 

According to the field observations and story telling from elders, the discourse 

among the young people in Majang Zone on “we need our land back” has 

significantly increased over the past decade. Their fathers or older brothers sold the 

land cheaply and were often duped into releasing more land than intended. Many 

Majang youth no longer have the assets and inherited livelihoods of their elders. 

Young men returned from military services are now without livelihood options. Some 

local officials also supported the idea of the youth group to protect their ancestral 

land and forest resources from being taken by settlers who came from outside the 

region. 

 

Therefore, the claimed land and an asset invested on Majang land have to be shared 

between the Highlanders and Majang heated the debate between the two groups. 

The Highlander's group who bought the land from the indigenous is claiming that the 

Majang are only long-time unlawful tenant, with no permanent rights to the land or 
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forest. In addition, Highlanders are officially saying “we did not get the land for free; 

we bought it from them (Majang) even tough it is our right to get land for free as the 

citizens of the country. 

 

I attempted to understand the argument from the two groups. The finding shows 

everybody involved in land deal has sealed and signed copy of agreement, the local 

administration authenticated this documents. In an attempt to suppress the 

protracted ethnic tension in Majang Zone, regional and federal government held 

several community dialogues, but did not stop the tension. As per the request of the 

Highlanders’ representative, the minister of the House of Federations of Ethiopia 

visited the Majang Zone on June 2, 2014 to discuss these issues. 

 

In this discussion, community representatives placed the blame on local officials 

saying, ‘They are supposed to teach their people (Majang) not to sell land.’ The 

Highlanders are critical of government officials of facilitating land trade and related 

processes that affected their community. In the same meeting, representatives from 

the Highlander’s community stated that ‘the government has to consult us about any 

development so that we can contribute in the Zone and regional development policy 

affairs’. Highlanders do not necessarily share the local interpretations of 

landownership. Many Highlanders started as daily labourers, traders and share 

croppers prior to purchasing land from the locals; the principal instruments of social 

and economic change in the region. 

 

Participants in Godere Woreda discussed the threat of conflict due to competition 

over resources with neighbouring and host communities in their new location. There 

were contradictory feelings about the implementation of Villagisation in two Kebeles 

(Shemui and Goshinie). In these two Villagisation sites, relocated people are living in 

extremely difficult conditions; that have challenged the federal, regional and the 

Majang Zone government.   
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A young man interviewed in Goshinie Kebele (FGD 10/ 04/2014) said, ‘it is difficult to 

move forward with current situation in this Kebele. He said, “It is not only difficult to 

stay here, but virtually impossible to go back to my original place, I have already 

abandoned my house and property to live here”. About 70 relocated people in 

Shemui and Goshinie are understandably worried and confused about what life in a 

new place will hold if they choose to completely abandon their previous place and 

the issues of land remained unsolved. After four months of this interview, resources 

based ethnic conflict triggered by people in the new Kebele, which started on the 10th 

of September 2014.  

 

The majority of people I interviewed in Majang Zone prefer to remain in the new 

Villagisation sites, though land remains a major concern. The land allocated to the 

relocated communities is previously settled or used unlike that of Anuak and Nuer 

Zones. There were many Highlanders occupying this land. The Majang groups who 

were targeted for relocation were happy to move to two new Kebeles and considered 

it as an opportunity to reclaim land that had been sold to Highlanders over the last 30 

years period.   

 

To the contrary, the Highlanders who were already settled during Derg regime 

(1984/5) are against the idea of Villagisation that brought people to their land, crops, 

and permanent coffee plantations. Highlander’s land in the two-Villagisations sites 

(Semui and Goshine) is used to settle 300 Majang households. However, this land 

often covered with coffee, bananas, avocados and Chat (plant chewed as a 

stimulant) must be either replaced or compensated by the government. As a result, it 

created tensions between the Majang and Highlanders. 

 

Highlander pressures on forestland coupled with the deterioration of socioeconomic 

condition of the Majang community and the current Villagisation resulted in outbreak 

of natural resource based ethnic conflict in Majang Zone in September 2014. 

Tensions have been building for the last 23 years, but recently conflicts claimed the 

lives of an estimated 100 people from both Highlander and Majang communities.  
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The Majang communities had full forestland ownership rights, which allowed them to 

be involved in crop sharing, land redistribution, leasing and transferring through land 

sales particularly since the mass arrival of Highlanders in to Majang areas in 1984/5. 

This is regardless of the national land policy that endorsed land is under public or 

state ownership (FDRE 1994, article 52). According to the participants in the focus 

group discussions, land lease and land transaction between Majang and Highlanders 

have been practicing in the last 30 years. In many cases; however, these sales have 

not been formalised, or individuals have acted on behalf of their communities. In 

other instances, Highlanders have taken more land than was agreed on. As 

Highlanders continue to move to the Zone, and large land concessions, such as that 

of in Gumare be given by government, these tensions will continue. 

 

In Gumare Kebele, Godere Woreda, government leased forestland to an Indian 

investor (Verdanta Harvest P.L.C) for a tea plantation despite, local community 

contesting the act. The Ministry of Agriculture on several occasions declared that the 

land given to the investor was not forestland. Nevertheless, the Shakacho 

community living in the forest requested different levels of government to reconsider 

the plan. According to nationwide policy, all investments must be subject to an 

independent environmental and social impact assessment before the land is 

allocated. In 2012, there were an initiative to conduct environmental impact 

assessment, however, the investors handpicked the expert, yet the government did 

not disclose the finding of the assessment.  

 

The communities have realised the negative ecological, socio-economic and regional 

stability impact of the Godere Forest distraction. Moreover, some assessment has 

proved (Dereje 2007) that Godere forestland encroachment has been already 

intensifying tensions between highlanders and Majang, between pro-environmental 

protection and pro-investment, and potentially conflicts between Anuak and Majang 

communities. To exacerbate the situation, the proposed investment has suggested 

to brining more and more highlanders to the area in order to offset the labour 
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shortage, which will further exacerbate the tension between Majang community and 

highlanders. 

 

Community representatives of Gumare Kebele reported to the ex-president of the 

country Girma W/Giorgis, the Ministry of Agriculture and to the Environmental 

authority that their forestland is being leased to investors without prior consultation of 

the communities in and around the forestland. Accordingly, the president wrote letter  

FIGURE 5.8: WATERSHADE AREA IN GODERE AND MENGESHI WOREDA, 
MAJANG ZONE.  

(Source: PACT ETHIOPIA 2010). 

to the environmental authority and local government urging them to reconsider the 

agreement according to the environmental impact assessment. Despite this letter, 

the regional government demarcated the forestland and handed over to the investor 

(refer to the letter sent from the former Gambella president to the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Dec 2010). The following map depicts the watershed area of Gumare 

forest. It shows deforestation in the area would affect the river flow of the entire 

Gambella region. Gumare forest is source of two major trans-boundary rivers. 

Contribute to the regional, national, and international climate.  
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I interviewed four households, four key person interviews, two displaced persons 

from Gumare Kebele and two government officials. According to participants, the 

forestland leased to tea plantation was carried out without the consultation of local 

communities. That is why it has led to significant tensions between investors and 

some communities. It also increased tension and conflicts between the community 

and Zone administration. Such community protest against the investor required 

interrogation by regional polices and defence force on some individuals alleged for 

leading role.   

 

Even though regional government handled the issue, there has been intimidation 

and arbitrary arrest by regional and defence forces. To further complicate the picture, 

the Indian investor repeatedly appealed to the regional and federal government by 

stating that the community has rebelled against his investment and employees. This 

resulted in the government arresting approximately 40-community leaders and 6 

local officials. 

 

The heightened tension between the Verdanta Harvest P.L.C and local community in 

Gumari Kebele triggered debate within the federal government. The Environmental 

Authority, for example contended that the remaining tropical rain forest should not be 

turned into agricultural land. The authority suggested its long-term negative impact 

on the community would out weight the benefit from the income generated from tea 

plantation (See letter from Environmental Authority). In contrast, the Ministry of 

Agriculture on its part insisted that the land leased to the investor is not a forestland 

but a bush land that has no negative impact on the community if cultivated in a 

proper way.   

 

According to the interviewees, there were some Zone officials and expertise that 

resisted the controversial forestland lease too, however, the head of Zone 

administration approved the investment to carry on clearing the forest. Accordingly, 

the Indian investors have cleared about 200 hectares of forestland for tea plantation 

until 10/10/2014. This seemed the former regional president, now in exile put political 
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pressure on the Zone administrator to approve the land lease. There were also 

rumours going around the government officials and the communities that the 

investors have bribed the Zone leadership by giving several favours including 

scholarship to India and presenting suit gifts to each official. 

 

Local community in Gumare Kebele believes they are discriminated saying that, 

“Majang Zone administration consider Shekicho as an external people. They 

associate us with Highlanders just because of our lighter skin colour”. These coupled 

with the denial of other political rights motivated the Sheckicho communities of 

Gumare to request the federal government for separation from Majang Zone, 

Gambella regional state to join the neighbouring region South Nation, Nationality and 

People regional State. The Sheckicho people dominated the neighbouring Masha 

Zone and have an estimated 200km shared border and adjacent forestland with 

Majang.  

 
5.4.3 Villagisation from Gender Perspectives 
5.4.3.1 Women and land allotment 
Underestimating of the gender effects was priority area during current land allotment 

of Ethiopia; however, 

women in Gambella are not 

fully entitled to these 

opportunities. In the 

Villagisation, community 

raised their concerns; the 

rushed implementation of 

land transfer does not take 

into account the full 

spectrum of land users’ rights. In most cases, Glabella’s indigenous community’s 

land rights are in the name of men only, leaving women without a voice in 

consultations process.   

FIGURE 5.9: YOUNG WOMEN IN GOSHINE 
KEBELE ENGAGED IN FARMING IN HER 
DESIGNATED FARM. 

(Source: Fieldwork, 2014) 
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The fact that women produce the largest share of the household food is not 

sufficiently acknowledged in the Villagisation policy or implementation. Local 

documents show land allotment under the Villagisation scheme is done in the name 

of the male members of the household. Women in the Kebele suggested a way that 

land can be under joint name 'husband and the wife'. This will ensure women 

involved from the very beginning of the development initiative. These also reduce 

long-term land selling by Majang men to Highlanders, whom the women said, ‘We 

never see the money’.    

 

Women in Gambella contribute disproportionately high to production of agriculture in 

the region; therefore, any policy effort to improve food security should aim to 

increase their capacity to participate productively in agriculture. The general feelings 

of men in the focus group discussions showed that indigenous communities' income 

is better when controlled by women, and should therefore be given land title in the 

Villagisation process. Local administrator in Shemui Kebele witnessed that Majang 

women are more likely to properly use agricultural products and the money come 

from such products. This has improved some family food consumption, for 

education, and overall wellbeing of the Majang community when controlled by 

‘‘mothers and sitters.’’ He also discussed his fear is that Majang women and children 

are left without land as their fathers have sold the land to Highlanders. He said, our 

men control all the property including land and the forest; as a result, we are left 

behind the development.  

 

A woman in the regional council said, “Since husbands do not share the risk, but 

have to take away the profit that women made. This marginalisation coupled with the 

absence of financial services provision targeting women created constraints such as 

market”. Women in Gambella have constraints including low investment returns, high 

geographic dispersion to get access to services. Women are also expected to look 

after property that has been abandoned by their husband to live with the second or 
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third wife. Capacity constraints, mainly infrastructural capacity, technical capacity, 

training, and more importantly political and regulatory constraints are among others.  

 

Most men in Gambella ‘eat what women produce and cook’ the anonymous 

respondent said. In the group discussion with women group, all participants 

suggested ‘men are aggravating the lower socio-economic situation of women in 

Gambella’. Health issues are among the critical problems women are experiencing; 

including the challenges arising in the context of the HIV/AIDS, when they lose their 

husbands and have no secured land tenure has made the gender problem more 

serious in the region.   

 

The women in the discussions added ‘unequal ownership of land or no entitlement to 

land is also a critical factor, which creates and maintains inequalities between 

women and men in Gambella’. There is anecdotal evidence that increased control by 

women over land titles increased the welfare of the household. Out of the total 3,883 

relocated people, 2,246 are widowed and single women, in which I interviewed 36 

and all seemed well adapted to the life in the Villagisation sites. They are better 

engaged in the socioeconomic activities. Interviewed men confirmed widowed and 

single women are doing better in the Villagisation sites suggested  “In our 

community, widowed and single women produce better than households led by 

men”. This is a simple example to convince the policy makers in the region and at 

national level to revise their policy with the intention of accommodating women in the 

development process. 

 

While there are certainly exceptions, women in Gambella’s indigenous and highland 

cultures face day-to-day challenges that men do not. Amongst the Anuak, Majang, 

and Nuer, polygamy (multiple wives) remains common, exposing women to HIV/STI 

infection and posing significant economic and social challenges to wives. Women 

are highly underrepresented in decision-making, politics, and business. Within the 

Church, they have clearly designated, but subservient roles, in the farm. They are 

the ones who produce, but do not get return in terms of money or asset. Domestic 
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violence is commonplace, and the lack of economic opportunity or financial 

independence ties women into often-harmful relationships.   

 

The economic development of women is high on the agenda of the federal 

government, who have also been looking at cooperatives and different income 

generating activities in the region. Women have a unique role in building 

relationships between conflicting communities through trade, marriage and social 

relationships. It is essential that any development interventions in Gambella 

recognise the role and influence of women in the region. Therefore, having a 

livelihood model that recognises women role in strengthening livelihoods would 

assist to design sustainable rural development and promotion of women’s role to 

prove to have a key advantage in influencing the indigenous community.  

 
5.4.4 Recent Development 
5.4.4.1 Resource based ethnic fighting between the settlers and the 
indigenous 
In September 2014, the small-scale resource based conflict between the Majang and 

the Highlanders shifted to a large-scale conflict with a high number of causalities 

from both groups. Highlanders with the facilitation of local official and brokers for 

land transaction intensified the scale of illegal settlement and forestland 

encroachment. This coupled with rushed implementation of Villagisation in some 

Kebele triggered the heightened tension between the Highlanders and the 

indigenous Majang. 

 

The September 2014, conflict was a series of sporadic clashes and mass violence in 

Majang Zone. It was originated in Goshene Kebele, where the Highlanders refused 

to share their land to 70 relocated households. As discussed above, the Majang 

previously owned the land, and then sold it to Highlanders through time. The 

Highlanders invested in the land they bought from Majang farmers and some has 

been transferred to the second generation. As there are also new generations from 

the disadvantaged groups, the Majang, the young people started claiming their land 
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back or at least to be redistributed or shared. The majority of the young people 

initiating these ancestral land claims are the returnee from the military (EDF and 

EFF), they have been constantly claiming that their father’s and mother’s sold the 

land to Highlanders without their knowledge, consent and in their absences. These 

swiftly spread to Yari and other Kebeles where it became deadly and out of control of 

the local government.  

 

The immediate cause of the conflict was the death of a Majang man in Goshene 

Kebele. In response to this killing, unknown Majang groups burned Highlander’s 

house in the same Kebele and shot and wounded a girl from the Highlanders. The 

Highlanders retaliated to the killing by burning of houses in September 9, 2014. 

Then, this followed by indiscriminately attacking Majang communities. Out of the five 

people killed in that particular incident, one is higher government official.  

 

This deadly, resource based ethnic conflict claimed an estimated 15,000 people 

were displaced from the rural areas of Godere Woreda. Some camped in designated 

schools, some flee to Tepi, Jimma and other nearby towns while many Majang 

officials and their families camped around Zone football Stadium.   

 

In addition to the story I came across on a daily basis, I interviewed eight people, 

four from Highlanders, and another four from The Majang communities. The 

participants from the Highlanders’ group said, “We have lived peacefully together for 

more than 30 years; however, recently, the situation completely changed. The 

Majang community attacked the Highlanders. As a result, hatred keep mounting and 

dominating our life here. We have never experienced such brutal attack from the 

Majang communities given that they were peaceful, calm and Christians.  

 

There are reasons to believe that those local militias together with some local 

government officials have plotted this attack. They warned us to leave this place 

three to four years ago, just for being Highlanders. They clearly told us, we do not 

belong to this area that we are troublemaker who brought disease like HIV/AIDS, 
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poverty and theft to their area. The participants said, “Having heard this and 

witnessing people massacred in attack, we felt sad, humiliated. We are wondering 

why government allowed all this brutality to happen” 

 

While the Highlander’s group often described the nature of these violence is due to 

lack of security. This is because government gives less attention to this particular 

place while focused on other conflict prone areas of the region. “Despite Majang’s 

constantly claim for their land, we believe this is our country too, our forest and our 

land” highlanders said (FGD 2014). “We could have responded to the brutal attack 

on similar scale; however, they said, the government took our guns during 

disarmament in the year 1998.” The Highlander complained Majang led party 

deliberately left the Majang armed. On top of that, all the local militia, police, and 

Special Forces are usually recruited solely from the Majang communities.  

 

Regardless of their responsibility to equally protect the nation, nationality, and people 

in the Zone, they were involved in the violence. That is why some people are saying, 

“The government Forces attacked the Highlanders.” This has become very 

controversial issues, particularly when viewed from the military code of conduct point 

of view.   

 

Respondent further discussed “The federal government has condemned the local 

officials and the militia. These groups were alleged to have been involved in the 

violence. Their case shows they have supported their ethnic groups against the 

Highlanders. In September 22nd, 2014, the National Security ordered all Kebele 

militia to hand over, both guns. The respondent said, “This triggered dissent, some 

Majang felt deceived, discriminated and deliberately weakened by the federal 

government. Then, the Majang start assuming this is Highlander’s government, we 

are not important to the government anymore. “Since we are darker, we are seen as 

inferior, low-grade citizens and sub-humans who do not deserve any right to own 

properties even on our lands.” They believe Majang had lost control over their 
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ancestral land and forest resources in Godere Woreda for the illegal and legal 

encroachment of Highlanders and investors.  

 

Accordingly, the communities indicated that the federal government intervened. The 

government deployed National Defence Force and camped in Yari, Kumi, Shone, 

Goshene, and Gelishi Kebeles, however, ethnic clashes in the remote area 

continued and sporadic attacks and killings were common. Through time and 

investigation, government arrested 37 Zone, Woreda and Kebele leaders. 

 

5.5 Large-Scale Agricultural Investment: a Treat or Opportunities to 
the Indigenous People 
5.5.1 Introduction 
Robust economic growth is attracting investors from non-traditional donors who are 

being directed to the impoverished periphery of Ethiopian regions. Here, ethnic 

federalism has fostered an aggressive sense of ownership over local resources, 

equated with entitlement on ethnic grounds. New agricultural investment and 

development may improve prospects and alternative sources of livelihood, but could 

also be a driver of conflict if indigenous people feel excluded from benefits.   

 

Hence, Ethiopia’s federal government has selected Gambella as an emerging 

region, under the (PASDEP). Working in collaboration with different donors country, 

the Ethiopian government aims to target development opportunities within these 

regions to ensure equitable growth in the country and constructive utilisation of the 

country’s resources. According to the news business (2010), part of this plan is the 

transfer of a nationwide total of 2.7 million hectares of land to foreign and national 

commercial investors. Despite the challenging environment, Gambella’s land is rich 

in nutrients and ideal for large-scale agriculture. Insecurity and a lack of government 

incentives have deterred prospectors and investors in the past. However, with 

increased stability in the region over the last few years and the active promotion of 

agricultural investment by Federal and regional government, a number of large-scale 
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investments, as well as hundreds of smaller scale agro-enterprises have been 

established.   

 

Although Gambella is one of Ethiopia’s underdeveloped regions, with 34.9% of the 

population living in the lowest level of the country’s wealth ranking range, it is rich 

with fertile agricultural land, cattle, and minerals (CSA 2012). One major 

disadvantage is the harsh climate in some part of the region. Small-scale farmers 

rely on rain-fed agriculture, which usually requires some forms of irrigation. In 

Gambella, although, they have traditional methods of dry land farming, it is just hand 

to mouth.   

 

Underdevelopment of Gambella could be referred to water scarcity in some areas, 

natural disaster like flood and unseasonal rain on one hand and to lack of saving on 

the other. Partly, this is related to their cultural background. Most indigenous 

community groups in Gambella live a communal life style where they eat whatever is 

prepared around the neighbourhoods regardless of who produced it. As a result it is 

becoming challenges to the new generations who are trying to cop up with the 

scarce resources existed in the region. 

 

Moreover, the fertile land, skyrocketing global demand for rice, soybean, sesame 

and cotton has made the region an ideal location for agricultural investments 

attracting big foreign companies. According to Gambella’s Investment Agency, over 

the past eight years (2006-2014), 380 domestic investors, six Indian, 2 Chinese and 

1 Saudi Arabian company have leased a total of 225,012 hectares of land in 

Gambella (Gambella 2011). Gambella leased approximately 250,000 hectares of 

land to international investors until 2014.   

 

According to regional Investment Agency, Gambella has 2,529,400 hectares for 

investment, the federal government has ownership over 703,592 hectares, with 

small-scale national investment accounting for about 246,395 hectares of the 

region’s land. While the total land that has been given to nine foreign agricultural 
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companies is 250,012 hectares, from the local perspective all the development worth 

noting that about 95% of the national investment is by non-Gambellan’s, with only a 

few private investments from local people, often managed through a cooperative 

agreement.   

 

The Ethiopia government has been promoting domestic and foreign investment. 

Documents from Federal investment agency ensure that the government provides 

investors with necessary support. This is to mainly assist in the preliminary 

agricultural development such as land cultivation and clearance. In addition to tax-

free machinery and agricultural equipment, Ethiopian development bank provides 

loan on long-term basis to investors. Despite, this generous gift from government, 

many domestic investors have shifted the business to non-agricultural business 

activities to run outside the region, Gambella. In addition to the shifting of the capital 

investment by domestic investors, Karuturi is known to have pulled out of million 

dollars investment project citing conflict with local government and confusion 

overland allocation.  

 

While foreign investors are required to have the financial capacity to engage in the 

sector, in addition to prior experience and accumulated agricultural skill elsewhere, 

domestic investors. However, there is no uniform, minimum standard on how one 

meets to acquire land. Even if the regional government wanted to follow such a 

procedure, it does not have the capacity to implement. The tricks local investors use 

to meet the requirements are vey clear to the public. Some use fake bank statement, 

some borrow money with the assumption of securing commission once the bank 

loan is secured; candidate investors are only required to bring a bank statement that 

attests that they have the stated amount of money at the point of issuing that bank 

statement. More often, applicants who have their friends, relatives, family, contacts 

deposit money in their account, and to only be returned after the bank statement is 

issued. Some officials even go to the extent of stating that most investors come to 

the region to only access bank loan to re-invest elsewhere in the country (FGD 

2014).  
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The Government of Ethiopia is insisting that the nine international and 380 domestic 

investors will have a potential benefit to transform the region’s socio-economic 

situation. The international communities including the Human Right Watch, Oakland 

Institute, local and international advocates have been protesting against foreign and 

domestic investors in the region, particularly in Anuak and recently in Majang Zone. 

The local advocates inside and outside the region are also concerned about the 

future of their communities; land partition and fragmentation with high population 

growth rate, influxes of Highlanders illegal settlers and daily labour workers that 

come for investors in the region.   

 

In contrast, Ethiopia’s investment policy guarantees government’s obligation to 

prevent displacement by protecting the rights of those most vulnerable to the loss of 

their land. Likewise, Gambella regional state is under a particular obligation to 

protect against the displacement of its indigenous people. The indigenous people of 

Gambella have special dependency on and attachment to their lands. On the other 

hand, the sector faces labour supply. Indeed, that shortage of labour will constrain 

development of such farms in the Gambella lowlands was predicted as early as the 

2000s (FDRE, 2001). According to the latest local census results, (CSA 2007) the 

number of unemployed in the region amount only to 7,236. This number is very 

small, compared to the size of jobs the sector could create. Thus, investing firms go 

to the extent of transporting labour all the way from the densely populated highlands 

of Oromia, SNNPR, and Amhara regional states.  

 

Although no clear and homogeneous information is available, it is evident that the 

labour forces are not treated well once they start working. The labour forces from the 

Ethiopia highland are also blamed for using the local resources including the health 

posts built for the population. This competition is among the factors makes local 

people questioned the plantations work, which decreased the number of migrant 

labour particularly in Majang Zone; yet, labour is still in a very short supply in the 

region.  
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5.5.2 The Mixed Reaction of Relocated People Towards Large Scale 
Agricultural Investment  
Large scale-agricultural investment that triggered labour migration to the study 

region had mixed reaction by the local communities, depending on the 

socioeconomic and resources base of each zone. The relocated communities in 

Anuak Zone initially were suspicious of authorities’ motivations for relocations, 

fearing that their original land will be granted to private investors. Although a 

concurrent plan for agricultural investment in Gambella is underway, authorities 

stated that the Villagisation programme is unrelated to any of the Villagisation and no 

farmers land will be given to investors. There were also pro Villagisation groups 

where they thought it would change their livelihood.  

 

5.5.2.1 Majang Zone 
This Zone incorporates Godere and the recently established Mengeshi Woreda. 

Although significantly smaller than the Anuak and Nuer Zones, the value of land and 

resources in this Zone exceeds any other area of the region, with land rents at 80 

birr per hectare even before the government increased to 150 birr recently, rather 

than 30 birr as is the case elsewhere in the region. According to (CSA, 2007), 

Majang represent 6% of the total population in the region. Administratively, the 

Majang people are the leading ethnic group in this Zone, although the increasing 

number of Highlanders settling permanently in the area is challenging their 

dominance. They live around cities of Tepi, scattered southwest of Mizan Teferi, very 

few near Metu and Gore, some towards Gambella town and Abobo Woreda.  

 

While they are mostly dependent on beekeeping, hunting, and gathering, they also 

practice some cultivation in settlement areas (Hedlund, Sewonet & Beyene 2002). 

The wealth of natural resources, namely fertile land and timber, is both an 

opportunity and a threat to the local population. The Majang consider themselves as 

guardians of the forestland. The forest itself is central to the ecology of the entire 

region, as it is the source of Gambella’s Akobo, alwaro, and Gilo rivers, supporting 

the regions communities as well as those in the neighbouring Jongelei State of 
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Sudan. Unfortunately, the economic opportunities for the forest area pose long-term 

environmental and social threats. However, one option that could be investigated is 

carbon trading. Currently, the Ethiopian government is not in a position to administer 

large scale international carbon trading.   

 

In addition, there are more localised options, which could provide a similar benefit to 

the Woreda and community, while holding commercial investors responsible for the 

environmental impact of land clearing and agriculture. Through carbon trading, the 

Woreda and the region would profit from protecting rather than destroying the forest. 

The Godere forest is, according to its current land status, a protected area. However, 

there are still instances where licenses to invest within this protected area have been 

issued. Non-timber forest products (NTFP) are another market opportunity for the 

Majang Zone. The collection of honey, spices, and wild coffee is integral to the 

livelihoods of Majang. However, there is a need to support the community in making 

FIGURE 5.10: GUMARE FOREST IS A SOURCE FOR MANY RIVERS SUCH AS 
THE WATERFALL IN THE PICTURE, JEYIN RIVER IN GODERE WOREDA. 

Source: Godere WOREDA CULTURE AND TURISM OFFICE 
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market linkages and in product promotion. Tourism is also a viable development 

opportunity for this area. Its exception beauty, security, unique ethnic population, and 

relatively unspoiled environment make it appealing to visitors. However, this is 

dependent on the preservation of this land, and the development of improved access 

to the forest (which is unlikely to come if the forest is not preserved).  

 
5.5.2.2 Anuak Zone 
The Anuak Zone is the largest of the three ethnic Zones and encompasses Itang and 

Gambella town, both of which have their own special or autonomous Zone. The 

Zone stretches most of the length of the region’s border to Sudan and importantly 

incorporates Dimma, an area that before 1998 belonged to SNNPR. The Gambella-

SNNPR border is disputed and the scene of resource related violence and Dimma’s 

artisan gold mining attracts communities from all over the country, as well as hosting 

a significant Sudanese population, mostly comprising of Murle.   

 

Dimma was also a stronghold of the SPLA during the Sudan war and, due to its 

remoteness and proximity to Sudan and Kenya, remains a preferred assembly place 

for rebel groups and opposition. Dimma has, in the past, been the site of inter-ethnic 

conflict and fighting with the EDF. Dimma’s gold mining is a potential development 

opportunity. However, it is likely that if unrest escalates in South Sudan, Dimma will 

become a destination for political refugees and rebels, making it less appealing for 

business development.   

 

Gog Woreda adjoins with the Majang Zone and is an area of natural forest. However, 

it has experienced widespread deforestation, and is currently a preferred site for 

commercial agriculture. Jor, to the west of Gog, is a vulnerable area, with many 

communities inaccessible for much of the year due to flooding and attacks from the 

neighbouring Murle. The Gambella national park, a reserve area, is located between 

Gog and Jor. This park, which was intended to be an ecological and wildlife reserve, 

has the potential to attract tourists. Gambella was once home to a wealth of animal 

life, including elephants, giraffes and hippos, although hunting scared most of them 
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during the Sudan war. Local farmers and small-scale investments have encroached 

the reserve itself. If tourism is to be considered in this area, some value adding 

activities such as basic accommodation, local guides and transportation from 

Gambella town are essential.  

 

Abobo is a highly fertile area of the Anuak Zone and the site of a number of 

commercial farms including government farms and private cotton farms. Its close 

proximity to Gambella town and access to electricity and good road makes it an 

appealing location. It is also, where the Alwero dam, which will be used by the Saudi 

Star investment for irrigation, is situated. Apart from improving fishing opportunities 

in the area, this dam has had little use since it was constructed. 

 

Itang, also situated on the Baro River, was designated as a special Woreda after the 

2002 Anuak-Nuer conflict. It is an important urban centre in this Zone and has 

opportunities for urban development. Itang has basic infrastructure but has not been 

targeted for development. Sites such as the health centre have good structures but 

lack staff and medication. Now those tensions between the Anuak and Nuer in Itang 

have dropped down significantly. 

 

5.5.2.3 Nuer Zone 
The Nuer Zone is quite distinct from other areas of the region. It has almost no forest 

cover, is extremely exposed, and is ideal for pastoral livelihoods. Other than the 

areas bordering with the Anuak Zone such as Itang and Jor, there is little competition 

over this land, as most Anuak require fertile conditions for horticulture. The Zone’s 

water supply is extremely sparse, which is in part attributed to the impact of the 

Alwero dam. Competition over access to water for cattle and communities has been 

the trigger for significant intra-Nuer conflicts. The Nuer Zone is also the site of a 

number of major road projects and is the gateway between Ethiopia and Sudan. 

Once the asphalt road from Addis Ababa, Gambella to South Sudan border is 

completed, this all the Nuer Woredas, Zone, and particularly the centres of 

Nyiningyang and Matar will become major trading stops.  
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There is a question about why this Zone has so little infrastructural development. 

The on-going conflict is a frequently used and reasonable explanation. However, as 

is always the case in Gambella, there are political agendas involved. As discussed, 

there is a transient flow of Nuer between Ethiopia and Sudan. Some hold identity 

cards from both countries and move seasonally as it has been the way long before 

borders were demarcated on maps (Dereje 2009). Notwithstanding the relative 

underdevelopment in the Nuer Zone and the Gambella region as a whole, the basic 

services available in these areas are better than those available in the neighbouring 

Sudanese counties. These services are one of the reasons given for the growing 

number of Nuer coming into Gambella. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that 

the Anuak led regional government has an interest in limiting development in these 

areas so as not to attract migrants, the dominance of the Nuer people and the 

encroachment by Nuer on to Anuak land. 

 

In conclusion, Gambella is a dynamic region, with opportunities for growth and 

development. It is currently going through rapid transition particularly in the 

agricultural investment sector, which must be carefully managed to ensure that 

impacts are beneficial and do not cause long-term environmental, social and political 

damage. The region is also likely to be impacted by the potential instabilities in South 

Sudan resulting from the current civil war. Development has been slow to come to 

Gambella, mainly due to the chronic conflict deterring investors and businesses 

groups. However, the arrival of information and communication technology in the 

form of the Internet and mobile phones has allowed Gambellans to connect with the 

outside world. This has increased expectations and opportunities.   

 

There is a real desire for development in Gambella, both from government and 

communities. There is also a realistic awareness of the potential impact of large-

scale agricultural investment, both positive and negative. While Gambella is not the 

most straightforward environment for speedy implementation and provision of quality 

basic services, it is manageable if potential barriers like corruption, nepotism, lack of 

political, social and environmental commitment are identified in advance and 
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strategies developed to meet these challenges. Central to this must be a consistent 

and genuine relationship with the communities, based on common priorities and 

realistic expectations. 

 
5.5.2.4 Land Lease Process and major actors  
The Existing government development, community knowledge, and evidence 

indicate small and large-scale agricultural land lease has not been an easy process 

in Gambella. One area of debate in Gambella has centred on the legitimacy of land 

deals. Some of the land deals are illegal, doubtful, and out of the investment 

guideline. These have always been linked with weak land governance and high 

corruption of the officials in the sector. Therefore, the wider communities including 

few investors believe their legitimacy can be questioned. Even if legal frameworks 

and land governance institutions at federal level are stronger, certain deals may not 

have been done transparently. Community leaders in Abobo district said, “We have 

no role in land acquisition on record to date, but we hear that land is given to 

investors”. 

 

The investment in Gambella is not uniform; it varies from local investors with 100 

hectares to foreign investors leased 100,000 hectares. I attempted to see numbers 

of investors by Wereda; the largest numbers of investors are located in Gambella 

Wereda (147), followed by Itang (93) and Abobo (84). When it comes to total land 

leased however, Itang overtakes and holds the first place (115,070 hectares) from 

Gambella (77,505.6 hectares) and Abobo takes a third place with 69,590 hectares 

leased. 

 

Land leasing periods also vary between 20-50 years, yet they could be extended to 

99 years. According to local official, the terms of the leased land varied due to 

various factors: those investors signed their contract during 2006-2012 have 51 

years lease with 35 birr per hectare rent annually, whereas any agreement after 

2012 is 25 years lease with 111 birr per hectare rent (FGD 29/03/2014).   
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From Gambella investment agency, I observed that investor’s requested for land was 

only partly met; yet, the land already transferred is under developed. In 2012, there 

was a notable change in the Governance of land within the region following the 

involvement of federal government in land affairs in the region. The regional 

president’s office established a secretariat for handling large-scale land leases. This 

reflects the increasing political relevance of the issue at the regional and federal level 

too, which might also be explained by a lack of capacity of the region to facilitate all 

requests; however, there is a request from the regional government to renegotiate 

the role of land leasing process.  

 

A recent disruption of land lease process (2014) has been criticised. The 

implementation rate of investors did not meet the expectation of government as well. 

After the mandate of land lease is fully transferred to federal government, they 

started proper screening of investment capital and environmental impact assessment 

to some extent; this tested the capacity of investors and assessed their business 

plans. However, in reality these assessments were often either evaded or are 

superficial and inaccurate. Implementation of these policies is extremely erratic and 

there is confusion even within the regional government administration about where 

responsibilities for licensing and investor supervision lie.   

 

These inconsistencies threaten good practice and opens investment to corruption 

and manipulation, ultimately challenging the advantage of having commercial 

farming in the region. Although slow and conservative, the involvement of federal 

government resulted the number of investors acquiring land to drops sharply. 

Investment agency (Gamella, 2014) reported one-third of the total land requested 

has been transferred to investors, this indicates a rather conservative practice of 

allocating land. Normally, Gambella is known for less bureaucrat and ease for land 

lease. Participant suggested all Gambella investment agency used to lease land to 

investor based on request.  
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5.5.2.4.1 Roles of Indigenous Groups 
The existing unbalanced competitions in local, regional, and national markets, poor 

organisation, and lack of bargaining power in the market place have affected the 

performance of the indigenous people. The communities are expecting investors to 

start to contribute to the development of the communities’ social development 

activities as part of their agreement. Regardless of the land policy, land lease issues 

in Majang Zone are not only government's responsibility. The indigenous community 

has been selling out their forestland for Highlanders. According to the participants in 

the focus group discussions, land lease and land trade between Majang and 

Highlanders has been practiced in the last 23 years. Up until now, it has become a 

focus of heightened attention in the Majang Zone, triggered by some Majang 

Kebeles, who consciously or unconsciously sold out their land.  

 

Major factors for the land trade is the sharply rising flows of Highlanders into the 

Zone with the objectives of getting free or cheap but most fertile land. This has 

increased dissent of Majang to claim their families land back from the Highlanders. 

The issue of land in Majang has been the second biggest community issues in the 

region, which resulted in deadly ethnic conflict on September 09/09/2014. 

 

5.5.2.4.2 Role of Regional Government (Gambella) 
The allocation of user rights, registration, land certification, negotiation, and taxation 

lies within the regional authorities. However, anything related to foreign investment is 

the mandate of federal government. Regarding land governance, I identified 

evidence of an increasing trend of Federal to regional government assistance, which 

is supported by the creation of high-level institutions to govern the process of land 

investments at all level. Currently, land rates are paid to the Woreda. Investment 

licenses are categorised under two groups. An investment of more than 5,000 

hectares requires licensing from the Federal Investment Bureau, although more 

recently the regional government has also started issuing these licenses. For land 

under 5,000 hectares, the regional investment agency is responsible for issuing 

licenses.   
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The regional government has identifies Land, and payment received by the Woreda 

administration. It government transferred most of the land to domestic investors. The 

federal government only handles all foreign investors and large (equal to and greater 

than 5,000 hectares) domestic investors. Domestic investors with an average of 

5,000 hectares limit own the majority of land for investment in Gambella.   

 
5.5.2.4.3 Role of Federal Government         
According to the new proclamation in 2009, the federal government is entitled to 

carry out all aspects of land transfers (on a rental basis) to foreign entities larger than 

5,000 hectares. The federal and regional constitutions on land regulations asserts, 

all land must be property of the state and the community. Private ownership of 

unutilised land is not legally permitted. Understandably, these prevent from trading 

land, yet, it is forbidden to sell any land in the form of mortgage, or exchange land in 

any way. Investments are badly needed for transfers of technology, secured food 

sources. It has huge role in jobs creation. It is expected to alleviate unemployment 

and poverty and improvement of infrastructure (transportation and warehousing) 

were among other expectations of the Gambella and its people.  

 

The focus of government is often on investment that promotes export markets, while 

local markets can offer competitive opportunities for indigenous community to be part 

of the business, which is more important for poverty reduction, food security and 

economic growth. The state funded projects like Rural Road Authority (RRA) 

Ethiopian Electric Power, Telecommunication, road infrastructure, and water supply 

are the means to facilitate foreign investment among others. Investment policy in 

Ethiopia is known to be suitable for all level of investment areas and the government 

is willing to cut big land dealing as well. Hence, the Federal government started 

leasing out land that the Gambella government handed over to be managed by land 

bank under the ministry of agriculture.  

 

In some cases, the local official as well as investors themselves witnessed the 

criteria applied to approve land request were not sufficiently systematic to filter out 
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qualified investors. According to (FGD 27/03/2014), some regional officials blame on 

the federal intervention, “the situations where Federal government involved in 

screening projects and transferring land from Addis Ababa created the gap.” Yet, 

special advisory support from Federal government is under way, through its 

permanent delegates in the regional council, Zones, and districts. There are recent 

attempts to advance large-scale farming in the region were to collaborate with the 

Federal delegates to implement land lease under 5hectares. This mandate 

previously was given to Gambella.   

 

In addition, the AISD was created within the MoARD. The directorate provides 

special support to Gambella regional State with the mandate to assist investors with 

land acquisitions and facilitate the process of land transfer, identification and review 

of business plans, and other documents. At Federal level, the AISD established a 

Land Bank where potential land for agricultural expansion is listed. Regional 

governments are advised by the Federal government to identify suitable lands and 

earmark them for Agricultural investment activities, discussion with the head of 

investment (FGD, 29/03/2014). 

 

5.5.3 The Benefit and Impact of Agricultural Investment 
5.5.3.1. Benefits 
Gambella, a region that has long been marginalised from the rapid economic 

advancement of the country as a whole, is of increasing interest to national and 

international investors. According to the dialogue between government and inventors 

in the regional council hall (February 2014), government representative explained 

the need of access to technical packages and markets through partnerships with 

local groups. Some evidence shows the dialogue have motivated investors to scale 

up their support to the community. Some investors extended their support to improve 

the livelihoods of some households in the region.   

 

I have interviewed some of the beneficiaries, they said, ‘‘we usually grow Maize, 

Sorghum, Sesame, fruits and vegetables, but we could not feed enough our family. 
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Now, the investors showed us how to produce in large quantity using small land, 

they also assisted us by providing selected seeds and machinery.’’ There are more 

cases stories in which investors brought in technology that raised yields of 

indigenous group; however negligible when compared with the number of investors 

and the amount of land acquired. 

 

Saudi star provided machinery, shared technical advice with local people through 

coordinated plan with local administration. In some of the Villagisation sites such as 

Abobo and Itang Woreda, there are successful examples of generating opportunities 

for local entrepreneurship; driving jobs, machinery, and mechanical works and 

sharing machinery to the community are just emerging. Employment opportunity is 

one of the things that the local people are identifying as the most important and 

immediate benefit of investments, while some other districts do not see this potential 

benefit, as no one wanted to be hired as a daily labourer. Some of these issues are 

related to their cultural backgrounds.    

 

Under such conditions, large-scale mechanised farming can be good addition to the 

planned holistic development if appropriately implemented. Large-scale farming 

might be better suited to the traditional community in transferring the technology and 

open up market opportunity that small-scale producers will be able to compete in 

national markets.  

 

5.5.3.2. Impacts  
Investment in Gambella has increased incentives for household farmers. Local 

communities in Chokober received technical, material, and financial assistance from 

investors. The Machinery provided by the investors helped them to clear and 

develop their land. According to the participants, these have enhanced the 

productivity. The incentives are at the root of the productivity advantage while 

maintaining the natural resource around the communities for their traditional 

practices. Below, I will discuss the negative impact of investment from the 
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perspective of population increase and environmental degradation in the region as 

follow. 

 
5.5.3.2.1. Population Increase 
Investment brings with both its opportunity and challenge for Gambella. Employment 

for local citizens is not automatically an upshot of commercial farming. With both 

small and large scale, agriculture comes a demand for skilled and unskilled labour. 

As with other areas of the country, Gambella is experiencing a population movement 

away from traditional subsistence livelihoods and towards urban living, accompanied 

by a shift towards a cash economy. This has resulted in high levels of unemployed 

urban youth, creating an available labour resource.   

 

The realisation of these employment opportunities is very dependent on the 

individual approach of the investor and the guidance provided by the regional 

government. It has been long since the regional government insisted that any 

international organisations (INGOs) operating in Gambella prioritise the employment 

of indigenous people. This has become an informal policy and is rigorously 

implemented. However, at this time no such directives are placed on investors to 

promote local employment in the agricultural investment area.   

 

According to the statement regional government in various annual and semi-annual 

meeting (2013 and 2014), Saudi Star estimates to employ up to 100,000 workers, 

Rochi, and Verdanta harvest Plc are estimated to employ a minimum of 120,000 

equalling the current population of Gambella. This number does not include the 

number of daily labourer the rest 380 domestic investors would bring. With a number 

of other large commercial farms established in the area, it is widely accepted that the 

population of Gambella is likely to rise significantly due to the influx of migrant 

workers from SNNPR, Oromiya, Tigray, and Amhara. This is something that must be 

managed sensitively to ensure that ethnic tensions between indigenous Gambellans 

and Highlanders are not exacerbated.   
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5.5.3.2.2 Environmental impacts 
The impact of infrastructure development and commercial farming can be observed 

in different ways. The lack of consistent and comprehensive impact assessments 

before agricultural investment project starting is a significant risk, particularly in food 

unsecured region such as Gambella. As the construction of Alwero dam itself has 

affected the fish population and water supply to various parts of the region (Dereje 

2009), irrigation for agriculture can be expected to compound these impacts. Both of 

the large investments are proposing to cultivate palm oil and rice. Both of these 

crops require huge amounts of water, and it is widely renowned that the cultivation of 

palm oil, as well as rubber trees, can lead to the permanent degradation of soils. 

 

One example of the potential for investments to damage Gambella’s ecosystem can 

be seen in the Godere forest. In April 2010, an Indian investor was granted license 

by the regional government to clear 5000 hectares of the Godere forest for a tea 

plantation. The license was issued despite a recommendation from an advisory 

team, which comprised 

of experts from the 

regional Investment 

Bureau, Office for 

Environment, Agriculture 

Bureau and Zone and 

Woreda officials. The 

team suggested that the 

investment requested 

should be declined.    

Importantly, it was 

renowned that section of the forest was of ecological significance to the entire region 

as it is the source of all of the region’s rivers, some of which flow into Sudan. The 

development of a tea plantation would have devastating spin offs throughout the 

region. There are rumours that both the previous Majang Zone head and the 

FIGURE 5.11: WATER DIVERTED FROM BARO RIVER 
TO THE KARUTURI FARM BPLCKED THE ROAD 
FROM GAMBELLA TO NYINYAGN WORED.   

(Source: FIELDWORK, 2014) 
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previous regional president, now in an exile had a personal interest in seeing the 

investment proceed after receiving incentives from the investor. These rumours have 

not been confirmed and there has been no follow-up regarding these claims.  

 

The resident of Shekecho community contested the investor’s claim when he arrived 

in Godere to demarcate the land, and he left without success. At this stage, 

community members travelled to Addis to meet with Federal government 

representatives, where their complaint was heard and supported by Ethiopia’s 

President Girma. This became a highly politicised case and there are suggestions 

that the reasons for leasing the land initially was to effectively displace the resident 

of Shekecho community, who have a role to play in historical conflict and are an 

irritation to the regional government. Regardless of the motivations at play, this 

example is particularly disturbing as it demonstrates the lack of environmental policy 

implementation and the prioritisation of political manipulation over the livelihoods and 

sustainability of the region. 

 

According to nationwide policy, all investments must be subject to an independent 

environmental and social impact assessment before the land is allocated. The 

Environment office sitting under the regional Agriculture Bureau should review these 

assessments. The country’s agricultural development policy prohibits the leasing of 

rural farmlands, which are included for future urbanisation, protected areas including 

national parks and forests, and mining and sites for traditional and social practice. 

Conducting environmental impact assessment is also a mandatory, however, only in 

2013 and 2014, there has been tremendous environmental devastation and it is still 

on-going as dams are built for irrigation and defences built to prevent the floods that 

wiped out the first maize harvest of that of Karuturi.   

 

The local population suffers as the flood waters are displaced and affect established 

towns in previously safe areas.’’ For example, Karuturi diverted water from Baro 

three years ago (2012/13), flooded the road from Gambella to Nyinyagn Woreda. 

The road has been blocked for several months, causing disruption to services to 
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Woredas of Nuer Zone where 200,000 refugees have camped since the 2013 civil 

war in South Sudan. As a result, the World Food Program in Gambella was unable to 

transport food for refugees; instead, WFP airdropped food aid. 

 
5.5.3.2.3 Socio-economic impacts 

1. A decrease in the amount of permanent crops including but not limited to 

Mango, Papaya, and Banana. This kind of fruits takes at least 4-6 years to fully 

produce fruits. 

2. An increase risk of losing crops at the original places due to the damage 

caused by wild animals: Monkeys, wild pigs, and other local crops combatant. 

This disruption to livelihoods poses threats to food security and health in the 

first two years of implementation, with potentially severe humanitarian 

consequences in the short to medium term.  

3. A significant decrease in the size of house of relocated households in the new 

Villagisation sites compared to the pre-Villagisation housing condition. Every 

one built its own huts, however, due to the speed of the Villagisation the huts 

are smaller and low quality even to the local standard.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSIONS, FINDINGS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The findings of this research are as diverse as the issues and participants; I 

analysed opinions of each group from their personal experience, insights of the 

indigenous community members, local advocates, government official, Highlanders, 

and investors. The issues are diverse; Villagisation program in Gambella involved 

people relocation; abandoning their original land to experience large and crowded 

Kebele, adapting to new technology like grind mills, water pumps, better health and 

education services, road and communication etc. 

 

Despite limited capacity and resource limitations resulted in poor quality services in 

all Villagisation sites, the overall basic service delivery is increasing in terms of 

quantity and coverage. For example the number of primary schools, water pump, 

and health posts in each Villagisation sites increased by one or two. There are also 

improving practices of agriculture mainly livestock and crop development. The 

number of development agents and farmers training centres increased after the 

implementation of Villagisation. However, some improvements in the provision of 

basic services, it is early to conclude that this has brought significant changes in the 

life of relocated people. 

 

6.1.Major Findings 
6.1 Free up land for investment 
In the course of my field research, I did not observe any first-hand, any instances in 

any of the three Zones of either forced resettlement or resettlement in order to free 

up for agriculture investment. However, what was evident was the dislocation 

between central and regional government policy, planning and the implementation 

and communications of these plans by local government officials at a community 

level. This resulted in widespread confusion, suspicion, disappointment, and unmet 

expectations within communities across all the three Zones. Despite, the uniformity 

of the plans across the three Zones, the different livelihood of the communities in 

those Zones means that it has very implication in each Zone.    
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6.1.2 Forced relocation 
The study found no evidence of forced relocation. Some communities that objected 

to moving have been allowed to stay, albeit with reported pressure and in some 

cases intentions to move them in future. There were concerns from one community 

that, in refusing to move, they may not receive government services in their current 

location. Communities appear to have agreed to move based on assurances from 

authorities of food aid, services, and land. All feel that these assurances have not 

been fully met, and most stated that they may leave if they are not met shortly. In 

some locations many community members had already left due to a lack of food 

security or services. 

 

Unfulfilled promises: Within the Anuak Zone, there were concerns of unfulfilled 

promises, particularly related to the clearing of land for agricultural use, and the 

provision of services. Those who refused relocation have been left vulnerable due to 

the absence of on-going services at the original sites, as well as increased insecurity 

and decreased agricultural productivity resulted from separation of communities. 

There has also been an impact on the social capital of these communities.  

 

6.1.3 Mixed feeling and reaction of relocated people 
My research suggests that in the Nuer Zone, people were more open to Villagisation 

for a number of reasons; The Nuers are predominantly pastorals. Adults and the 

young often travel significant distances to graze their cattle during the dry season. 

The Villagisation settlements offer increased security for women and girls during this 

time. Further, Gambella’s Nuer is developing into Agro-Pastoralists, with increased 

agricultural productivity to complement the pastorals livelihood. The Villagisation 

programs provided agricultural extension workers, tools and resources to increase 

productivity. Most importantly, Gambella’s Nuer community, which grew from about 

10% - 50% of the region’s total population following Sudan’s civil war in the 1990s 

(Dereje, 2011) has been in continues conflict with the Anuak over territory. The 

Villagisation scheme offers an opportunity to further formalise their territory and 

significantly expand the size of Nuer ‘urban’ settlements. 
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In Majang Zone, the relationship with Villagisation is complex. The model of 

agricultural resettlement used in the other two Zones is problematic in the context of 

a hunter-gather community of forest dwellers. Communities were initially told they 

would receive the four hectares per household of agricultural land. However, it is not 

viable to clear this much land in a protected forest area. Therefore, the livelihood 

advantages of resettlement for these communities are less clear. Importantly, during 

the re-settlements of 1986, people were moved far from their original territory. Much 

of their original forestland was then sold to highlander farmers. While this had short-

term financial benefits for individuals or communities, it has long-term implications for 

the sustainability of Majang livelihoods, culture, and society. In the new round of 

Villagisation (2010-2013), local government officials promised to move Majang back 

to this previously sold land, which required removing the Highlanders from this land. 

This has resulted in significant conflict, which became deadly in September 10, 

2014.   

 

Across all the three Zones, local experts responsible for delivering services are also 

expressed frustration with the lack of quality and timeliness of the establishment of 

these services. Specifically, they were critical of the government for not providing 

enough budgets for transporting services to the Villagisation sites. Additionally, the 

salary of the workers is not paid regularly, sometimes months late.  

 

6.1.4 Pressure on Local Officials 
Some officials delegated to follow up the progress of the situation in the new 

Villagisation are unlikely to have reported the number of people attempted to move 

back, or to document and respond to community concerns. In part, this can be 

explained by the desire of government officials at a community level to avoid giving 

negative feedback to the regional and federal government. Officials at all levels 

discussed how they were under pressure to reach targets of households moved 

within set time-frames and they are proud of the campaign, but resources and 

implementation capacity appears to be limited to deliver the benefits promised to 
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communities. As a result, quality of the basic services such as school construction 

and grind mills is poor. 

 

I observed that the regional and local government’s officials are putting a continued 

effort to bring these people to the new Kebele. It has also been a priority concern of 

the MoFA, which is why delegates from the Federal government are on frequent visit 

of the Villagisation. This has well indicated the government understood some of the 

services are poor quality. I observed two separate visits from the federal delegates to 

the Villagisation; this was during my two months stay in the region for fieldwork. 

 

6.1.5 Service Delivery 
In all Kebeles I visited, relocated communities reported improvements in the 

availability and utilisation of basic services. However, the level and quality of service 

provision remains very low, despite some new and developing infrastructure. In 

particular, the provision of quality healthcare is still widely lacking. The study 

observed health posts and centres lack sufficient medicine and health workers are 

few. The very low level of health services in the new sites is of concern, especially 

considering the increasing populations. 
 

Sanitation, particularly waste disposal, is almost completely unaddressed, with no 

functioning latrines present in 7 out of 19 sites visited. This is comparable with the 

lack of latrines in original locations and general practice of rural communities in the 

region. However, an absence of sanitation facilities in 7 Villagisation sites and 

programming in the more densely populated Villagisation sites poses an increased 

risk of water-borne disease outbreaks, particularly during the forthcoming rains. 

 

Education is generally more accessible in relocation sites, and more children appear 

likely to attend school when it resumes. It is possible that larger classes will lead to a 

more economic use of teachers. However, there is a shortage of equipment (desks, 

books etc.), and in some places school buildings or classroom space. 
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Many communities that were previously using river or rainwater for drinking now 

have access to safer water through hand pumps. However, in most cases the 

number of pumps was too small for the increased numbers of people. 

 

6.1.6 Food Security and Livelihoods 
The scale and speed of relocation caused major disruptions to livelihoods and poses 

threats to food security, with potentially severe humanitarian consequences in the 

short to medium term. According to the participants in focus group discussion 

(Shemui, Wanke, Okuna and Cormachar), productivity from original land will be 

substantially decreased due to the limited ability to farm areas more than a short 

distance from new locations. Meanwhile, land in new locations has largely been 

challenging for clearing tick forestland and little or no assistance has been provided 

to begin clearing land and cultivation. In most cases, this land requires mechanical 

clearance and communities require farming inputs. Due to these reasons newly 

allocated land has been less productive for the communities Okuna in the first two 

agricultural seasons.  
 

Communities interviewed also cited other essential services promised to them before 

moving, including grinding mills, farm clearing tools, seeds, livestock for breeding 

and ploughing oxen, and cooking utensils. These were yet to be supplied in almost 

all cases. Specific livelihoods and land use strategies of pastoralist groups and 

traditional forest groups have not been adequately considered in the Villagisation 

process. 

 

Communities were promised food assistance for a period of up to 8 months if they 

moved. Most communities visited had received food, sometimes in exchange for 

work, such as clearing the site or constructing their shelters. The amount and 

regularity of distributions appears low and irregular and the commodities unsuitable 

in some cases.  
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6.1.7 Security 
Many communities reported insecurity and attacks in their original locations and felt 

that staying in larger groups in less remote areas was safer. Only one community 

reported the threat of conflict due to competition over resources with neighbouring 

communities in their new location. To mitigate this, the authorities are supporting 

local militia and recruiting police to protect communities and were able to speak with 

militia in one location.   
 

6.2. Conclusion and Recommendation 
6.2.1. Conclusions 
Villagisation: The Government of Ethiopia claimed that the Villagisation scheme 

reduced poverty across relocation sites. At this stage, it is too early to determine 

whether this is true, but in the course of the fieldwork, I saw examples where 

progress has been made. Likewise, I also saw examples where this goal has 

certainly not been met. Successive support of the government is required to ensure 

that the goal of the scheme is achieved. The community agrees on the narrative that 

there is change after Villagisation; however, many expectations have not been met. 

Change is not happening as quickly as promised and expected. If the new site 

environment is not conducive to traditional practices, increased health, security, 

productivity, and general wellbeing, people will return to their original places, as 

already observed across the region. 

 

Furthermore, little meaningful communications means community concerns about 

land being sold off after relocation are not addressed. There are reports of 

government taking a hard stance with those complaining about the process including 

arrests of individuals for incitement of public unrest (as well as the serious 

accusations of systematic disposition of officials critical of unmet promises and low 

quality services). These actions only increase suspicion and distrust. However, I saw 

no evidence of previously occupied land being sold or leased for private investment 

or government farming in the sites that I visited.   
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In Gambella town, I spoke to two individual from the Anuak group who associated 

the current Villagisation to that of 1980s under Mengistu regime. ‘‘The Anuak felt 

betrayed on their own land. The fact that some of the highland settlers (1984/5) have 

been organised into armed militia and security forces, is perceived as systematic 

control of the Anuak population and an attempt to reduce resistance.’’ Kurimoto also 

discussed those claims “Due to the large number of highland settlers that were 

brought into the Gambella region; the indigenous people were relocated from their 

farms and Kebeles to provide more space either for the settlers or for various state 

projects” (Kurimoto 2005). The past experience of the Anuak on Villagisation coupled 

with the existence of strong advocates of Anuak diaspora has resulted in suspicion, 

dissent and misunderstanding of the likely benefits of the scheme.   

 

The government and communities also fail to thoughtfully look beyond celebratory 

speechmaking such as “our community is progressing due to Villagisation scheme”. 

Therefore, Gambella region needs to adopt appropriate economic and social 

approaches to enable Gambella to catch-up with the rest of the country’s 

development. 

 

Defining the success and failure of the Villagisation program in Gambella at this time 

is not viable as its future sustainability is the true measure. Any analysis to establish 

indicators related to success or failure of relocated people should be based on a 

relative reflection of the existing socio-economic situation of the general population. 

There are indicators of good establishment, better productivity, and relatively better 

access to basic services, yet it is difficult to measure only after the first, second or 

third year’s harvesting seasons.  

 

As the findings of this study indicates, the strategies, day-to-day practice, capacity 

and accountability of Villagisation implementers has led to low expectation that 

Villagisation will transform the community as quickly as it is hoped. The very real 

threat of increased conflict between and within communities has not been taken into 

consideration. Therefore, establishing mutually beneficial partnerships between 
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Highlanders and indigenous communities in Gambella is essential, but they require 

sustained support by a range of service providers (government, civil society, private 

sector), and effort and time of the communities themselves.   

 

In addition, empowering the indigenous people needs special attention to fully 

engage on equal terms with Highlanders. The relative lack of local training 

institutions and educational opportunities among the indigenous people means that 

only those community members who are financially independent are able to travel 

outside of the region to access good quality education. Culturally, saving and 

accumulation of wealth usually takes the form of cattle, chicken, and traditional tools. 

In Gambella special support through affirmative action to indigenous people to 

developing of small production, units can achieve win-win results for growth and 

transformation policy of the country.   

 

Therefore, there should always be complementarities between the investors, 

Highlanders, and the poor and economically marginalised indigenous groups. The 

Villagisation program can be one way to increase productivity and improve their 

traditional agricultural system and income. As a strategy to transform the indigenous 

community, Villagisation has an important role to play in Gambella. However the 

implementation process and quality of service delivery has been compromised, and 

the needs of relocated community are not fully met. There are good practices that 

are acknowledged by the majority of the relocated people, yet some are short-lived, 

no quality is ensured across the basic services provided.  

 

My finding indicates that there is a growing recognition that Villagisation scheme can 

enhance indigenous communities’ development. One of the elements, which might 

have contributed to this change in attitude, is the importance of having the basic 

services. Yet, some are consistently asking the promised services to be fulfilled and 

the government to improve the quality and ensure sustainability.  
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The government has greater chance to reinforce the service delivery mechanism and 

help the scheme to sustain through supporting the agricultural activities. The study 

identified many women and men have the potential to improve their economic 

viability through involving in agricultural production, saving and credit supported by 

market links. Opportunities are there to cultivate their own crops and enter into micro 

economy supported by the agricultural extension services and the micro-finance.  

 

It can be expected that following one or two years of hardship in the short term, 

many of those who were relocated may realise more sustainable livelihoods in the 

medium term. Having said this, there are important steps that should be taken to 

assist settlers to help alleviate their suffering and promote their attainment of food 

self-reliance.   

 

There are some grounds to believe that Villagisation, if under taken in a voluntary, 

well-planned, adequately assisted manner and with detail socio economic feasibility 

study may help those who were relocated to the new Kebeles to become self-reliant 

in the long run too. There is also an opportunity for increased community 

engagement in the planning and implementation of Villagisation to ensure that plans 

are made to suit the needs and priorities of communities and receive the buy-in of 

the community. This has the potential to strengthen relationships between 

communities and government at all levels.  

 

Agricultural activities: Gambella region holds a high potential for small and large-

scale commercial agriculture, as well as small-scale farming, forestry, fishery, 

manufacturing, industrial level exploration of natural minerals, mining, and tourism. 

However, despite the availability of huge natural potentials and opportunities, the 

region is one of the poorest and most food-insecure of the country. Gambella 

currently is facing a significant disparity between the requested annual budget and 

the actual budget provided by the federal and distributed by the regional 

government.  
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Additionally, large-scale investments require multifaceted infrastructure. It can be 

expected that investors will contribute to or lead the development of improved road 

systems, electrical supply, and water provision to service their needs. These 

developments will potentially benefit local communities. Most importantly, the region 

depends on collection of revenue on land rents; it contributes to the economic growth 

at a Woreda level too. If properly managed, the income can be used to support the 

delivery of local government services related to schools and health.   

 

Furthermore, in the manner of corporate social responsibility, investors are often 

obliged to provide services to the local community including schooling, provision of 

health centres and, in the case of Karuturi Global, international study scholarships to 

local government officials. Such corporate contributions can, however, be subject to 

corruption and become glorified bribes to government decision-makers, therefore 

having little positive impact on the wider community. There are few investors to 

partially fulfil the corporate social responsibility. For example, Saudi Star provided 

comprehensive agricultural support services; the company provided selected seeds 

and tractors for the preliminary agricultural activities. According to the community’s 

leaders in Abobo, he also promised to purchase 30 tractors to transform the 

community to more productive agricultural schemes.   

 

What are the missed opportunities? The process for creating sustainable economic 

development strategy for each Zones and Woredas is missed opportunity in the 

previous practices. This does not mean each Woreda should have completely 

different plan and implementation of Villagisation and agricultural investment. Rather, 

this means the participation of the community from day one of the development plan 

itself could have been a huge opportunity to mobilise farmers and citizens in support 

of a regional state strategy. Adopting participatory strategies could strengthen 

economic development unity, consistency, and sustainability within the framework of 

rural community development of Gambella. Budgets allocation for region’s, Zone’s 

and Woreda’s economic development can be communicated, discussed and 

debated between and among the community and local administrators in order to: 
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1. Manage the risk of unrealistic communities expectations and avoid costly road 

or infrastructure investments; 

2. Encourage opportunities for local labour and other in-kind contributions;  

3. Raise awareness of the resource flows from the centre to the regional states 

and to the Zones, Woredas and Kebeles;  

4. Increase the accountability of regional, Woreda and Kebele councils to the 

public and  

5. Identify financing gaps that may be filled by external grant aid, loans or private 

finance. 

 
6.2.2 Recommendations 
6.2.2.1 Villagisation program 
Villagisation in Gambella is disputed by the fact that the livelihood of the relocated 

people has been varied, with some focusing on cattle and other dependent on forest 

products. Some of these vulnerabilities are attributed to their previous settlement 

structure, oriented towards shifting cultivation, hunting and gathering and some other 

traditional practices. If the government is to be committed about changing the 

traditional agricultural system, it should provide comprehensive services in more 

structured manner. These comprehensive services can be linking the community 

with markets and technologies, and addressing of local communities’ needs and 

expectations. The government must address the lack of quality on the basic services 

previously provided such as poor quality school constructions, grind mills, delayed, 

insufficient agricultural extension services and medicine and medical equipment’s for 

health posts. 

 

I believe Villagisation program will contribute for the regional and national growth if 

properly implemented through day today coaching, monitoring, evaluation and 

supporting with sufficient budget, including for the self initiated Villagisation. It is 

significant to address indigenous communities’ need in order to sustain the 

Villagisation program. Based on this finding, I propose the following 

recommendations: 
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1. Community participation and consultation should be intensified, with more 

focus on how indigenous communities or households can take ownership on 

issues related to the Villagisation, investment and development program. 

2. The regional and the federal government should ensure peace and security 

participatory conflict resolution dialogue among different ethnic groups.  

3. There is a need of revision on the number of hectares allocated to the 

relocated communities. 

4. Women in Gambella accounted large proportion of subsistence farmers; 

therefore, any policy effort to improve food security should aim to increase 

their capacity to equally participate in agricultural productivity. 

5. Participatory and transparent strategies for planning and development of 

emerging Kebeles, towns, and urban areas.  

6. Community centred strategies and policies for accelerating the emergence 

and growth of small scale firms, private sector investment, and development, 

rural-urban and export linkages, and markets for the indigenous communities.   

7. Management of critical natural resources, including policies that foster 

prevention of indigenous forestland and the restoration of watersheds, rivers, 

and rangelands. 

8. Government development support, relief, food assistance, and further 

development plans should consider all communities regardless of their 

attitude to wards Villagisation. 

9. Government should create better opportunities to work with the international 

community on development matters share experiences, expertise and insights 

and ensure that Villagisation is recognised as a legitimate part of the wider 

development agenda in Ethiopia. 

10. Donors and NGOs should look at strengthening the relationship between 

federal and regional government’s plan and practices, rather than focusing on 

working with one or the other.  
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6.2.2.2 Agricultural investment 
 Gambella is a dynamic region, with opportunities for growth and development. It is 

currently going through rapid transition particularly in the agricultural investment 

sector, which must be carefully managed to ensure that impacts are beneficial and 

do not cause long-term environmental, social and political damage. I have 

recommended the following fundamental issues in relation to the agricultural 

investment: 

1. Encourage participation of the indigenous community, Highlanders settlers, 

business groups, and mainly the investors to leverage the efforts of 

government officials and staffs. 

2. Work towards ensuring landownership and this has to fit with the World Bank, 

USAID, and DFID process of certification for sustainable land use, which was 

halted in Gambella due to limited governments capacity and lack of 

commitment.  

3. An environmental impact assessment policy should be implemented before 

any plan to lease land, including forests. This should include demarcation of 

forestland, grazing land, agricultural land, land for traditional practices, water 

shade areas and community and national parks. 

4. Use geographic and spatial mapping tools to map, present, and communicate 

and debate opportunities related to investment, grazing, communal and lands 

for traditional practice, parks and forest reservations.    

5. Identify opportunities for economic growth within the Zone and districts, based 

on each Woreda asset base, strengths and resources.  

6. Identify indigenous groups focused opportunities for investment, whether 

funded by the community themselves, private sector including the investors, 

the state, external loans, or international aid grants.   

7. Cost-effective and scaled up delivery of agricultural, livestock and veterinary 

services, including mechanisms to speed up the technologies transfer. 
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6.2.2.3 Peace Building and Land Management 
Gambella particularly Majang Zone is of enormous potential and missed 

opportunities. Largest tropical rainforest and largest hydropower potentiali should 

have turned the country into an engine for Ethiopia growth. Instead, on-going conflict 

in the region; financed by the illegal extraction of natural resources have benefited 

highlanders at the expense of the ordinary indigenous people. 

 

This reflects the fact that the poor security situation in Gambella has led to the 

abandonment of large agriculture lands, and frequent looting and ‘scorched earth’ 

tactics have discouraged the development of small landholdings including the 

shifting cultivation particularly in Majang Zone. Moreover, in addition to limiting local 

production and investment, the conflict is also deterring international investment and 

trade between Ethiopia and south Sudan. In turn, however, the absence of a 

diversified private sector combined with enormous natural resource wealth and poor 

natural resource governance is one (amongst many) of the key drivers of conflict.  

 

According to the discussion made with 6 local advocates this study notes that a 

‘mafia economy’ has developed in Gambella under which numerous national and 

local (non-indigenous investors), compete violently for control of the most profitable 

forest land. According to Gambella officials, this is widely done using money from 

Ethiopia development bank, which has not been properly implemented to develop 

the land acquired for investment, instead the investors are known to mostly invest 

the money on other business in the highland particularly Addis (FGD 2014) 

 

This study recommends community participation in the development of land and 

forest, national and international organisation engagement in capacity buildings and 

government commitment to ensure rules and regulation are favouring the indigenous 

communities at the front. Organization like Pact Ethiopia and MELCA Ethiopia has 

developed a strong track record for working at multiple levels on land conflict and 

management issues in Gambella. MELCA Ethiopia is engaged in participatory 

mapping for cultural and environmental conservation in Majang Zone. A 2010 
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evaluation of Pact Ethiopia highlighted their progress and recommended a focus on 

the following objectives based upon their comparative advantage to the region. They 

have been fundamental in influencing the regional as well as the federal government 

towards their recent commitment to work in an inclusive process towards a new land 

policy and supporting legal framework.  

 

There are also well-respected community based organizations and INGO to 

undertake long-term action orientated development interventions in support of 

conflict resolution in the Gambella with a particular focus on land conflict. With a 

strong emphasis on lesson learning, advocacy and capacity building, this 

organization have demonstrated their ability to support positive, sustainable change 

in a very complex and difficult environment in Gambella. Therefore, such 

organisation can help the regional development with modest environmental 

assessment, resource based conflict mitigation and balancing economic power 

dynamic through capacity building to the indigenous people. The following are 

specific recommendations. 

 

6.2.2.3.1 Land Conflicts 
• Support medium and long-term efforts to improve land policy, the legal 

framework, governance and management of land ownership and access 

• Support initiatives and processes that work to mediate and resolve land 

disputes and conflicts between Anuak and Nuer, Majang and highlanders, 

Majang and Shekecho and currently between investors and indigenous 

communities.  

• Improving peace and stability would therefore have a positive impact on 

equitable economic growth between the indigenous and the highlanders 

 

6.2.2.3.2 Community Conflict  
• Promote improved understanding, confidence building, and development of 

shared interests across key ethnic groups in the three Zones. This will support 

peace-building and wider social integration and peaceful co-existence.  
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• The regional as well as federal government should support cross border trade; 

women’s economic empowerment and engagement in peace-building 

processes 

• Seeking to address division between key ethnic groups through a focus on 

understanding and addressing prevailing perspectives of one against the other 

and through confidence building and identification of shared interests. This 

includes a focus on addressing prevailing narratives around the Anuak and 

Nuers, Majang highlanders and inter-Nuer ethnic conflicts 
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Appendix A: Consent Form for Participants 
1. Detail of the Student and advisor 

• Name of the student: Afera Alemu Desta.  

• Contact number +447713843531/+25113101365 

• Email: afera4863@gmail.com 

• Student number: 48461105 

• Department: College of social sciences Department of Geography and 

Environmental Studies (UNISA) 

• Topic of the study: Impacts of resettlement, Villagisation, and investment on 

the Socio-economic of indigenous people of Gambella, South West Ethiopia.  

• Name of advisor: Yirgalem Mahitemme Dr.  

• Contact address: Email: Yirgalemm2001@yahoo.com 

• Mobile number: +251912119395 

 
2. Declaration by the Student 
I, Afera Alemu, declare to respect the following basic research principles of UNISA: I 

Respect and protect the rights and interests of participants at every stage and level 

of research. I am happy to give you UNISA's research ethics policy for your 

information. I am here to answerer any question related to the purpose, benefit and 

risks, methods, your role and estimated time of your participation, anonymity, privacy 

and confidentiality, future of information in this study. I will not undertake any 

interviews or discussion that can lead to unnecessary physical, social, and/or 

Psychological harm of the participants.  

 

Compensation for time or effort expended or opportunity lost by participating in this 

interview or discussion is not reimbursed. I will not unnecessarily consume your time 

or never make you incur loss of resources, opportunities, or income. I will respect 

your right to refuse to participate in research and to change your decision or 

withdraw your informed consent given earlier, at any stage of this research without 

giving any reason and without any penalty. 
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Pictures, video, and any recordings will only be taken if you are willing. I have a 

separate consent form for use of your picture for publication of this research. 

 

Name_________________Signature____________________Date____________ 

 

 

3. Declaration by the participants 
 
I, the undersigned, ………………………………………………………have read the 

above information relating to the study and have also heard the verbal version, and I 

understand it. I have been given the opportunity to discuss questions about the study 

with Afera Alemu (the researcher) and I agree voluntarily to participate in the project.   

I will not claim against the University for damages that may be incurred to me as a 

result of as a result of the information I provided or through the fault of other 

participants, unless resulting from negligence on the part of the researcher, the 

university, and its employees. 

 

I have received a signed copy of this consent form. I, participant, am happy to 

participate in this research based on the terms outlined above: 

Name_________________Signature____________________Date______________ 

  

 
APPENDIX B: Letter of Introduction to Subjects 

1. Purpose of the Study 
1. To examine the impact of resettlement, Villagisation and large-scale 

agricultural investment on the socio-economic of indigenous people of 

Gambella. 
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2. To examine if the Villagisation was done on voluntary basis. If so, is there any 

abandon land for Villagisation has been given to investors from the 

indigenous groups  

3. To examine the different phenomenon existed after and before the 

introduction of resettlement, Villagisation and large scale-agricultural 

investment in the region  

4. To understand the natural resources based conflict among and between the 

ethnic groups. 

This research calls for your participation in a focus group discussion, key informant 

interview to discuss current situation in your respective areas. I will focus on 

resettlement, Villagisation, and large-scale agricultural investment. I will also discus 

the impact of it on your day today life such as education, health, market, and 

services like electricity, water, and roads. 

 

The participants for this research will make up a total of 180 and above in 5 district 

and 25 sites. Each district will be represented according to the total population and 

the intensity of the issues of settlements/Villagisation, large scale-agricultural 

investment, and other socio-economic problems. Respondents may be 

representative of any ethnic group, age, or gender. 

 

I and my assistance and the translator will facilitate the discussion. The focus group 

discussion will give you more opportunity to express your opinion on the current 

development in this area and you are welcome to recommend alternative strategies 

that can benefit the community. In this discussion there are no right or wrong 

answers and all opinions will be valued.  

 

As you are well aware of your area and our discussion will be based on what you 

have experienced, you do not need to prepare anything in advance. You all will be 

given the opportunity to express your opinion, or agree or disagree with the opinion 



 
 
 
 
 
 

184 

of other focus group members. The group may debate the opinions of individual 

members here in the discussion. 

 

2. Photographic  
In these discussion or interviewee, I will include photographs, if you have reservation 

I will take out the points you do not agree. For example if you do not want be in the 

picture please tell me you do not want then I will organise separate photo time. For 

those who are interested to be in photos, I will provide you separate written and 

signed consent form for this purpose. 

 

3. Confidentiality 
The opinions of participants are viewed as strictly confidential, and only members of 

the research team will have access to the information. No data published in 

dissertations and journals will contain any information through which participants 

may be identified.  

 

I will keep the opinion of each person or as a group as confidential. The university 

and members of this research team can have access to the information you 

provided. If you have any concern about confidentiality, please you can ask me for 

clarification or you can withdraw any time you wish. I want make sure prior to this 

interview, if there is any person who want to say, I will be transparent and disclose 

whatever data and information we might provide to you can be published.   

 

Finally, Where relevant and possible both quantitative and qualitative data provided 

will be discussed with participants for review, then some specific information such as 

political, social and policy sensitive will be omitted to before the analysis is made. 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire 
1. General Information 

1. Site……………………………………… 

2. Name of Ethnic group………………… 

3. Zone……………………………………. 

4. Woreda (district)………………………. 

5. Kebele (Village)………………………. 

6. Date and time………………………….  

7. Interviewee Males/Females………….. 

 

S/

N 

Questions  Ans R/s 

 General observations for discussion, information and 
consultation, geographic and demographics issues 

  

1 What is the composition, the size of the households   

2 How many generations live under the same roof?   

3 How the household is organised, what are the main roles and 

how are the tasks & responsibilities allocated? 

   

4 What are the main productive activities and sources of income?   

5 Is food sufficient? Are there periods in the year when family 

members do not have sufficient food? 

  

 Complementary aspects    

1 Human capital: Do you have access to basic, secondary, other 

education, how is your health status 

  

2 Social capital: What group, traditional association, or union do 

household members belong to? (Formal or informal) 

  

3 What are the household’s social relations or networks (inter-

family cooperation, neighbourhood’s networks? 

  

4 Does belonging to a social or ethno-linguistic group result in 

forms of discrimination? Are some groups excluded and if so 
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why? What are the relations between different categories of 

households?  

5 Do the different household members have access to land, forest, 

and livestock, drinking, and irrigation water? 

  

6 Do women and men have differentiated access to natural 

assets? Why? 

  

 Financial capital   

1 Do some household members have regular/irregular income?  

Occasional? Seasonal? (For instance product sales, salaries, 

remittances from an emigrated household member? etc.) 

  

2 Do households have access to any kind of credit? Do women 

and men have equal access to credit? Who benefits from it, 

which controls it?  

  

 Political capital   

1 Do women and men have the possibility to influence laws and 

regulations, or budget allocation and monitoring of budget use of 

the development programs  

  

2 Has the availability of assets been affected by certain events 

(resettlement, Villagisation, relocation) certain tendencies, 

positively or negatively over the previous years 

  

3 Have households had to face specific shocks (HIV/AIDS 

pandemic, drought or floods, price collapses for their products)?  

  

 Villagisation, Settlement and large scale-investment policy   

1 Did everybody in your community move or did some stay? Why? 

How many households have moved? Where did you move? How 

far did you move? Time? Distance? 

  

2 Why do you think you were moved? Were you consulted? How? 

Did you want to move? When did you move here? Do you think 

that you will go back?  

  

3 Do you know anywhere Villigisation is taking place? Do you think 

Villagisation in this area has been going wrong? Was there any 
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forced relocation? 

 What is the social and environmental consequence of the 

planned Villagisation programs? 

  

4 What happened to the land you moved from? How were you 

moved? Were you able to take your possessions with you? 

Were you promised any services / land before moving? Which? 

  

5 Did you get what was promised to you? Which agencies were 

involved?  

  

6 Are resettled households getting the necessary assistance to 

enable them to achieve self-reliance in a relatively short space of 

time? 

  

7 Are there subsidies for agriculture since relocated?   

8 Did anything about the moving process give you concern about 

your/your family’s safety? 

  

9 Could the process be improved? How? Are there alternatives to 

this program? 

  

10 Do you have enough clean water here? Is it safe to collect it? 

Where is the source? How far? Is water better here or where you 

were before? Are you using latrines here? Did you use latrines 

where you were before?  

  

11 Is there a school the children can go to here? Primary and/or 

Secondary?  

  

12 How far? How many children in a class? Was there a school 

where you were before? Primary and/or Secondary? How far? 

  

13 Is education better here or there? Is it safe to get to and from 

school? 

  

14 Was shelter available for you when you arrived?    

15 Is shelter adequate? Better or worse than where you were?   

16 Is there a health centre here? How far? Was there a health 

centre where you were before?  

  

17 Is healthcare better here or there? How many community health   
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workers? 

18 How the current situation is assessed (positive and negative 

points)? Before, was it easier to travel? Why? 

  

19 What are the differences before and after the Villagisation & 

resettlement? 

  

20 How have households coped with the Resettlement, new 

Villagisation, national and international investment? Do they 

cope with trends and shocks? What are the differences before 

the Villagisation and resettlement and after? 

  

 Re-settlements program 19 84/85   

1 Is resettlement implemented based on detail socioeconomic 

feasibility study? 

  

2 Do you feel any economic gap between people living in this 

area? Why is the socio-economic margin between highlander 

and indigenous groups so high?  

  

3 Who primarily derive a living from agricultural production in the 

region? 

  

4 Why Government is declaring the land leased to investors is 

unoccupied, and what are the bases to this justification? What is 

unoccupied land means for you?  

  

5 Why Nuer communities became less questioning about the 

resettlement, Villagisation, and the mega investment in their 

area while it has created public discontent in the other areas of 

Gambella? Is there different perception about this development? 

  

6 To what extent this resettlement, Villagisation, and the large-

scale projects affect or benefit the indigenous people? Is there 

any person benefited so far? What kind of services have you 

received from these programs? 

  

7 To what extent did people in the Majang Zone reacted to the 

programs resettlement, Villagisation, and the large-scale 

projects. What happened when the dense forest was leased to 
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tea plantations? What was the outcome of the appeal to the 

Ministry of Agriculture etc. 

 Land right, tenant right   

1 Is there any existing form of land right, does space for dialogue 

exist where needs can be expressed, where people can state if 

they are satisfied or not with education services? 

  

2 Do exist rights to land and associated natural resources 

recognised and respected by the Government? 

  

3 Is existing use or ownership rights to land, whether statutory or 

customary, primary or secondary, formal or informal, group or 

individual respected? 

  

4 Are local interests represented in policies? How are these 

represented in the political process? Who is included and who 

excluded? Which actors have the most influence on policy 

changes? 

  

5 Are policies (Land, resettlement, Villagisation, relocation) 

supported by appropriate budget allocation? Are budgets used 

efficiently? 

  

6 Are policy debates and decision-making monopolised by certain 

specific interest groups? Does it involve community 

consultation? 

  

7 Do the chosen strategies enable household’s objectives, 

expectations and needs met? Does it increase participation in 

decision-making or empowerment, etc.? 

  

8 Are they owners of the land? If not, how do they have access to 

land, what infrastructure do they have: share croppers? What is 

the crop sharing arrangement? Tenant farmers, other 

modalities? 

  

 Livelihoods, Food Security and Land   

1 How far is it to where you can buy food?      

2 What do you do? (Livestock, crops, fishing, labour, mixed -   
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Livelihoods strategy?) What did you do (livelihood) before 

moving? How has this changed? Have you been given help to 

change? (E.g. seed, fertilisers, tools, agricultural extension)?  

   

3 Do you still have access to your original land/river/pasture/crops 

for livelihoods? Is any food aid being provided? How much? 

From whom? For how long? Is it free? Were you receiving food 

aids in your previous place? Do you have a surplus of food? 

Have you been able to sell any at the market?  

  

4 Have you been allocated land in the new location? How many 

hectares? 

  

5 Has your new land been cleared? Who cleared it? Do you have 

a land certificate? (Joint/male/ female?) What have you planted 

on your land?  

  

6 What are the farming unit’s main agricultural activities? With 

what equipment do they work? Do they have access to water for 

irrigation? How much? 

  

7 What surface area do they work, how much could they work with 

their own labourand existing equipment? How do you asses your 

size of land comparing with Highlanders or investors? 

  

8 Do they buy in services for production (for example tractor hire 

for ploughing? Alternatively, are they using traditional systems? 

  

9 In good years, how are their products used? What do they sell 

(surplus), to whom, how and at what price?  

  

 Resources based Conflict    

1 Did you join a bigger village or settle in a new area? Who are 

your neighbours? Same or different tribe/ clan?  

  

2 Do you feel safer in your new community or where you lived 

previously? Have there been any major incidents of violence? 

Over what?  

  

3 Are there conflicts between members of the community and the   
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investors? Within host community? 

4 What are people’s expectations concerning conflict resolution in 

the future? What do you recommend for the future peace and 

development? 

  

5 Do your community involved/represented in wider community 

structures, decision making etc.? (Do you attend village 

meetings/voting?) 

  

6 If necessary, can you make a complaint about the program? 

With whom?  

  

7 Has anyone you know made a complaint? How often? What 

happened as a result?  

  

 Returnees and ‘Option for returnees   

1 Why did you decide not to stay at the development sites? Are 

you still being asked to move?  

  

2 Do you think that you will move/return to the resettlement sites? 

Under what circumstances? 

  

 Aspects related to non-agricultural economic activities:   

1 Does a household member have another non-agricultural 

activity? What type? 

  

2 Has a household member left his original place (permanent 

migration)? Where? To do what? 
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