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ABSTRACT 
North Wollo Zone is one of the 11 zones in Amhara 

Regional State of Ethiopia, East Africa. The zone is 

among the most-disaster prone areas of the country 

and drought, crop pests, flood, frost, and hailstorms 

have repeatedly struck it for many years. The 

livelihoods of the households of the zone depend 

on subsistence farming. Small landholdings, 

environmental degradation, and population 

pressure have created additional complications. 

 

For the last three decades, communities and 

governments have been working in collaboration 

with humanitarian development partners to ensure 

food security at the household level in the study 

area. But due to the lack of intentional and 

integrated Disaster Risk Management (DRM) with 

household food security, households remain unable 

to achieve food self-sufficiency. This gap is leading 

communities, governments and humanitarian 

partners to expend resources repeatedly on the 

same issues and locations without addressing the 

root causes of food security. After three decades of 

intensive food security, food aid and rehabilitation 

interventions in the area, households’ food security 

is still susceptible to slow onset hazards, such as a 

shortage of rainfall. 

 

In principle, challenges lead to solutions but due to 

the dependency syndrome that inadvertently 

comes with humanitarian assistance, households 

can’t find their own coping mechanisms. 

Humanitarian assistance and remittances are 

among the main coping strategies of households for 

disaster risks.  

Due to the efforts of the government and its 

humanitarian partners on intensive life saving 

emergency relief, drought and other hazards have 

not triggered famine for the past decade. Instead, 

the magnitude and intensity of these natural events 

have been mitigated.   

 

The other aggravating factors for food insecurity 

and vulnerability have been the low level of 

personal savings and the lack of household assets 

and possessions. In developed economies the 

occurrence of a disaster risk may not directly affect 

household food security. Instead, disasters typically 

affect the savings and assets of a household. In 

contrast, in the study zone a disaster risk has direct 

implications on household food security, as the 

level of savings is insignificant to absorb shocks.  

 

In the study area, the existence of local institutions, 

norms, indigenous knowledge and early warning 

systems can be used as tools to bring food self-

sufficiency to the household level. 

 

The research focuses on tackling the dependency of 

households on humanitarian assistance by 

integrating such assistance with clear and 

sustainable empowerment strategies. It analyses 

the need to formulate a government-level “Big 

Programme” that emphasizes household food 

security and resilience and which has both a defined 

and specific time frame and operational scope. 

Additionally, this study contributes to further 

research in the field of food security and 

encourages the continued formulation of strategies 

and policies that focus on the relationship between 

disaster risk management and household food 

security in the world’s least developed countries 

(LDCs).  
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1.1 PREAMBLE 

At this time, both the global community and 

national governments have accepted the risk of 

natural disasters as a concern for global 

development. While actions have been taken to 

account for these risks, the frequency, 

magnitude, and intensity of disasters are 

increasing as a consequence of global 

warming1.  

Communities and governments of developing 

countries have been working in collaboration 

with humanitarian development partners in 

order to ensure food security at the household 

level. Although rural households have dealt 

with drought, flooding, pestilence, frost, and 

hailstorms throughout history, they have 

become dependent on humanitarian assistance 

in lieu of finding their own solutions.  

In the last three decades, both manmade and 

natural disasters have caused vast human 

suffering and great economic losses. Increasing 

losses and rehabilitation costs due to disasters 

have been hindering the efforts of other 

sustainable development sectors by reducing 

the capacity and resources of communities, 

governments, and humanitarian organizations. 

In the past, food security and disaster risk 

management were treated as two separate 

types of programming. Consequently, food 

security practitioners did not consider disaster 

issues in their interventions. In addition, 

emergency response projects also failed to  

 

                                                           
1 UNISDR, 2005 

 

incorporate and to plan for sustainable 

household food security issues. 

 

Moreover, the studies that were conducted in 

the past did not consider the synergy between 

food security and disaster risks. In developed 

economies the occurrence of a disaster may 

not directly affect household food security. 

Instead, disasters typically affect the savings 

and assets of a household. But in developing 

nations a disaster risk has direct implications on 

household food security, as the level of savings 

is insignificant for coping with the shock of the 

event. For this reason, most studies that have 

been conducted in the context of developed 

nations do not have the appropriate scope to 

see the effect of disaster risks on household 

food security. 

This gap is leading communities, governments, 

and humanitarian organizations to expend 

resources repeatedly on the same issues and in 

the same locations without addressing the root 

causes of food insecurity. This is also why 

intensive food security, food aid, and 

rehabilitation interventions have been 

implemented in the North Wollo Zone for many 

years. Nevertheless, households’ food security 

is still susceptible to hazards such as a shortage 

of rainfall or crop pests. 

First-half emergency assessments in 2012 

categorized 100% of North Wollo Zone’s 

districts as national emergency hotspots while 

70% of the Zone’s districts were categorized as 

such in 2013. Nonetheless, as a state, Ethiopia 
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has one of the fastest growing economies in the 

world and the country is achieving significant 

progress in different sectors.2 The frequency as 

well as the severity of emergency cases is 

decreasing. Even the infrastructure 

development in North Wollo Zone has changed 

dramatically within the past decade and a half. 

Fifteen years ago, only 30% of the districts’ 

towns had access to electrical power and 

telephone services. Today, 100% of the towns 

in the Zone have these services3.  

If the North Wollo Zone exists under such 

relatively favourable and improved conditions, 

the following question should be posed: “Why 

are the Zone’s districts unable to achieve 

household food security and self-sufficiency 

during regular disaster risks?” The goal of this 

research is to address some of the information 

gaps in the struggle for food security, to further 

the efforts of regional researchers, and to help 

the formulation of policies and strategies 

regarding the synergy between disaster risk 

reduction/management (DRR/M) and 

household food security. 

1.2 Background of The Study Area 

 

East Africa 

East Africa can be divided geographically into 

three regions based on vegetation cover, 

topography, and water resources. The Great 

Lakes region includes Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, 

Rwanda, and Burundi. The Horn of Africa 

includes Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan, Djibouti, and 

Somalia. And the third region is comprised of 

the Indian Ocean islands Comoros and 

Seychelles.  
                                                           
2
 EWR Directorate, DRMFSS, MoA   at  www.dppc.gov.et 

3
 North Wollo Zone BoFED 2012 status report for WVE phase in 

In general, East Africa has an enormous 

diversity of vegetation and water sources. The 

Great Lakes region and the Horn of Africa have 

a combination of mountains and savannah. In 

addition, there are some parts of East Africa 

with a multitude of lakes and rivers. Whereas 

the Great Lakes region is covered with more 

forests, the Horn of Africa has more desert as 

well as semi-desert areas.  

 
Fig. 1: Eastern Africa region source: www.un.org  

Compared to the past years, the people of East 

Africa have had greater access to medicine, 

improved hygiene, and better maternal health, 

including family planning. Population growth 

remains a concern for many East African 

governments; it is believed that people will 

have fewer resources to share if population in 

the region continues to grow. On the contrary, 

some people see children as a source of 

security for the livelihood of the household. 

http://www.un.org/
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This has been justified by some observers 

through a comparison of population density 

between Africa and the other continents: it is 

the least-populated continent while also 

containing vast amounts of natural resources. 4 

Available information indicates that the 

livelihood of over 70% of the population of East 

Africa relies on rain-fed agriculture and the 

rearing of livestock. These forms of subsistence 

living result in a low rate of personal savings 

and a high vulnerability to the risk of disaster. 

East Africa is one of the most-disaster prone 

regions of the world and has faced a number of 

droughts through the 1980s, 1990s, and the 

2000s. However, while hardship continues to 

exist in the region, the vulnerability factor that 

converts drought to famine has decreased from 

year to year.  

Even if the overall situation in East Africa has 

shown promising improvement, the eastern 

part of the region has faced two consecutive 

failed rainy seasons in 2010 and 2011. As the 

United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) reported on 

July 2011, dry lands of Ethiopia, Kenya and 

Somalia were facing “one of the driest years 

since 1950/51.” This extreme lack of rain has 

reduced the ability of people in the region to 

grow their food5. Some parts of the region 

registered a considerable decline in livestock 

due to the shortage of feed and water. The 

situation caused food shortages and increased 

the price of foodstuffs in the region. The East 

                                                           
4
 (Taken from Africana: The Experience of the African-American 

Experience) www.unocha.org 
5
 www.oxfam.org.au.; www.unocha.org 

African drought resulted in famine in Somalia 

due to the political instability of the country.  

.Ethiopia 

In the past years, Ethiopia has been particularly 

afflicted by both manmade and natural 

disasters. Drought, flooding, war and conflict, 

epidemics, and pestilence have been the major 

disaster risks. 6 Drought is the leading cause of 

disaster in Ethiopia and almost all drought 

periods were recorded as famine periods. Both 

droughts and the resultant famines have been 

the major causes of social, economic, and 

political crisis in the country. Famine has also 

contributed to the death of millions of people 

and animals over the last half century.  

The impact of drought was different 

throughout the country and depended on the 

vulnerability factors of the households. The 

populations of Wollo in Amhara Regional State, 

Gonder in Tigray Regional State, and Hararge in 

Oromiya Regional State have historically been 

most affected by drought7. 

Research has revealed that the recurrence of 

drought and famine is due to the country’s 

economic structure, which is highly dependent 

on subsistence rain-fed agriculture. For 

instance, agriculture in Ethiopia's economy 

contributes 46.6% of Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) and 85% of total employment. In 

comparison, the service sector and industry 

share 38.8% and 14.6% of the country’s GDP 

respectively. 8  As the agricultural sector is 

                                                           
6
 According to Save the Children USA (2007) 

7
 Ethiopia DPPA 2007,  

8
 WFP, 2009; 2013 CIA world factbook and other sources; Index Mundi: 

www.indexmundi.com   

http://www.oxfam.org.au/
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dependent on erratic rainfall and traditional 

management, it is highly vulnerable to the 

occurrences of drought and other weather-

related shocks. As different crop and livestock 

assessments have indicated, drought can 

significantly shrink farm production from a 

climatically normal year.9 

The population settlement of the country is 

uneven: about 85% of the total population 

resides in the highland zones, which only 

constitute 45% of the total land area of the 

country. In addition to the population pressure, 

the highland areas of Ethiopia are 

environmentally degraded and the land tenure 

is that of a farmers-fragmented landholding 

system. The resulting low productivity leads to 

food insecurity and vulnerability to disaster. 

Moreover, war, the prevalence of HIV/AIDS, 

crop pests, flooding, hailstorms and frost create 

additional complications to the livelihood of the 

households in the country.  

 

Amhara Region (Source: From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia)  

Amhara is one of the nine regional states of 

Ethiopia. Lake Tana—the source of the Blue 

Nile River—is located in this region. Amhara is 

                                                           
9
 Austrian Development cooperation; UNDP-GEF, 2006) 

bordered by Tigray Region to the north, Sudan 

to the west, Afar Region to the east, 

Benishangul-Gumuz to the west & southwest, 

and Oromya Region to the south. 

 

 

Amhara Region (Source: www.dppd.gov.et) 

The recent 2007 census conducted by the 

Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia (CSA) 

indicated that the region has a population of 

17,221,976 of whom 8,580,396 were women 

and 2,112,595 (or 12.27%) of the population 

are urban inhabitants. The region’s estimated 

area is 159,173.66 square kilometres with an 

estimated density of 108.2 people per square 

kilometre. In this census 3,983,768 households 

were counted, thus resulting in an average of 

4.3 persons to a household in the Region. 

Urban households, on average, contained 3.3 

people while rural households held 4.5 people. 

About 17.5% of the inhabitants fall into the 

lowest wealth quintile, adult literacy for men is 

54% and for women is 25.1%, and the Regional 

infant mortality rate is 94/1000, which is 

greater than the nationwide average of 

77/1000, At least half of these deaths occurred 

during the infants’ first month of life. 
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The Amhara National Regional State is one of 

the most severely affected areas in the country 

by disasters and famine. Despite situational 

improvements, the region had 48 drought-

prone districts in 2011.10  

These deep-rooted man-made and nature-

triggered shocks have been affecting the 

livelihoods of rural households. In the history of 

the country, this region has been responsible 

for a significant number of drought-affected 

people who have needed emergency 

assistance. 

North Wollo 

The North Wollo administrative zone is one of 

the eleven zones of Amhara Regional state. It is 

situated in the northern part of the country and 

geographically located at 11°50′N 39°15′E and 

11.833°N 39.250°E. It shares a border with 

South Wollo, South Gondar, Wag Hemra, Tigray 

Region and Afar Region.11 In addition to these 

neighbouring areas, part of North Wollo’s 

southern border is defined by the Mille River. 

The districts of North Wollo zone fall under four 

livelihood zones: Habru, Raya Kobo and the 

lowland areas of Guba Lafto are under the 

North Wollo East Plain livelihood zone; Bugna, 

Lasta and parts of Gidan are under the 

Northeast Midland mixed cereal livelihood 

zone; the “Belg” dependent highlands of Guba 

Lafto, part of Gidan and part of Meket are 

under the North Wollo Highland Belg livelihood 

zone; and Wadla and part of Meket—which are 

known as the Meher-dependent Midland area 

                                                           
10

 Source: United Nations Capital Development Fund (ND) 
11 Source: www.heawebsite.org 

of North Wollo—fall under the Abay-Tekeze 

watershed livelihood zone.  

North Wollo zone is divided into ten rural 

districts and two town administrations. The 

total population of the zone is 216,211, of 

which 105,697 are males and 110,514 are 

females. The rural population of the district 

accounts for 88.9 % of the total.  

North Wollo zone covers an area of 472.1 

square kilometres, of which 47.3% is degraded, 

24% is arable, 17.4% shrub-land, 4.6% pasture, 

0.37% forest, and the remaining 6.3% for all 

other uses.12 Most of the land in this zone is 

steep, rugged and mountainous, and unsuitable 

for agriculture.  

 

North Wollo zone map (Source: Zone finance and economic 

development office) 

September is the long rainy season in which 

most households produce their annual food 

requirement. The zone is endowed with many 

perennial springs, rivers, and seasonal streams. 

                                                           
12

 Source: CSA 2007 
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The Amhara is the largest ethnic group of the 

region, constituting 99.38% of the total 

population, and Amharic is the prominent 

official language of North Wollo zone. In terms 

of religion, 82.74% of the total population is 

Ethiopian Orthodox and 17.08% are Muslim13. 

The orthodox followers mainly reside in 

midland towns and the highland districts while 

the majority of the lowlanders are Muslims. 

The livelihood of the majority of the population 

depends on rain-fed agricultural practices, 

including both crop production and livestock 

rearing. Sale of labor, hairdressing, in-house 

weaving, local alcohol brewing and petty trade 

have all been practiced as a means of income 

diversification. The households of North Wollo 

zone are categorized as food insecure and the 

average agricultural production of the area is 

sufficient for only nine months.14   

Following the worst Ethiopian famines in 1966 

(the "Wag-Lasta" famine),  1973, and 1984, the 

name North Wollo has been intimately linked 

to famine. In the past years, all of the eight 

rural districts of the zone have been grouped 

amongst the most drought-prone and food 

insecure districts in Amhara. These situations 

have had negative implications for the image of 

both Amhara and of Ethiopia as a whole.   

Disaster events triggered by drought, floods, 

landslides, conflict, and crop and animal 

diseases have frequently occurred in the study 

zone over the last few decades. The wide range 

of disaster risks has been affecting a 

considerable proportion of the population and 

                                                           
13

 Source: http://www.oshethiopia.com 
14

 Source: one FS 2012 annual report) 

has also had a significant and adverse impact 

on crop and livestock production and 

productivity.  
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2.1 Data Set 

This study has made use of both primary and 

secondary data sets from potential sources of the 

study area.  

To be efficient with budget and time without 

compromising the minimum requirements of the 

statistical sampling theories, the study zone as 

well as the total number of districts, kebeles
15

 

and households were decided using purposive 

sampling technique. The selection considered 

past disaster histories and the existing food 

insecurity situation so as to meet the required 

objectives of the research. 

Local community development agents—who 

have better information about the test area—

collected the primary data from 360 households 

through the use of household interview 

questionnaires. This helped to ensure accurate 

information. In order to gain a panoramic view 

of the study area, 12 key informant discussions 

from the four sampled districts and two 

discussions from the zone’s agriculture and food 

security departments were used as an input for 

the research.  

The primary data collected focused on the 

following: the household’s local capacity, its 

vulnerability level, the contributing factors to 

vulnerability, hazards that are affecting 

households’ food security, the basis for 

households’ resilience to shocks, the reasons for 

households’ food insecurity and for taking part 

in the humanitarian interventions in the study 

area. 

 

                                                           
15

 A kebele is the smallest administrative unit of Ethiopia, 
generally consisting of at least five hundred families, or 
the equivalent of 3,500 to 4,000 persons. 

The secondary data was collected from the 

sampled districts’ agriculture and food security 

offices. In addition to this information, data 

from zone agriculture and food security offices 

were used as a source of secondary data. 

Besides national, regional, and zonal reports, 

emergency appeals were used to see the current 

emergency situation of the zone. 

Probabilistic sampling was employed in this 

research. In order to demonstrate geographical 

and socioeconomic factors, the 12 districts were 

categorized into a lowland and highland agro-

ecology stratum. Among the random sampling 

techniques, the lottery method was used to 

select two districts from each stratum and three 

Kebeles from each sampled district. Systematic 

sampling was employed for primary data 

collection in order to decide the sharing of the 

sample and the sample interval of households. 

Finally, 30 households from each kebeles and 

90 households from each district were selected 

for the purpose of the study. 

2.2 Data Analysis 

The primary and the secondary data were 

analyzed by qualitative as well as quantitative 

techniques like percentage, graphs, charts and 

descriptive statistics methods using Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software based on the following working model 

of disaster risk.  

Disaster Risk = Hazard X Vulnerability 

                                   Capacity                                                                                         

So as to explore households’ disaster risk 

factors formulated by the above equation, the 

analysis utilized the hazard, vulnerability and 

capacity assessment (HVCA) tools widely used 

by international organizations. In this research 

the hazard identification part of HVCA explored 

questions of where, when, how severe, how 
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often, and which vulnerability factors were at 

play.  

Based on the current theoretical frameworks 

mentioned in other research, this study analyzed 

the synergy between food security and disaster 

risks with the help of a statistical software 

package.      

In addition, regional, national, and international 

data were used to compare and contrast the 

study area with national and international 

statistics. Moreover, different reliable and 

supportive websites were assessed to explore the 

recent concepts, principles, and strategies that 

have been formulated to address the adverse 

effects of hazards in the context of developing 

nations. 
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3.1 Identification of Hazards/Disasters/ 

This study identifies the significant hazards that 

have been affecting the food security of 

households in North Wollo zone in terms of the 

frequency and severity of associated disasters 

and as perceived by the community. In the 

study area the primary as well as the secondary 

data show that all of the disasters that have 

been affecting the community resulted from 

the interaction between hazards and 

contributing risk factors. Due to the high level 

of socio-economic vulnerability in the 

households of the study zone, the occurrence 

of a hazard frequently results in disaster and it 

is difficult to determine a clear dichotomy 

between hazard and disaster. The communities 

of the study districts perceived hazard as nearly 

equivalent to disaster and in the course of the 

study the communities used the notion of a 

disaster interchangeably with that of a hazard. 

The analysis of the data set reaffirms that North 

Wollo zone has been distressed by a wide range 

of hazards. The top ten hazards are as follows: 

floods, drought, crop pests, animal diseases, 

water-borne diseases (“Atet’), frost, hailstorms, 

conflicts, HIV/AIDS, and landslides. The data set 

identifies that the three most frequent hazards 

in the lowland districts of the zone are crop 

pests, drought, and flooding whereas in the 

highland districts hazards include frost, drought 

and hailstorms from high to low order of 

concern. The households of the lowland 

districts prioritize drought and crop pest as the 

first and second most severe hazards affecting 

household food security while flooding ranks 

third. Households  

 

in the highland districts place drought, frost, 

and hailstorms as first, second and third priority 

hazards affecting household food security. 

The data set indicates that out of the total 

hazards mentioned by the households and in 

terms of adverse effects on food security, the 

following is true: 40.56%, 24.44% and 17.78% 

of the lowland districts’ households identified 

drought, crop pest and flooding as their first 

priority, respectively. In addition, 37.22%, 

29.44% and 20.56% of the highland districts’ 

households ranked drought, frost, and 

hailstorms as their first concern, respectively.  

Adverse Effects of the Three Selected Hazards 

on Household Food Security:  

Out of the top ten hazards listed, the 

households and key informants have 

emphasised the following major three hazards 

in terms of their impact on households’ food 

security. Likewise the interaction of these 

hazards has made the households’ livelihood 

vulnerable to any kinds of shocks. 

A. Drought 

“Drought” is perceived in many ways by people 

and often depends on whom they are, where 

they are from, the kind of work they do, the 

situations in which they are in, and the 

intention of their approach. For instance, the  

farmers in the study area relate it to the 

agricultural production on which their 
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livelihood depends on. Of course, the definition 

of drought is broader and in the literature it is 

classified in different ways depending on 

severity, duration, and the extent of coverage. 

Some literature has categorized droughts into 

both  short and long duration droughts. 

Drought has also been classified as a physical 

phenomenon into meteorological, agricultural, 

and hydrological drought. Recently, 

socioeconomic drought has been added as a 

fourth classification by examining it in terms of 

water supply and demand in socioeconomic 

systems. For most people, the term “drought” 

refers to meteorological drought since this kind 

of drought condition is commonly portrayed in 

the media and can easily be perceived. If we 

look more specifically at the study area, the 

term refers to agricultural drought.  

The analysis indicates that the households of 

the study zone perceive three types of drought 

in terms of duration and the amount of rainfall 

received: short duration (the failure of rainfall 

at the end of the growing season and/or delay 

of rainfall at its onset), medium duration (the 

failure of rainfall for one season, i.e. failure at 

“belg” or “meher”) and long duration droughts 

(the failure of rain fall for more than a season) 

This perception of drought is a good indication 

of the level of vulnerability of households to 

drought. The responses from the households’ 

questionnaires indicates that 55% and 82.22 % 

of the households are not in a position to 

absorb shocks from medium and long term 

drought, respectively.    

According to the secondary data obtained from 

the zone’s food security office, drought is a 

recurring feature of the entire zone. In the past 

five consecutive years, the districts of the zone 

have consistently faced production shortfalls. 

The analysis revealed that the 2008/2009 

production season drought was cited as a very 

severe shock which affected most kebeles of 

the sample districts. During this severe season 

the amount of rain during the planting and 

crop-growing phase (June to September) was 

very little and affected both crop and animal 

feed production. The failure of rain from 

September to February leads to a shortage of 

animal feed, and in recent years the 

households have had to travel far in search of 

animal feed. If they couldn’t find the feed, the 

households were forced to sell their livestock , 

often at unfair prices. This would lead to a 

reduction in household assets, which in turn 

could make the households more vulnerable to 

shocks.  

The secondary data indicates that the average 

production during critical drought years was 

more than a 50% decrease from the production 

of a good year. Nevertheless, the shortfall was 

partly attributed to crop pests, poor farm 

management systems, and other latent 

variables.16  Attempts were made during the 

collection of data to segregate the effects of 

drought from the effects of other hazards on 

crop production at the household level. The 

lack of secondary data and limitations on time, 

project scope, and budget made this task 

challenging. The local indigenous knowledge 

from the community, however, has helped to 

some extent to differentiate the impact of 

drought from the impact of other hazards. 

Firstly, crop pests and systems of poor farm 
                                                           
16

 Source: Zone 2012 crop and livestock assessment 
report 
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management are nearly as common in good 

years as they are in years of severe drought. 

Thus, the highest proportion of the production 

shortfall during droughts is attributable to the 

drought hazard itself. Secondly, droughts may 

trigger related hazards (such as crop pest 

infestation) as it is the primary cause for other 

hazards. The total shortfall can thus be 

accounted for by the drought hazard, as the 

other related hazards would not have affected 

production if it were not for the drought itself.   

The key informant discussions indicated that 

drought hazards are becoming a recurrent 

problem and that their frequency has been 

increasing in recent years. While in prior 

decades drought had recurred in intervals of 

greater than six years, the sample zone is 

currently experiencing drought in two or three 

year intervals. The key informants also revealed 

that this situation has contributed to 

environmental degradation and is related with 

both climate change and community practices. 

Increasing population pressure has resulted in 

overcultivation, a shortage of land, 

deforestation, and inappropriate farming 

practices (such as cultivating on sloped and 

steep lands). Furthermore, the poor farm 

management system and the absence of 

diversified income have aggravated the 

occurrence of drought in the study zone. In 

addition, the production and selling of firewood 

and charcoal has continued to aggravate the 

situation. Twenty years ago, this trade was 

practiced only by the very poor and destitute 

but is now expanding unsustainably as it gains 

recognition as a profitable business.  

The informants also compared present drought 

conditions with the past in terms of 

humanitarian interventions. Twenty years 

previously, the effect of drought hazards was 

actually less compared to the present situation. 

However, the problems of the time were 

aggravated by the lack of government-level 

rescue capacities and by the limited number of 

humanitarian assistants in the locality. Even 

though the effect of drought hazards is severe 

at this time, the potential humanitarian 

assistance sources in the locality have greatly 

expanded and the affected households have 

been rescued easily. For instance, in 2001 there 

were 270 local and international humanitarian 

organizations in Ethiopia. By 2013, the number 

of organization had risen dramatically to 

2117.17  

Flooding 

The secondary data as well as the key 

informant discussions indicated that flash 

floods and river floods have distressed the 

study zone. Coastal floods are irrelevant in the 

study zone, as well as in Ethiopia as a whole. 

The analysis of the primary data indicates that 

the sources of household vulnerability to 

flooding are the topography of the district, 

adjacent districts’ watershed direction, the 

settlement of the households, and poor 

community management of the watersheds 

and riverbanks. Furthermore, the data shows 

that 25%, 21%, 20%, 15% and 19% of the 

sampled households reside at flood plains, 

plateau, steep mountain, river bank and 

degraded areas, respectively. The population 

                                                           
17 Source: www.chsa.gov.et ChSA portal; zegeye 2000 
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growth has also contributed significant 

difficulties by forcing households to reside in 

flood prone areas such as at the riverside and 

beneath steep, mountainous areas.  

The lowland districts’ key informants critically 

correlated the flooding hazard with the 

topography of the area. From a geographical 

perspective, the lowland districts of North 

Wollo zone are vulnerable to hazard, as the 

areas are located on the periphery of steep 

mountains. Moreover, imprudent forest 

management in the previous decades 

accompanied by mass deforestation during the 

transition period between the “Derg” regime 

and the current ruling party, the Ethiopian 

People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front 

(EPRDF), changed the mountains of the zone to 

bare and degraded land. The climate change-

induced excess runoff from these degraded and 

bare mountainous watershed areas creates 

powerful erosive forces and hydrodynamic 

pressures which have severely affected the 

livelihood of the lowland households. 

The key informants of the Habru districts 

explained with desperate sorrow the 2010 

flooding disaster which led to the death of 24 

people, the destruction of infrastructure, and 

the loss of household assets and crop lands18.  

Even though the area has had a long history of 

hydro-meteorological hazards, these had 

typically only recurred in large intervals of over 

ten years.  However, the primary and 

secondary data show that the frequency of 

flooding has increased from year to year and 

that the number of people affected by flood, 

                                                           
18

 Source: Habru district 2012 Food security office annual report 

crop, and assets losses is significantly increasing 

in the lowland districts of the zone. 

Consequently, the situation is triggering the 

intervention of humanitarian organizations on 

flood mitigation projects.  The number of 

humanitarian organizations has risen from four 

to ten in the last five years. 

The previous five consecutive years’ secondary 

data of flood hazards indicates that the season 

in which flooding has occurred is from July 15 

to September 15 while August is the intricate 

month in terms of duration and severity of 

flooding disaster.  

Weak community-owned early warning 

systems, limited preparedness, the economic 

vulnerability of households, and the weak 

rescue capacity of local governments 

complicate the effects of flood hazards. These 

prevalent aggravating conditions lead to human 

and livestock deaths, the loss of assets and 

crops, the widespread disruption of 

infrastructure, and waterlogging during 

planting. Flooding has removed significant 

amounts of productive topsoil with high levels 

of organic matter and nutrients from large 

areas of arable land. Floodwaters also washed 

away the fertilizer from planted crops and 

farmland. Over time, this repeated depletion 

and removal of soil leads to the formation of 

gullies and furrows in the land, thus making it 

unsuitable for agriculture. The consequences of 

flooding have led to serious socioeconomic 

implications in the study zone and have created 

high food insecurity amongst the area’s 

households.  
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B. Pest infestation  

The dictionary defines a pest as a plant or 

animal detrimental to humans or human 

concerns such as agriculture or livestock 

production.19  In its broadest sense, a pest is a 

competitor of humanity. According to the data 

of the United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO), annual worldwide losses 

amount to approximately 20-25 percent of the 

potential worldwide yield of food crops. 

In the study area, the productivity of crops 

grown for human consumption is at risk due to 

the incidence of pests such as weeds, 

pathogens, and animals. The crops that account 

for the majority of North Wollo zone’s 

household food requirements are sorghum, teff 

(Eragrostis tef), maize, wheat, and barley.  

These crops, however, have been affected by 

different kinds of pest and the production loss 

is aggravating the household food gaps. Both 

the  primary and secondary data identify the 

major pests as stalk borer, Wollo bush crickets, 

aphids, pea weevil, and shoot fly. 

Stalk borers attack sorghum; Wollo bush 

crickets and aphids are the main threats 

affecting barley, teff and wheat; pea weevil 

affects pulses; and shoot fly severely damages 

the major staple crop, teff.  

North Wollo zone’s food security office 

identified small agricultural cash-crops as 

coffee, pulses, oilseeds, sugarcane, vegetables, 

potatoes, and fruits so as to increase returns 

from farmers’ fragmented land holdings. Even 

though the farmers have tried to maximize 

their income by following this strategy, pest 

                                                           
19

 Source: Miriam-Webster dictionary, accessed 22 August 2012 

infestation of the cash crops is creating 

considerable complications in the lowland 

districts of the study area.  

The primary data collected from households 

indicate that unmanaged and sudden crop pest 

infestation can lead to the total loss of crops. 

The production of cash crops in the zone is also 

significantly impacted and the effect is higher in 

the lowland districts. As some farmers noted, 

the impact of crop pest is more serious with 

cash crops and vegetables than with cereals. 

Even more so than the production loss that 

affects household food security, the 

implications of infestation created despair 

among farmers and dissuaded them from 

producing cash crops. Twenty-eight percent of 

the sampled households decided to grow cash 

crops in favorable conditions, 17% decided not 

to grow vegetable cash crops at all, and 55% 

were indifferent, as they hadn’t grown cash 

crops in the past due to a lack of access to 

irrigation. 

Different zone level reports estimated an 

annual loss of 17-24% of crops. The secondary 

data from district food security offices indicates 

that Save the Children had been working in the 

zone on integrated pest management (IPM) 

through IPM/Farmer Field School (FFS) projects 

and that significant achievements were 

obtained. But five years ago the project phased 

out and the districts’ agriculture offices were 

unable to sustain the achievements. Even 

though the offices tried to justify the problem 

by citing budgetary shortages, 74.44% of the 

sampled lowland districts’ households indicated 

that the failure of sustainability of 

humanitarian interventions was the result of 



 

15  

 

poor targeting and the lack of intentional 

ownership of the initiatives by the community 

and by the concerned sector offices. 

The farmers of the sampled districts mentioned 

favorable weather conditions (showers of rain 

followed by warm temperatures), poor 

community pest management systems, and 

poor pre-infestation controlling mechanisms 

from the agricultural office as the main causes 

of frequent pest infestation on farms. 

Moreover, the unavailability of pesticides 

either in the market or from district agricultural 

offices made the problem more complicated. 

Furthermore, the secondary data indicates that 

the biological characteristics, abundance of 

species, high fecundity, and a rapid 

reproduction system make insects the agent of 

crop loss in the study zone.  

3.2 Household Coping Capacity and 

Vulnerability to Hazards 

The word capacity can be used for many 

purposes but here the term refers to the coping 

capacity of households to absorb shocks and to 

sustain household food security. In the context 

of the North Wollo zone, coping capacity refers 

to the ability to access and to use human, 

physical, social, financial, natural and political 

resources together with psychological, cultural, 

and spiritual strengths that exist within 

individuals, households, social institutions, and 

communities as a whole and which help to 

absorb shocks. 

Thus, the vulnerability of households to shock 

depends on their possession of the above 

assets. The key informants’ discussion identifies 

that the possession of these assets are 

indicators of a household’s wealth rank, its 

capacity to absorb shock, and the sustainability 

of its food security. As wealth group rankings 

are based on the household possession of 

assets, the wealth ranking is also a good 

indication of household vulnerability. As 

discussed, households that fall under very poor, 

poor, medium and better-off wealth rankings 

correspond to extreme, high, medium and low 

level of vulnerability to hazards. Based on this 

justification the key informants of each district 

categorized households under four wealth 

groups.  

The summary of the districts’ key informant 

wealth ranking indicates that cultivable land 

holding size and livestock possession, 

particularly that of oxen, are the main 

determinants of wealth in the zone. The 

primary data analysis indicates that in the 

lowland districts of North Wollo, external 

remittances from the Middle East, Europe and 

America have significant implications for 

household food security and for the coping 

capacity to absorb shocks.  

Demographic and Socioeconomic 

Characteristics of the Sampled Households: 

The households’ assets have been analyzed 

along with the demographic characteristics of 

households in order to solicit household 

capacities and levels of vulnerability. The 

susceptibility of the sampled households to 

shocks varied based on both demographic 

characteristics and the geographical differences 

of the districts. The key informants’ discussions 

indicated that children, women, the disabled, 

and people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) are 
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more vulnerable than the other community 

members. 

Human Capital 

The relevant literature has shown that the 

coping capacity of households depends on the 

human capital of the households. This capital 

includes age, level of education, and the sex of 

the household head.       

Household Head’s Age and Sex: The biological 

age of the household head has a positive 

correlation with household income. As the age 

of the household head increases, it is expected 

that both wealth and income will increase with 

experience. If the income and assets of the 

household increase, the copeing capacity to 

sudden shocks increases too. Therefore, with 

regard to the productive age, it was been found 

that almost 88% of the respondents were in the 

active productive age group of 15-64 years 

while the remaining 12% fell in the elder age 

group of 65+ years. This result indicates that 

most of the sampled household heads fall into 

the productive age group, thus making it more 

resilient than the other age categories. 

The data set indicates that 85% of the 

households were male-headed and the average 

age of the household head was 45 years, with a 

minimum of 22 years and a maximum of 69 

years of age. Further anaylsis among the 

female-headed sample households revealed 

that 64% were aged between 30 and 54, while 

75% of male-headed sample households fell 

within the same category of age. The average 

age of female-headed households was lower by 

ten years compared to the age of the male 

household heads. The secondary data indicates 

that the sex of the household head in North 

Wollo zone is an important determinant 

variable to household income, especially when 

experiencing a disaster risk situation. The key 

informants have explained that the gender-

based variation came from cultural and social 

constraints that impose additional burdens on 

the capacity of females in the community. At 

home, females have more additional 

responsibilities than males. This puts females in 

a disadvantaged position in terms of education, 

higher paying jobs, and income. This in turn 

lowers the coping capacity and increases the 

vulnerability of female-headed households. 

There was a difference in the sex of household 

heads between the highland and lowland 

districts. Male-headed households accounted 

for 91% of highland households and 79% of 

lowland households. This suggests that the 

vulnerability of households due to gender is 

lower in North Wollo as a zone but that the 

lowland districts are more vulnerable when 

compared to the highland districts. 

The data set reveals that most of the household 

lies under the productive age category and that 

there is no culture of early age responsibility for 

the position of head of household.  

Household Head’s Education: In the relevant 

literature, the level of human capital for the 

head of the household is taken as a factor in 

determining household income and resilience. 

When a household head is literate and 

advanced in education, the adoption of new 

technologies, participation in off-farm 

activities, and the benefits from diversified 

income sources all increase. The possession of 

education and literacy is believed to strengthen 

the ability of heads of households to gather 
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information, to make forecasts, and to improve 

disaster preparedness through the adoption of 

early warning systems and risk-coping 

mechanisms. As supported both by theory and 

by the relevant literature, household heads 

with better education are less affected by 

income variation than those with rudimentary 

schooling. In this case, household income is 

directly related to the level of household 

education as the latter creates multiple earning 

opportunities and better familiarity with 

agricultural extension services.  

The data set reveals that 59 % of household 

heads are illiterate, 31% are able to read and 

write, and the remaining 7% are primary school 

attendants. As the analysis indicates, the 

majority of household heads were poorly 

educated and thus were less able to forecast 

and cope with the effect of disaster risks in 

relation to their family’s income. Moreover, 

only 21% of the household heads above the 

mean age are literate, whereas 45% of the 

household heads below the mean age are 

literate. This finding reveals that training and 

education opportunities in the study zone are 

increasing in recent years.  

 

Household Head’s Marital Status: The primary 

data shows that 89.3% of sampled household 

heads were married, 7% were widowed, and 

3.7% were unmarried. There was insignificant 

variation in marital status of the sample 

household heads across study districts. The 

households explained that widowed household 

heads shouldered more responsibility than 

married household heads, which leads to the 

reduction of capacity and increases 

vulnerability to shocks. Thus, the analysis 

indicates that most of the sampled household 

heads are married and that they are at a low 

level of vulnerability.  

Household Head’s Religion: The two main 

household head religions were identified as 

Christian Orthodox and Muslim with 86% and 

13.6 % shares, respectively. The share of 

Muslims in the highland districts was 2%, 

whereas Muslims comprised 25% of the 

sampled households in the lowland districts. 

Furthermore, 89 % of Muslim households were 

highly endowed with remittance payments 

from external sources via kinship connections 

with Arab countries. Due to this endowment of 

remittance, the Muslim religion is significant in 

the determination of income in the households 

of the lowland districts. This is especially true in 

terms of disaster risk management, as 

remittances act as a replacement for the losses 

experienced by the family. 

Family Size: It is supported by the relevant 

literature that the size and composition of a 

family is a determinant factor for household 

income and that this factor directly affects the 

dependency ratio of the household. The data 

revealed that the mean sample household 

contained five individuals, while some families 

were as small as one individual or as large as 

ten.  

 

Financial Capital  

The analysis indicates that in the context of 

North Wollo zone, households have access to 

financial capital through different ways. These 
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include the sale of crops and livestock, the 

possession of household savings, off-farm 

employment, pensions, remittances, 

humanitarian interventions, and borrowing 

from both formal and informal sources. These 

different forms of financial capital help 

households to stabilize household income 

during shocks. 

Money Deposits: Ninety-nine percent of the 

sampled households considered money 

deposits as one of the most important assets 

for a household’s resilience during shocks. Even 

though the benefits of saving are widely 

recognized , only 15% of the sampled 

households have saved money through both 

formal and informal savings methods. The low 

productivity of subsistence agriculture was 

cited as a primary cause of low savings. 

Secondary date, however, revealed that the 

lack of an established culture of saving in the 

sampled districts was the main reason for the 

low levels of household savings.  

Possession of Livestock and Farm Oxen: The 

primary and secondary data reveals that, in 

addition to the size of the households’ 

landholdings, the possession of farm oxen 

determines the capacity to produce. The 

households cited that, in addition to providing 

draught power, livestock also helps households 

by providing a source of farmyard manure, fuel, 

food, and an asset against shocks. Thus, the 

possession of livestock and farm oxen is a key 

determinant of household capacity and which 

reduced vulnerability in the study area. The key 

informants have also commonly used livestock 

ownership as a key criterion for wealth ranking 

among sample households. In lowland districts 

livestock production is equally important as 

crop production in terms of achieving 

household food security. Moreover, 96% of the 

households have proposed livestock as a 

primary source of income and thus as a 

stabilizing mechanism during disaster risks. 

Almost all sampled households noted that a 

pair of oxen is a requisite input for ploughing 

during crop production. The data set shows 

that 49% of the sampled households own one 

or no oxen and that 51% own more than one 

ox. The minimum and maximum number of 

farm ox possession is zero and three, 

respectively, with a mean of 1.372. This 

explicitly indicates that there is a shortage of 

oxen in the study area during ploughing, which 

leads to household vulnerability. The farmers 

who have one or no oxen cited that borrowing, 

renting, and pairing oxen are the strategies 

they use to fill the gap. The key informants in 

the lowland districts indicated that the number 

of individuals with larger landholdings and 

tractors for ploughing have increased in recent 

years.  

In the data set, cattle constitute 36.3% of the 

total number of livestock owned by the 

sampled households and shoats numbered 63.7 

percent. 

Income Loss: The secondary data has shown 

that, among multiple causes of household food 

insecurity, the production loss from disaster 

risks and the production gap from unbalanced 

family sizes take the highest share in North 

Wollo zone. For two reasons income loss of 

disaster risks has taken as a dummy variable for 

affected and non affected households in the 

data set. First, organized household level 
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secondary data regarding production loss is 

unavailable. Second, it is difficult for 

households to differentiate and to recall the 

actual quantity of loss. In this case, 83% of 

households experienced income loss as a result 

of disaster risks, while 17% did not. The 

economic implications of disaster risks on 

household food security is significant in the 

study area and the food gap resulting from 

unbalanced per-capita production is widening 

because of the disaster shocks. Thus, the 

households in the study zone have been 

requiring additional financial capital to address 

these gaps. 

Access to Remittance Payments: Remittance 

payments represent all forms of financial and 

material support sent to a household from 

external sources. These payments are a key 

strategy for compensating and smoothing the 

loss of household income from disaster risks in 

North Wollo zone. The primary data identifies 

relatives and friends who live outside the study 

area as major sources of remittances. These 

sources are usually from neighbouring districts, 

Addis Ababa, South Sudan, Sudan, South Africa, 

the Middle East, Europe and the United States. 

Around 17% and 53% of the households in the 

highland and lowland districts of the zone, 

respectively, have access to remittances from 

relatives and friends, and the zone’s overall 

access to remittance accounts for 35% of 

households. The result indicates that 

households of the lowland districts have more 

access to remittance payments than the 

highlanders and that this makes households of 

the lowland districts more resilient to shock. 

Moreover, the key informants noted that 

remittances as source of financial capital as 

positive. They added that such entitlement has 

created better income and assets to help 

households buffer their deficit and loss during 

disaster risks. 

Off-Farm Employment Opportunities: These 

are the other sources of financial capital for the 

households of the study zone. The sampled 

households indicated that off-farm income fills 

the gap between production from subsistence 

farming and loss from disaster risks. Given the 

persistent trend of declining agricultural 

production in the study zone, the securing of 

supplementary sources of income is becoming 

a necessity.  

 

The key informant discussion indicated 

households in the study zone are engaged on 

non-farm employment activities such as 

livestock trade, handicrafts, labor projects, and 

other small trades. They noted that, unlike 

agricultural activities, income from off-farm 

employment opportunities is not easily 

disrupted by disaster shocks. For this reason 

households engaged in off-farm activities are 

more resilient than those that solely rely on 

subsistence agricultural practices.  

 

Financial Institutions: As the cited by the 

sample area’s households, 24.45% of them 

have accessed credit services from the Amhara 

Credit & Savings Institution (ACSI). The ACSI is 

helping households to engage in additional 

income generation activities. The key 

informants, however, noted that the selection 

of clients has been biased. They revealed that 

households prefer to borrow from informal 
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financial sources such as a usurer because of 

the inconvenience of the bureaucracy. 

Humanitarian Assistance: In the study zone, 

the food security gaps in households were filled 

by various sources. However, both the primary 

and secondary data indicate that the receipt of 

humanitarian aid is the main income loss 

coping strategy during disaster-related shocks. 

About 81% of the sampled households believed 

that they could not survive the current 

economic and food security situation without 

humanitarian support. About 68% of the 

households are Productive Safety Net 

Programme (PSNP) beneficiaries, which help 

them fill their six-month food gap.   

Trend of Expenditure: The households strongly 

justified that the trend of expenditure is one of 

the major sources of vulnerability in North 

Wollo zone. The type, amount, and 

prioritization of expenditures are highly 

affecting the food security and coping capacity 

of households. As the key informants indicated 

and the secondary data supported, households 

expended a significant proportion of their 

income on uneconomical and traditional 

practices, such as expensive marriages, 

funerals, and religious ceremonies. As the 

household head  became more educated and 

trained on this issue, they tried to consider 

households’ coping capacity and the odds of 

disaster risks in relation to these expensive 

practices. As households considered these 

expenditure issues, the saving capacity 

increased and vulnerability to disaster shocks 

decreased.   

 

 

Physical Capital  

 

The physical capital of households refers to 

their entitlement to basic infrastructure such as 

water, energy, transportation facilities, 

communication services, and production 

equipment.20 Physical capital contributes to an 

increase in agricultural production and 

productivity by facilitating agricultural inputs 

and market opportunities.  

 

The secondary data indicates that all sampled 

districts, apart from Wadla district, had access 

to asphalt roads connected to zone and 

regional towns. Kone, the district’s capital 

town, lacks about 5km of asphalt road 

connecting it to the main road passing through 

Woldia and Bahirdar. In addition, all of the 

sampled districts have all-weather roads that 

join kebeles within districts and mobile phone 

network coverage throughout most of the 

territories. Even though it is limited in district 

towns, these also have access to electrical 

power. The secondary data attributes the low 

level of electrical power in the rural kebeles of 

the zone to the scattered settlement trend of 

the community and to the overall shortage of 

electrical power in the country. About 84.44% 

and 15.56% of the households are at high and 

medium level of satisfaction, respectively, with 

the existing infrastructure development. The 

secondary data indicated that the promising 

achievements on road, market, and 

communication infrastructure are helping 

farmers to easily supply their produce to 

market outlets and to receive a reasonable 

market price. Thus, the vulnerability of 
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households due to a lack of infrastructure is 

lower in the study zone.  

 

The secondary data indicates that the irrigation 

facility coverage of the zone is much lower in 

the highland districts because of the limited 

number of potential water sources and 

irrigation facilities. In the lowland districts, 

especially at Kobo-Raya district, the irrigation 

facility coverage is significantly higher. The 

number of irrigation users and hectares of 

irrigable land presented in Table 9 indicates 

that further attention is required to address the 

gap between irrigation coverage in the highland 

and lowland districts.   

Social Capital  

In the relevant literature, social capital refers to 

the social norms of reciprocity, trust, and 

exchange for political or economic purposes, 

which is valuable for the development of 

society.21 Social capital can be found in the 

form of informal local institutions or in socially 

accepted relations. The bond results from 

culture, trust, and norms while people remain 

free to join or withdraw. 

The primary and secondary data indicates that 

North Wollo zone has a variety of social capital 

such as community networking, membership in 

groups, neighborhood social relationships, local 

institutions, and religious collaboration. Above 

all, the “Habesha culture” by itself strengthens 

the social relations that bind the local 

community through helping one another and 

can be considered an important source of 

capacity to deal with disaster shocks. Local 
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institutions help the community to take 

collective actions mobilizing local resources. 

They also bring together indigenous knowledge 

in the society in order to solve problems. As the 

literature indicates, the role of these social 

institutions and norms extend to socio-

religious, economic, and quasi-legal services for 

the community.  

The analysis of the data set indicated that in 

North Wollo zone total household production is 

insufficient to cover annual food requirements 

and that households do not save cash or 

accumulate important assets that can help 

them to be resilient during disaster risks. As a 

result, households lead a subsistence livelihood 

and are unable to overcome unexpected 

shocks, such as the death of livestock and the 

decline of production. Furthermore, the rural 

community of North Wollo zone has no formal 

strategies of insurance that can buffer against 

disaster situations and help households to 

return to normal conditions. The available 

humanitarian assistance mostly mitigates only 

the covariant shocks of the community. Thus,, 

social capital is the only means of insurance 

which can assist the idiosyncratic risks of 

households in the study area. 

The result of the study indicates that 

households in all sampled districts have access 

to social institutions such as the following: 

Iddir (Qire): Iddir is one of the local informal 

associations of North Wollo zone. It was 

voluntarily established by a group of people in 

the community and is involved in funerals and 

other social activities. Iddir was originally 

established to provide mutual aid in burial 

matters. Members contribute money or grains 
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in kind as per the norm of the Iddir, and when 

the death of a member or a member’s relation 

occurs, the members handle the funeral 

ceremony and cover related expenses. Being 

absent from a funeral is regarded as a serious 

offence and the absentee is required to justify 

his absence with reason. The member is also 

penalized with a fine as per the regulations of 

the Iddir. If one refuses to pay, the household 

will be disqualified from the Iddir and will face 

stigma and discrimination by the community. 

Iddir currently provides a wider range of 

services to its members, such as the sharing of 

information, risk coping, interest free credit, 

conflict resolution, awareness creation, and 

community mobilization for mutual 

development. 

Specifically, Iddirs assist their members during 

the failure of production, the death of livestock, 

illness, wedding ceremonies, income shocks, 

and conflicts between members. This shows 

the significant role of Iddirs as insurance, as 

providers of information, and as conflict 

resolution mechanisms for the society, all of 

which can help to reduce the vulnerability of 

households to shocks. 

In the study zone 74 % of sampled households 

are members of the local Iddir in their 

respective kebeles. Humanitarian organizations 

have recently begun to use these institutions as 

tools for sustainable food security and disaster 

risk management programmes. For instance, 

SOS Sahel works through Iddirs to implement 

their seed and food-banking project, while the 

Professional Alliance for Development in 

Ethiopia (PADET) is working on orphans and 

vulnerable children (OVC) support and 

HIV/AIDS awareness raising projects in 

collaboration with Iddirs in the zone. 

Mahber/Senbete:  Mahbers and Senbetes are 

voluntary mutual aid religious-affiliated 

community associations common to the 

followers of Orthodox Christianity. The 

members gather together at church for 

Senbete and in one of the member’s houses for 

Mahber so as to pray together and to receive a 

blessing from God and the saints. The members 

prepare food and drinks to feed the poor and 

themselves on a regular basis. Mahbers are also 

among the important informal local institutions 

that are helping society through risk coping, by 

providing  information, by addressing the gap in 

manpower, and through conflict resolution.  

The key informants’ discussions indicated that, 

in some Mahbers, members contribute a fixed 

amount of money on a regular basis in order to 

assist members in case of an accident, illness, 

or death. Whereas some Mahbers may not 

contribute money on a regular basis, all of the 

members are required to assist each other 

when faced by any kinds of shock. The more 

fortunate members assist others affected by 

disaster for free in the form of a contribution or 

by through interest-free credit. The other 

important aspects of Mahbers for their 

members are as follows: they can mobilize 

labor during peak agricultural seasons through 

offers of reciprocity, they serve as channels of 

social communication in order to exchange 

information through discussions and 

gatherings, they resolve conflicts between 

members based on the biblical verse, “For if 

you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly 

Father will also forgive you,” and they 
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strengthen social relations and ties in the 

community. 

Eqqub: Eqqub is an informal savings and credit 

association that was voluntarily established in 

order to collect a fixed amount of money from 

its members on a regular basis and from which 

interest-free loans would then be made 

available through a lottery. In Eqqub there is no 

collateral or other form of agreement. Instead, 

the binding forces are trust and the social 

norms that have been developed in the 

community. But recently in some rural towns, 

at least one member that did not receive eqqub 

money needs to sign as collateral on behalf of 

the member receiving a loan. The main 

objective of Eqqub is the pooling of money to 

fill a shortage of household financial capital but 

it also helps the rural community as a source of 

information during gatherings. The literature 

has indicated that Eqqubs are the origin of the 

current savings and credit cooperatives and 

associations that are being widely established 

in different community groups. 

Debo/Jigie/Wonfel/Mekenajo: These are the 

other kinds of agricultural work groups in North 

Wollo zone’s rural communities that enable 

them to fill labor and oxen gaps through 

reciprocity.  These work groups support 

households with labor and oxen during the of 

building of a house, ploughing, harvesting 

crops, on the basis of future reciprocity among 

the members.  

Mekenajo: Mekenajo is a community-based ox 

pairing arrangement that benefits two farmers 

with one ox by jointly ploughing land in turn. 

This arrangement helps poor households to 

pool their assets during the peak agricultural 

period when people are unable to even rent 

oxen. This social norm is crucial in reducing 

household vulnerability due to the lack of 

agricultural production assets. 

Debo/Gigie/Mnabo:  These are another type of 

social capital which pools labor in the form of a 

work party. A person provides food and drink 

for the labor forces in order to carry out farm 

activities that can’t be managed by the 

household. In Debo, there is no reciprocity 

arrangement; only the social relation along 

with jokes and festivity while on farm work 

encourages the laborers to participate in it. This 

work group contributes a significant labor 

input, especially in lowland districts in which 

the labor force is scarce during the peak 

agricultural season. 

Wenfel: Wenfel is a labor sharing reciprocity 

arrangement in the rural agricultural 

community of North Wollo zone that assists in 

weeding, harvesting, threshing, and ploughing 

during the peak agricultural season or during 

the construction of a house. 

As in the other parts of Ethiopia, the rural 

households of North Wollo zone’s agriculture 

system employ land, human labor, and oxen as 

primary production factors. The households 

have faced a shortage of cultivable land, labor, 

and oxen during the peak agricultural season. 

As a result of the practice of subsistence 

agriculture, the poor households cannot afford 

the cost of hiring labor or renting oxen. For 

these reasons, the production of crops is at risk, 

since all agricultural activities are seasonal and 

need to be performed within a specific time.  In 

addition, the rain-fed system by itself is full of 

risk, such as flooding or an unexpected 
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shortage of rain. The social capital owned by 

the community has helped to pool labor and 

oxen for those households that are exposed to 

shocks. 

 

As the statistical results from this data set 

show, 86% of the households in the sampled 

area have obtained different kinds of support 

from these social institutions and norms. This 

indicates that the rural households of North 

Wollo zone have received significant support in 

reducing their vulnerability to disaster shocks. 

Moreover, the vulnerability of households to 

shocks, the gaps in formal insurance services, 

and the unused potential capacity of social 

capital indicate that sustainable food security 

requires that humanitarian partners focus on 

supporting these informal institutions. 

Strengthening these informal institutions is a 

key strategy for fostering the efficient use of 

pooled resources and to ensure sustainable 

household food security and disaster risk 

management in the community. 

 

Natural Capital 

In the literature, natural capital is referred to as 

the useful natural resource stocks for  

livelihood such as land, water, wildlife, 

biodiversity, and environmental resources. 

However, only some of the natural capitals in 

the study zone are applicable for the 

community. The primary data identifies that 

the households of the study zone have owned 

cultivable land categorized as wojed (fertile) 

and behera (less fertile), which is used for crop 

production, pasture, and as private forests. The 

households also have access to different water 

sources that are used for drinking and 

irrigation, such as rivers, springs, ponds, and 

groundwater. Most of the zone’s agricultural 

land is degraded and suffers from low 

productivity, which makes households 

vulnerable to shocks. Access to irrigable land is 

considered the crucial determinant for a 

household in terms of its capacity to withstand 

the impacts of drought.  

In the highland districts of the zone, 65% of the 

households have their own private eucalyptus 

trees, which have high income implications for 

their owners. By its very nature, the eucalyptus 

tree has deep roots that enable it to extract 

groundwater during dry seasons. The high 

income from eucalyptus trees is associated with 

the high demand for logs as a result of the 

current urbanization in the zone, as well as in 

the northern part of the country. The 

households with eucalyptus tree have an 

advantage for resilience during shocks and 

stresses.  In the lowland districts, firewood and 

wood charcoal have been sources of income 

during shocks. Current local governments, 

however, have prohibited these actions and are 

working strongly in collaboration with the 

community to minimize their adverse 

implications on climate change. 

Key informants in the lowland districts 

indicated that the land in these districts is 

highly marginalized, as the massive cutting of 

trees for firewood and wood charcoal has been 

practiced extensively by the community. 

Households have also noted that the 

deforestation due to population growth and 

urbanization has created a burden on the 

natural resources, thus creating further 

household vulnerability to drought. 
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Land Ownership: The literature has shown that, 

In addition to the contributing factors to 

productivity, landholding size determines the 

types of crops being grown and the amount to 

be harvested. Therefore, the size of 

landholdings is a key factor in determining a 

household’s capacity to produce and to 

generate income. The average landholding size 

of the sample households was found to be 0.84 

hectares, which is lower than the national 

average 1.18 hectares.22 The data set reveals 

that landholding size varies greatly from a 

minimum of 0 hectares to a maximum of 2.5 

hectares. About 33.8% of the sampled 

households had greater than 1 hectare of land 

and 7% of the households had no land at all. 

These findings imply that the shortage of 

cultivable land is high. In the North Wollo zone 

and that the households of the area are 

consequently more vulnerable to shocks. 

Political Capital 

The relevant literature has indicated that 

political capital is one of the most important 

forms of household capital for food security 

and disaster risk management. In the study 

zone, the households noted that the level of 

involvement of the local governments is crucial 

to sustain their livelihood security. About 

94.44% of the sampled households mentioned 

that the current water and soil conservation 

campaigns initiated by the central government 

are good moves towards food security and 

disaster risk reduction. In addition to this, they 

mentioned the positive political capital effects 

from the involvement of humanitarian 

organizations in enabling a development 
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environment for household food security and 

disaster risk reduction. Even though it has some 

negative implications for advocacy work, the 

Ethiopian government established a charity and 

society agency that manages the resources that 

come through humanitarian organizations. This 

agency ensures accountability and aid 

effectiveness and prevents the unnecessary 

duplication of resources in the country. The key 

informants also noted that the central 

government has been formulating different 

food security and disaster risk reduction 

strategies and policies. The implementation 

capacity of the local government, however, has 

been very limited. It is evident that the country 

is growing at a significant rate, but as compared 

to the intensity of household food insecurity in 

the zone (over 75% of the districts of North 

Wollo zone have repeatedly fallen under the 

country’s hot spot districts between 2010 and 

the first half of 2013), a more dedicated effort 

would be expected from the local government.  

 

Reportedly, the local administrators have 

expended much of the two years prior to the 

national election on political issues instead of 

giving more attention to household food 

security concerns. Moreover, the households 

have been forced to waste much of their 

working time on meetings unrelated to food 

security issues. The central government 

understands the problems with execution and 

is striving to implement commendable policies 

of food security effectively at the ground, but 

the change in this regard is gradual.  

The key informants emphasized the debate 

between merit and political nomination in the 

hiring of people for departments and offices, 
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such as Agriculture, Health, and Education as 

well as in small- and micro-scale enterprises. In 

their opinion, the government should focus on 

the expertise of a person instead of only 

considering their political involvement. The 

zone administration has never nominated a 

person who is not a member of the ruling 

EPRDF, even if the non-member had the extra 

expertise needed to bring the required changes 

in that sector. In addition, 75% of sampled 

households noted that access to credit, benefits 

from PSNP, and other benefits from 

humanitarian interventions depended on the 

political views of the household head and their 

relations with local administrators. These 

political limitations inhibit the implementation 

of household food security programs and 

disaster risk reduction strategies in the study 

area. Moreover, they render the aid from 

humanitarian programmes ineffective and thus 

make households more vulnerable to disaster 

risks. 

Coping Strategies  

In the zone, different coping strategies can be 

identified as a sequence of ex-ante and ex-post 

responses taken to mitigate household food 

deficits that are caused by a wide range of 

disaster risks.  

 

Ex-ante measures can help households to be 

resilient before the occurrence of disaster risks. 

However, 86% of the sampled households 

indicated that they do not intentionally 

consider disaster risks during day-to-day 

agricultural activities and expenditures, other 

than the campaigns for soil and water 

conservation activities. 

 

The households listed a number of ex-post 

responses and the key informants’ discussions 

also indicated that they are more dependent on 

these strategies than on the ex-ante measures. 

 

This study has tried to assess the coping 

strategies that households have adopted for 

the last five years during the occurrence of 

disaster risks.  

Food aid, including PSNP, is one of the 

important coping mechanisms for disaster-

affected households of North Wollo zone. 

Secondary data reveals that 279,289 

households have been PSNP beneficiaries and 

about 29,242 people have been in need of 

emergency food assistance in 2012.23  

Important Assets During Shocks: Depending on 

the culture of the community, the economic 

status of the households, and the market 

demand of the property during a disaster, 

North Wollo zone households possess different 

kinds of assets that help them to be resilient 

during disaster shocks. The primary data 

identified the following important assets 

perceived by the community as safeguards 

against disaster: 

 

Financial Assets: The community perceived 

cash savings as an important liquid asset that 

can assist households in purchasing necessary 

commodities or services during disaster shocks. 

Remittances are the other source of financial 

assets for households during disaster risks. 

People who possess this privilege can better 
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cope with shocks, even without the presence of 

humanitarian aid. 

Grains: There are different kinds of grains that 

have a long shelf-life, such as teff, sorghum, 

barley, and wheat. In the past, people in the 

lowland districts used to store sorghum grain in 

a pit and teff in a barn for long periods of time, 

a practice that helped households during 

drought years. Recently, however, the 

recurrent periods of drought in the study zone 

have reduced the capacity of households to 

store grains.  

Ornaments: The demand for jewellery, such as 

brooches, rings, necklaces, earrings, and 

bracelets, does not reduce during periods of 

shock.  Thus, households who possess different 

kinds of jewellery can better cope with disaster 

risks than households who do not own these 

assets.   

Livestock: Households that own different kinds 

of livestock have the opportunity to sell them 

as an additional source of income to help 

absorb shocks during occurrences of disaster 

risks. Even though the price of livestock drops 

during disasters, the use of livestock as a source 

of food and income is significant for 

households.     

Private forest: In North Wollo zone, households 

have allocated some parts of their landholdings 

to the planting of different kinds of trees, such 

as Bahirzaf (Eucalyptus), Wanza (Cordia 

Abyssinica), and Tid (Juniperus procera). The 

economic returns of eucalyptus trees are higher 

in normal years and they can help households 

as source of income during shocks. 

Fixed Assets: In North Wollo zone, better-off 

rural households construct rental houses in the 

nearby districts and zone towns. In addition to 

this, they build flourmills in their vicinity for 

means of income generation. Households with 

these sources of income are more resilient than 

the other households of the community. 

Ex-ante and Ex-post DRR Actions 

Information obtained from a vulnerability 

analysis should, therefore, be useful in both 

pre-disaster and post-disaster risk management 

phases. The usefulness of information to both 

phases of disaster risk management depends 

on the type of indicators. It is possible to 

classify indicators based on their use in 

different disaster management activities, while 

assuming the possible overlap of activities in 

more than one area. The relevant literature has 

classified vulnerability indicators into structural, 

process and outcome.24
 

 

Process indicators are ‘early warning’ indicators 

observed while disasters are in the making; 

they are present before an actual occurrence. 

These are of use in disaster prevention, 

preparedness planning, and in the development 

of early warning systems. Outcome indicators 

are ex-post indicators observed after a 

disastrous event has occurred. These are of use 

in relief activities and in relief and rehabilitation 

activity planning.  

Structural features are characteristics that 

affect the probability of the occurrence of 

disastrous events and the capacity to cope with 

the consequences of such an event. These will 
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be of great use in disaster prevention, 

vulnerability reduction, policy review, and 

development planning. 

Furthermore, the structural features of the 

community or household determine the 

frequency with which the community or 

household is faced with hazard; the degree to 

which the effects of hazards on key economic, 

social, and human resources and capabilities 

are amplified or dampened; the breadth of 

coping mechanisms that can be adopted; and 

the ability of the community or household to 

recover. The successful design of policies and 

interventions that reduce vulnerability through 

long-term development depends heavily on the 

identification of community needs and 

capacities at the local level and on 

understanding sensitivity, exposure, and the 

adaptive capacity of a community’s 

socioeconomic systems. Hence, the following 

section outlines demographic and 

socioeconomic conditions, as well as the access 

to services and the coping mechanisms of 

households, as indicators of vulnerability in the 

study area.  

Indigenous and Exogenous Early Warning 

Systems in the Community 

The primary data and the focus group 

discussions revealed that the community is 

accomplished in using different kinds of 

indigenous early warning signs in order to 

determine the prospective conditions of crop 

production, food security, flooding, etc.  The 

community knows its own local calendar of 

rainy seasons based on the previous year’s 

trend of rainfall in their locality. Hence, in 

reference to their own local calendar, any early 

and late onset as well as early and late 

cessation of rainfall gives the community a clue 

of the prospective food security situation, as 

per the findings of this study. An especially late 

onset and early cessation of rain is used as an 

indicator of the occurrence of drought as it 

negatively affects the crop production. The 

community relates the early onset of rain with 

the occurrence of crop pest infestation and the 

late cessation of rain with the occurrence of 

frost, as both conditions compromise crop 

production and call into question the food 

security status of the community. For instance, 

the major crop production season in the area is 

from late June to early September. Locally, this 

season is also termed as “Meher Season”. For 

crop production in this Meher Season, rain is 

expected in late June and continues through 

the end of August, as per the normal year 

seasonal calendar of the studied community.  

Taking this into account, the community locally 

forecasts the occurrence of crop pest 

infestation if the rain begins in early June, and 

expects frost if the rain delays until the middle 

of September. The community in the study area 

also has additional indigenous knowledge for 

forecasting the occurrence of frosts and pest 

infestation. The appearance of yellow and 

white spiders in the month of June, the redness 

of the sky ahead of the rainy season, and the 

erratic nature of rainfall are taken as early 

indicators of the likelihood of the occurrence of 

crop pests. The studied community has also 

mentioned additional indigenous knowledge 

with regard to the occurrence of frost. If the 

climatic condition becomes colder than the 

usual condition relative to the normal year and 

if it becomes foggy (especially in September 
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and October), these signs can be taken as an 

early warning indicator for the occurrence of 

frost. 

The studied community has also practiced 

some other major early warning signs for the 

occurrence of drought in their area. The drying 

up or considerable reduction of the volume of 

rivers and springs and the low motivation and 

engagement of breadwinners in agricultural 

activities alerts the community about the 

likelihood of the occurrence of drought in the 

coming months.  

The indigenous knowledge of the community is 

not limited to forecasting the occurrence of 

drought, frost, and pest infestation. It can also 

forecast the occurrence of flooding and 

hailstorms, as the study revealed. The 

observation of the direction of bird nest gates is 

a major indicator of the likelihood of the 

occurrence of flood. If most gates of the birds’ 

nests are built to the west—in the opposite 

direction of the wind—the community 

perceives the condition as an indicator of the 

occurrence of heavy rainfall and flash flooding. 

If the birds do not change the pattern of their 

gate, the community expects a normal rainy 

season. The observation of accumulated black 

clouds in the sky is taken as an indicator of the 

occurrence of a hailstorm in the community.  

In addition to the forecasting of potentially 

undesirable situations, the studied community 

also has its own indigenous knowledge for 

forecasting the coming good seasons. The 

community shared with the researcher that 

hearing unusual and noisy sounds from hyenas 

during the non-rainy period in the local 

seasonal calendar is considered an indication of 

a good rainy season, one that will result in 

surplus agricultural production. The community 

also predicts the coming of a good or normal 

year based on the fashion of the movements of 

their livestock. If their livestock run and jump in 

the grazing field in an unusual fashion and point 

their noses to the sky, the community expects 

the coming of a good year of plentiful crop 

production, good rain patterns, no crop pest 

infestations, an adequate availability of water 

and pasture, etc. Additionally, the timing of the 

“Dorot” indigenous deciduous tree’s shedding 

of leaves is also taken as an indicator for the 

coming of a good year. If the tree sheds off its 

leaves before the anticipated time, the 

community forecasts the coming of a good 

year. The community has also shared its 

indigenous knowledge for forecasting the likely 

condition of specific major crops like teff and 

sorghum in their area. As per the study, the 

early flowering and maturity of acacia trees is 

considered an early indicator for the surplus 

production of a teff crop. On the other hand, 

the early flowering and maturity of indigenous 

trees such as the ‘Agam’ and ‘Kurkur’ is taken 

as an early indicator of a prospective surplus in 

sorghum production.   

The report of the national meteorological 

agency is the only exogenous source of early 

warning information mentioned by the studied 

community. As the study revealed, the 

community accesses the national 

Meteorological agency’s updated early warning 

information on the radio and on television. The 

districts’ agricultural and rural development 

offices also alert the community to early 

warning signs through kebele-level 

development agents. The community noted 
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that these exogenous early warning signs are 

mostly disseminated just ahead of a high 

amount of rainfall in order to harvest and 

thresh crops on time. 

3.3 Implications of Humanitarian Interventions 

3.3.1 Pros of Humanitarian Interventions 

The relevant literature indicates that resource 

gaps in emergency responses, rehabilitation 

works, and sustainable food security 

programmes are wider in LDCs.  In these 

countries, the involvement of humanitarian aid 

during the occurrence of disaster risks and in 

post-disaster rehabilitation has been essential. 

Within fourteen consecutive disaster incidents 

of Ethiopia from 1994 up to 2007, the study 

region of Amhara has been 100% affected by 

drought and 86% affected by flooding.25 During 

this period, the role of humanitarian aid in 

filling the food security gaps of households has 

been crucial. In addition to emergency support, 

different kinds of rehabilitation, disaster risk 

reduction, and food security programmes have 

been implemented in order to ensure 

sustainable food security in the study area. 

Currently, humanitarian agencies are 

intervening through emergency relief, soil and 

water conservation works, household food 

security, OVC support, potable water scheme 

construction, health facilities construction, 

school construction, adoption of new 

technologies, and advocacy in the international 

community. 

Secondary data shows that the introduction of 

PSNP to the households of North Wollo zone is 

more significant. Generally, the primary and the 
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secondary data indicates that humanitarian 

programmes serve as the following:  

Source of Finance: In developing countries like 

Ethiopia, public finance deficit is a major 

constraint for sustainable development and 

emergency response. Different reports 

estimated that Ethiopia has received about 

11.7% of its total GDP through humanitarian aid 

during emergency appeals and in ongoing 

development programmes. In 2011 a drought-

driven food crisis in East Africa affected about 

13.3 million people, of which 4.6 million people 

were in Ethiopia. 26  In 2012, PSNP was the 

largest humanitarian assistance programme in 

Ethiopia, filling over eight million peoples’ food 

gaps.27 All of the districts of North Wollo zone 

have suffered from food shortage and a limited 

public emergency budget, both of which have 

created additional complications for household 

food security. The study zone is one of the 

heaviest recipients of humanitarian aid and 

food security programmes in the country; in 

2012 almost all of the districts of the zone have 

been targets of these programmes. Out of the 

total population of 1,421,632 people, 16.33% 

have been assisted with crop production 

support and 3.31% with direct support from the 

safety net programme. In addition, the local 

government has reported to the federal 

government about 29,242 needy food aid 

recipients for further action in the same year. 

This support did not include the local and 

international non-governmental organizations’ 

(NGOs) and other humanitarian aid agencies’ 
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contributions.28 The secondary data indicates 

that UNOCHA has worked flood mitigation 

project at Habru and Kobo districts, Concern 

Worldwide supported substitute seed for 2,750 

flood- and hailstorm-affected households in 

Gubalafto district, and Save the Children is 

working on different kinds of emergency 

response projects in Habru and Meket districts. 

In addition, Islamic Relief, PADET, Mekane 

Yesus, World Vision Ethiopia (WVE) and the 

FAO have contributed their share of household 

food security and disaster risk reduction 

programmes in Habru district.   

Channel for New Technologies and Strategies: 

In LDCs, humanitarian programmes are one 

source of  new technologies and strategies for 

doings things both from within and from 

outside of the country. Households indicated 

that different kinds of technologies and 

extension systems were being introduced as 

inputs for household food security, in addition 

to the local government’s own efforts on 

agricultural extension systems. Improved 

varieties of crops, improved livestock breeds, 

new farm management skills, and micro-

enterprise concepts have also been introduced 

to the households. Additionally, different kinds 

of water harvesting methods, such as drip 

irrigation, have been introduced into the 

community.      

Source of Empowerment: The households 

indicated that humanitarian organizations have 

provided capacity-building, awareness-raising 

and micro-enterprise management skills, as 

well as trainings on food security and disaster 

risk reduction in the study zone. These serve to 
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 Source: zone 2012 crop and livestock assessment report 

empower local households. The role of 

humanitarian organizations in the 

empowerment of women, in girls’ education, 

and in youth employment has also been 

significant. Moreover, their role extends to the 

economic empowerment of disabled 

individuals, PLWHA, and OVC guardians in the 

districts. 

Source of Expertise: Humanitarian 

organizations have deployed diversely-skilled 

local and international experts in the study 

zone. Partnering with such people helps 

government development agents to share skills 

and to accumulate experiences from different 

parts of the world without losing time or 

money. In addition to this, the local 

government can easily access qualified 

professionals of NGOs as inputs for ongoing 

development programmes.   

Means of Advocacy: In Ethiopia, humanitarian 

organizations have been advocating for 

resources, development, and democracy, which 

is important for sustainable development on 

behalf of the disadvantaged households of the 

international community. Following the 2005 

Ethiopian election disagreements, the Ethiopian 

government prohibited international 

humanitarian organizations from intervening in 

advocacy-related issues. Consequently, 

humanitarian organizations have changed their 

strategy from one of direct advocacy to a 

strategy of amplifying the voice of the 

community through community capacity 

building. 

3.3.2 Cons of Humanitarian Interventions 
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In the course of development, there may exist 

unintended outputs that can harm human, 

physical, financial, social, and natural 

resources; furthermore, the course of 

development may unknowingly hinder the 

desired process itself. The primary data 

collected from households has identified the 

growth areas of the “supportive asset,” i.e. the 

levels of humanitarian assistance in the study 

zone. 

Loose Sense of Ownership: Practically most 

projects have been entirely financed by the 

projects themselves, which has not led to a 

sense of ownership or been sustainable. While 

in sudden-onset situations this may be 

unavoidable, but in the study area most of the 

issues have been slow onset cases, which 

present an opportunity to think about 

sustainability issues. In terms of a community-

wide sense of ownership, projects undertaken 

as parts of humanitarian interventions have 

generally been perceived to be of lower quality. 

Out of the ten agriculture-, food security-, and 

rehabilitation-related humanitarian 

interventions in the sample zone, 70% of them 

are not delivering the intended objectives, even 

after the terminal evaluations of the projects. 

Some of the beneficiaries expressed that the 

interventions were fully covered financially by 

the humanitarian organizations. Currently, no 

one is able to sustain the projects due to the 

shortage of finance.  

Dependency Syndrome: For the past 30 years, 

disaster-affected communities have been 

receiving humanitarian support from both 

external and internal sources. These sources of 

support have unintentionally created a 

counterproductive perception among 

households to consider humanitarian sources 

as the main coping strategy during emergency 

cases.  This has limited their efforts at achieving 

household resiliency through indigenous 

capacities. The current global economic crisis, 

however, is casting doubt on the long-term 

viability of humanitarian interventions as a 

major coping strategy. Some elders also 

explained that, in the past, the community 

considered searching for help as immoral and 

as a last resort for those who couldn’t use other 

opportunities. Recently, however, receiving 

assistance from humanitarian organizations and 

other public sources is becoming a normal 

practice. The key informants noted that 

households either understate or overstate their 

production and asset size, depending on the 

eligibility requirements for humanitarian 

assistance. Some households even sell their 

valuable assets (such as their oxen) to be 

eligible for external aid or support.  

Challenge to the Local Government: The 

households are measuring the local 

government on the basis of humanitarian 

assistance instead of focusing on the progress 

being made in sustainable food security 

programs. The community has lost confidence 

in the local capacity to find solutions for 

sustainable food security and for resiliency 

during disaster shocks. The data set indicates 

that about 92% of the households expected 

assistance and opportunities for food security 

from the local government. The key informants 

also indicated that this challenge is the result of 

dependency syndrome. According to them, 

even before the soil and water conservation 

initiative, some households were not willing to 
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participate on public works without food for 

work or cash for work payments. These 

situations make food security more challenging 

for the local government. 

Loss of Indigenous Knowledge and Capacity: 

The local community is losing important 

indigenous knowledge and capacity for 

resiliency during disaster risks. The households 

do believe that the community has precious 

knowledge, social norms, and indigenous 

capacities that can help to facilitate 

development. They also revealed that the 

support they have received so far could not 

bring the required change in food security as 

far as serving as a short-duration coping 

mechanism. Some households even expressed 

the situation by using the word “shock 

paracetamol.” 

Related Problems: About 67% of the lowland 

district households from Kobo-Raya and the 

adjacent kebeles of Habru mentioned 

Parthenium weed as an associated problem 

that is creating great complications in the area. 

The households believe that it was introduced 

to the area along with relief commodities 

during the great famine of 1985. The 

households also noted that they spend more 

than two days doing surveys and administration 

during beneficiary targeting and collecting 

assistance. Plus bias and misunderstandings 

created during targeting, can create quarrels 

between the community and local leaders. 

3.4 The Scope Boundary, Time Boundary and 

Modality of Humanitarian Assistance 

Humanitarian assistance projects have specific 

scope and time boundaries that depend on the 

objectives to be attained and the amount of 

budget allocated. Practical development 

management experience indicates that if a 

project or a programme lacks specific scope 

and time boundaries, then it will not be 

attainable even over a long period of time. 

Currently, almost all humanitarian assistance 

programmes have incorporated sustainability 

and empowerment strategies as major 

components.  In line with this, the terminal 

evaluations of almost all programmes have 

tried to assess both the transition and 

sustainability issues in principle. In spite of this, 

the existing situation at the grass roots level of 

North Wollo zone indicates that the 

dependency syndrome still exists and that 

there is a lack of self-reliance. Out of the total 

sampled respondents, 91.4% recommended 

the continuation of humanitarian assistance 

without putting a clear-cut end time for a 

phase-out. Shockingly, all of these respondents 

mentioned humanitarian assistance as their 

first coping strategy for future disaster risks. 

This indicates that the scope of humanitarian 

assistance should address issues arising from 

the dependency syndrome. 

Scope Boundary: The humanitarian projects 

and programmes being implemented in the 

study area had their own scope boundaries. But 

the scope boundaries were defined based on 

the objectives of the specific project and the 

allocated budget, within a given time frame. As 

a result of this, different projects created their 

own separate scope boundaries instead of 

setting a bigger combined scope that 

represented the largest domain of the problem. 

For these reasons, projects might address their 

own specific objectives while the largest 

domain of community problems remains even 
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after more than 30 years of humanitarian 

assistance in the study zone. So what should be 

the scope of any project to address the root 

cause of food insecurity in the study zone? The 

households replied that if humanitarian 

assistance is going to be phased out, 

households must first be self-sufficient in food 

supplies. To be food self-sufficient, households 

need to obtain a full-package of assistance that 

can draw from food insecurity in sustainable 

ways. The government, in collaboration with 

humanitarian partners, needs to allow the 

community to identify the root causes of food 

insecurity and to formulate a large scope 

programme with a specific time frame in the 

study zone. Otherwise, humanitarian 

organizations may expend an additional 30 

years of assistance without achieving 

household self-reliance and while only 

strengthening the dependency syndrome.  

Time Boundary: In the study area every project 

or programme has its own time frame within 

which events are scheduled to occur. In North 

Wollo zone many projects and programmes 

have been implemented within a given lifespan 

whether or not they attained the required 

specific objectives. The central questions that 

should be answered are the following: 1) When 

is the end of household food security 

programmes in the North Wollo zone 

community? 2) Is the end 30 years or 60 years 

or …….. years away? 3) Do humanitarian 

assistance programmes need a limited time 

frame? The community, the local government, 

and humanitarian partners need to set specific 

time frames in which households will attain 

sustainable food security. 

Modality of Humanitarian Assistance: The 

country has incorporated the concept of 

development inputs delivery modality to the 

community in the agricultural extensions 

system manuals. It is prohibited to deliver 

development inputs for free except in cases of 

emergency relief. The existence of this idea is a 

positive decision but it hasn’t led to a clear-cut 

and binding law or implementation at the 

national level. Secondary data indicates that 

different regions use different modalities of 

delivery depending on the commitment of the 

local administrators and development partners 

in avoiding the dependency syndrome in the 

community. In the study zone the food security 

office encourages the delivery of emergency aid 

through food or cash for work in order to 

reduce the dependency syndrome and to meet 

the dual objectives of effective emergency 

response and sustainable development. But 

beyond the control of the written document, 

local administrators and local humanitarian 

assistance workers allow households to receive 

humanitarian assistance for free, whether it is 

during rapid onset shocks or in on-going food 

security interventions. Humanitarian 

assistance—aside from the Productive Safety 

Net Programme and the government-owned 

potable water development grants 

programme—in food security, emergency 

response, the expansion of education facilities, 

and health support often come in the form of 

free hand-outs. The key informants indicated 

that this modality of free distribution has 

contributed the most to the dependency 

syndrome.  

The Government of Ethiopia recently 

established the federal Charities and Societies 
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Agency (ChSA) by proclamation number 

921/2009 in February 2009 in order to aid and 

facilitate the role of charities and societies in 

the overall development of Ethiopia. The 

agency was established with the following 

objectives: to enable and encourage charities 

and societies to develop and achieve their 

purpose in accordance with the law; to create a 

situation in which the operation of charities 

and societies is transparent and accountable; 

and to ensure that charities and societies 

operate legally. ChSA was established in order 

to license, register, and supervise charities and 

societies in accordance with the government’s 

proclamation. However, the proclamation and 

implementation guidelines released so far have 

not clearly established the modality of 

humanitarian assistance or what the final 

objectives of any humanitarian assistance in the 

country should be. The proclamation has 

focused more on the licensing and supervision 

of the societies and charities in the country. In 

addition to these, the cost expended to support 

local institutions is categorized as an 

administration cost, and this discourage 

strengthening these institutions. As the 

institutions for sustainability and community 

empowerment are basic, the proclamation has 

negative implications for sustainability.   

If the agency tried to incorporate the above 

mentioned and similar important constructive 

complaints, the 70:30 detail implementation of 

project cost administration guideline of the 

proclamation surely ensures aid effectiveness 

in the country. The existence of the agency is a 

good opportunity for the country. The major 

objective of the society should be an increase in 

aid effectiveness in order to bring about the 

desired goals in specific areas. The study area 

has been getting different kinds of 

humanitarian assistance for the last few 

decades but the zone or the agency should ask 

“What is the big programme of the area, by 

when should it be met, and how or in what 

modality will it be achieved?” 
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4.1 Conclusions 

The study identified that disaster risks are the 

main concern for household food security in 

the study area and that the level of food 

insecurity increases when households 

experience disaster risks.  In the study area 

disaster risks such as drought, flooding, and 

crop pestilence have been recurring frequently. 

The frequency of these disasters has been 

increasing in recent years but subsequent 

interventions by humanitarian organizations 

have also dramatically increased and are 

significantly mitigating the problem.  

The effect of total household assets on 

household income, especially at the time of 

disaster risks, is of critical importance. This is 

due to the power of assets in smoothing 

deficits in household income. The possession of 

household assets also improves the level of 

household income and its coping capacity.  

In managing and compensating losses of 

income due to disaster risks, humanitarian 

assistance and remittance are also key factors 

Therefore, the result reveals that those 

households with such resources have a better 

income and coping capacity. 

 Kinship support is stronger than community 

and institutional support. This result may be 

due to the ability of out-of-district relatives to 

send remittances. Social institutions can also be 

utilized as potential inputs of sustainable 

household food security.  

 

 

To solve the root causes of household food 

insecurity in the study zone, the development 

partners need to consider the concept of a “Big 

Programme.” Development project documents 

indicate that the project scope is the definition 

of what the project is supposed to realize at the 

end of the project time. Project scope depends 

on the amount of money allocated in the 

project budget and the time frame in which it is 

going to be implemented. If a project is without 

clear objectives and a scope boundary, there is 

a little chance to deliver the desired goal. All 

projects need to clearly describe their scope 

boundaries in partnership with all stakeholders 

and based on agreed objectives within a given 

time frame.  

Food security related projects and programmes 

in the study zone have been implemented with 

a specific project scope, time, and budget but  

the level of food insecurity still remains below 

the desired level. While all development 

partners have been working for the last three 

decades to attain household food security and 

to make households resilient to disaster risks, 

but no one has put a specific time or 

benchmarks by which the community will attain 

these goals. Thus, to limit the time and to attain 

the desired goal, the development partners 

need to formulate a “Big Programme” with a 

defined specific scope and specific time frame 

and which considers household food security 

and resilience as an area for intervention. 

4.2 Recommendations 

 

 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Maintaining sustainable food security at the 

household level requires multiple efforts in 

disaster risk reduction. Thus, the community, 

the local government, and humanitarian 

partners should give priority to the creation of 

household resilience by tackling the root causes 

of the identified major disaster risks in the zone 

and in accordance with the objective of 

creating self-reliance.  

 In order to minimize the adverse effect of 

potential disaster risks, the households plus 

development partners should work to 

increase the level of household awareness 

in relation to disaster risk reduction 

approaches. In line with this, development 

agents need to focus on indigenous early 

warning systems in the community and in 

integrating these with exogenous ones as 

necessary.  

 The effect of total household assets on 

household income - especially at the time of 

disaster risks—is critical due to the power 

of assets to smooth the deficit household 

income and to create access to credit. Thus, 

food security and disaster risk reduction 

interventions should focus on asset building 

in households.   

 Households are receiving financial 

resources through humanitarian assistance 

programs and remittances, both of which 

can be converted into a means of 

sustainable income generation and asset 

building. Thus, the community, the local 

government, and development partners 

should continue to advocate the issue 

further in order to develop common 

understandings and action. Household asset 

creation has dual benefits: it creates 

sustainable household income and helps to 

smooth the loss of income during disaster 

risks. Thus, partners should invest in 

household asset creation, as it is a good 

strategy against disaster risks. 

 The community and potential stakeholders 

should focus on community-based 

institutional development and a strong 

community support system in line with the 

existing system of strong kinship support. 

 Humanitarian emergency assistance should 

be integrated with clear-cut sustainable 

empowerment strategies that set minimum 

requirements in organized ways in order to 

create resilient communities against slow-

onset hazards and to tackle the dependency 

syndrome. Humanitarian interventions 

should have their own target beneficiaries 

that should be empowered within a specific 

time frame, as far as assisting in one-time 

emergency responses. And the 

humanitarian programme should set a 

general time frame for one area to assist 

and empower the households to be resilient 

and food self-sufficient by themselves. If 

this does not occur, households will 

continue to rely on humanitarian assistance 

as their major coping strategy.  

 The central and local government should 

discuss with humanitarian partners and set 

a clear mode of humanitarian assistance 

delivery at the national level. ChSA is a good 

opportunity for Ethiopia to implement this 

strategy throughout the country. Even the 

partners in agreement with the community 

by creating the necessary awareness on 

sustainable development and transition, 

they can  put strategies that can make clear 
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cut of rapid and slow onset hazards 

emphasizing on the frequency and intensity 

of the identified hazards to identify the 

boundary of free hand-outs. After this, the 

government and its humanitarian partners 

may hold households accountable to pay 

back all or some portion of assistance in 

kind or in cash during good years. In 

addition to these measures, humanitarian 

assistance should put a strong emphasis on 

providing community-owned revolving 

emergency funds instead of free hand-outs. 

The government should be assisted in 

creating innovative communities during the 

on-going development process. 

 To solve the root causes of household food 

insecurity in the study zone, the 

development partners need to consider the 

concept of a “Big Programme.” 

Development project documents indicate 

that the project scope is the definition of 

what the project is supposed to realize at 

the end of the project time. Project scope 

depends on the amount of money allocated 

in the project budget and the time frame in 

which it is going to be implemented. If a 

project is without clear objectives and a 

scope boundary, there is a little chance to 

deliver the desired goal. All projects need to 

clearly describe their scope boundaries in 

partnership with all stakeholders and based 

on agreed objectives within a given time 

frame.  

 

 

 The scope of the study is limited to the case 

of North Wollo zone, Ethiopia, East Africa. 

Thus, it is advised to conduct research in a 

wider scope to further investigate the 

impact of disaster risk management 

interventions in humanitarian programmes 

on household food security in LDCs.  
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4.2 TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 1: Zone profile summary 

S/N Demographic characteristics Amount Remark 

1 Total area 12,172.50 square kilometers  

2 Total population 1,500,303, 747,408 women 

3 Increase from the previous census (1994)  19.04%  

4 Population density 123.25 155,273 or 10.35% are urban inhabitants 

5 Total number of  households 355,974  

6 Average household size  4.21  

7 Access to electricity from the total population 6%  

8 Road density 69.7 kilometers per 1000 square kilometers National average is 30 kilometers 

9 Farmers average land holding size 0.7 hectare National average of 1.01 hectare of land  

10    

Source: CSA 2007,  

Table 2: Zone profile summary 

S/
N 

District Agro 
ecology 

Cluster Status KA1 KA2 KA3 

1 Bugna Highland 1 X 0 0 0 

2 Dawunt Highland 1 X 0 0 0 

3 Gidan Highland 1 X 0 0 0 

4 Gubalafto Highland 1 X 0 0 0 

5 Meket Highland 1 √ 30 30 30 

6 Wadla  Highland 1 √ 30 30 30 

7 Habru Lowland 2 √ 30 30 30 

8 Kobo Lowland 2 Part of Raya kobo    

9 Lasta Lowland 2 X 30 30 30 

10 Mersa Lowland 2 Part of Habru    

11 Raya Kobo Lowland 2 √ 30 30 30 

12 Woldia Lowland 2 X    
 

Source: Own data selection result, 2013 
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Table 3: Number and percentage of flood years by region for the years 1994-2007 

S/N Region Number of flood years (1994-
2007) 

Percentage of flood years(1994-
2007) 

1 Tigray 4 29 
2 Afar 10 71 
3 Amhara 12 86 
4 Oromiya 10 71 
5 Somali 9 64 
6 SNNPR 12 57 
7 Gambella 8 86 
8 Benishangul Gumuz 2 14 
9 DireDawa 3 21 
10 Addis Ababa 5 36 
Source: DPPA (2008) 

 

Table 4: Summary of household wealth breakdowns and wealth group characteristics   
 

 

Source: own survey result, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

Wealth rank 

 

% of 

HHs 

Wealth Group Characteristics  

HH 

size 

Cultivabl

e Land 

holding 

s ize 

Crop 

production 

Livestock holding Savings 

In kind 

 or  cash 

Additional 

source of 

income 

Access to 

irr igation 

Very poor 21 3-5 0-

2Timad 

Sufficient for 

max.  of 

4months 

  0-5 Chickens 
No savings No  No 

Poor 28 4-6 2-3 

Timad 

Sufficient for 

4-9 months 

  5-7 Chickens 
  0-6 shoat 
  0-2 oxen 
  0-2 beehives   

No savings No  No 

Middle 36 5-7 4-6 

Timad 

Sufficient for 

9-12 months 

  7-10 Chickens 
  7-15 shoat 
  1-2 oxen 
  1-2 dairy 
  1-2 pack animals 
  2-4 beehives.  

Up to 15, 

000ETB 

  Petty trade 
  remittance  

0-0.0625 

ha 

Better-off  15 6-8 ≥7timad Sufficient for 

≥12 

  >15 shoat 
  >2 oxen 
  >2 dairy 
  >2 pack animals 
  >4 beehives.  

>15,  

000ETB 

  Petty trade 
  remittance 

>0.0625 

ha 
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Table 5: Age group of the household by productivity 

HHH Age 
Freq. Percent Cum. 

<15 0 0% 0 

15-65 317 88% 88 

>65 43 12% 100 

Total 360 100%  

Source: own survey result, 2013 

 

Table 5: Number of people requiring emergency support In 2012’smain production season due to the 

shortage of rainfall 

S/N District KAs needs food 
assistance 

People that needs 
assistance 

1 Habru 5 5000 

2 Gidan 6 2412 

3 Gubalafto 5 5000 

4 Meket 5 6000 

5 Lasta 6 5500 

6 Raya Kobo 5 5330 

 Total 32 29242 

Source: North Wollo Zone 2012 Crop and Livestock assessment report 
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Figure 1: Hot spot districts of Ethiopia in 2012 

 

Source: UNOCHA 2012 
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Figure 2: Sample rainfall accumulation for East Africa in 2007 

 

Source: http//reliefweb.int/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


