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Ethiopia FEZ map explanations 
 
Ethiopia consists of a high massif (some 40% of the territory) and surrounding foothills and low plains which 
provide the frontiers with Sudan, Kenya and Somalia as well as the coastal hinterland.  The country is nearly 
bisected by the Rift Valley from northeast to south-west. More than 90% of Ethiopians live above 1300 meters, 
the threshold for rain-fed agriculture. Altitude greatly influences temperature and rainfall. Ethiopians commonly 
distinguish between three general environments: 
- the highlands above about 2500 meters (dega) 
- the middle altitudes about 1600 - 2500 meters (weyna dega) 
- the agricultural lowlands below about 1600 meters (kolla) 
- the pastoral lowlands below about 1300 meters (kolla/bereha) 
Because Ethiopia has a rugged topography, people separated by only a few kilometers often live in very different 
ecologies, determined by altitude and even by aspect of slopes - one area may be in a rain-shadow in one year, 
another in the next. This means that production success and failure can show localized variations. The high 
plateaux are separated by ravines, abysses and gorges which have discouraged the creation of an extensive road 
network. Farmers in northern Ethiopia are amongst the most isolated in Africa. This poses economic problems as 
well as great difficulties in relief provision. 
 



Northwest Lowlands 
This is an important cash-cropping area where much of the cash-crop is in food items. Although cotton is an 
important crop, maize and oil-seeds are produced in more major quantities and traded to the rest of Tigray and 
further into Ethiopia, to Eritrea, and to eastern Sudan when there are local shortages. A relatively sparse resident 
population is joined by large numbers of seasonal workers each year. Cattle production is boosted by a big demand 
from northern Tigray and especially from Eritrea for plough-oxen as well as for meat. Serious drought is far less 
common than on the eastern side of the Ethiopian massif, but crop pest epidemics, including migratory locusts, are a 
periodic threat. 
 
Afar Rangeland 
The Afar population are mainly pastoral nomads, numbering some 200,000 at a density of less than one person per 
square kilometre.They inhabit the hottest and harshest environment in Ethiopia; the rangeland supports especially 
camels and goats, but becomes desert towards the north, where the gainful occupations are running camel caravans 
and surface-mining of rock-salt. Extended droughts since the late 1960s have decreased the number of livestock 
maintained in the rangeland and increased the numbers of people seeking income from other sources, including 
casual work in the ports and trading in Addis Ababa and Asmara. A small percentage have settled as plantation 
workers on the irrigated scheme at Assaita but this cannot compensate the Afar herders for their original loss to the 
scheme of precious grazing lands beside the Awash river. By the same token, grazing lands further up the Awash 
have been a perennial battle-ground with the neighbouring Issa-Somali clan. Their position and mobility in the 
territory of the ports, and a clan structure with major allegiance to one overall leader, has given them political and 
military weight beyond their numbers. This has enhanced their call on food aid over the years. The predominance of 
fellow Afars in the independant port-state of Djibouti gives them an extra base for trade and employment. But 
beyond this they are not much known as international traders and migrant workers, as are their Somali neighbours. 
The Afar pastoralists are now impoverished and highly vulnerable to drought. 
 
West and Central Highlands 
Comprizing some of the most productive parts of former Gonder, Gojjam and north-west Shewa, this is one of 
Ethiopia's established grain-baskets, with a major market in Addis Ababa, and with an overwhelming emphasis on 
tef, wheat, barley and sorghum, whilst maize and finger-millet and pulses are secondary crops in terms of marketed 
surplus. The livestock sector is rather weak since the comparative advantage is in using available land for grain-
crops (and for supporting the minimum necessary cattle to supply plough-oxen - which are if anything under-
supplied for efficient farming). With less rugged land than further north and east in Ethiopia, and more trustworthy 
rainfall, the population is threatened by only rather localised grain failures. But this is almost universally a 
smallholder economy, with very little history of commercial farming. Despite a small minority of farmers who 
accumulate a major command over labour and use of land, and who own substantial numbers of livestock, the 
general population is quite poor by Ethiopian rural standards. The grain-basket is filled mainly by increments of 
only a handful of quintals of surplus grain from each of millions of families, who need the cash for the most basic 
everyday expenditures. Thus their food security is entirely dependent on the factor of trustworthy rainfall. A single 
season of generalised production failure would find them without substantial foodstocks or livestock assets - and 
critically hungry. 
 
Western Lowlands 
Gambela is known as a region of "5 nations".  The Anuak, the Nuer, the Majangir, the Opo and the Komo are all 
indigenous people of the region.  In addition, to these five indigenous groups, Gambela is home to a settler "famine 
population" from Tigray and Wollo.  The settlers are a sizeable group, comprising 20 percent of the population.  
Together, the "five nations" and the settlers number roughly 200,000 people.  Of the different ethnic groups, the 
Anuak are most dominant. In addition to its local population, Gambela has five refugee camps with an estimated 
population of 175,000 people.  This number fluctuates depending on conditions in Sudan. Each of the main 
population groups in Gambela has a different economic preoccupation.  The Anuak dominate fishing.  The Nuer are 
pastoralists.  The Majangir are honey gatherers.  The settlers are farmers.  Perhaps because of these different 
economic pursuits, the population groups co-exist peacefully. The agro-fishing economy of the dominant group, the 
Anuak, has been relatively stable over the last decades.  Periodic floods and, in the past, frequent warfare against the 
Nuer, brought hardship but rarely famine.  Despite flooding and tsetse infested forests, the land is fertile and 
potentially very productive. The Anuak, however, have yet to feel a need to produce surplus.  They produce for their 
immediate needs and sufficient extra for feasting and drinking.  When hardship hits, they are supported by kin and 
saved by abundant fish resources.  Out-migration of children away from the traditional village farm may cause 



increased hardship in the future due to the loss of essential labour.  However, such trends have yet to make a mark 
on the food security of the local population. 
 
Rift Valley Marginal 
This large but sparsely-populated area of lowlands contains a varied ethnic population united by a common feature 
of opportunism. They are characteristically agro-pastoral in economy, emphasising livestock or coarse-grains 
production depending on the altitude and rainfall of their location. But they also make the best use they can of their 
strategic position for work in main road towns, or for selling firewood and charcoal along the main routes to Addis 
Ababa from Asseb port or Harerge, or for seasonal work on Bale farms or in eastern Shewa, Arsi or near Awasa.  
They are subject to the droughts which hit the east and south-east of the country, but, despite severe losses of 
animals and crops, tend to fare a little better than more geographically isolated, or crowded, or less economically 
diversified, populations. Perhaps the least fortunate are the population of the low foothills to the south of the 
Harerge highlands, where a combination of isolation from main routes, drought, cattleraiding during military 
insurgence from Somalia, and lesser hostility from settled farmers uphill and Somali-speaking herders downhill, has 
periodically put them in much danger. 
 
Ogaden Rangeland 
This vast lowland area is largely the domain of Somali-speaking pastoralists of the Ogaden clans. They pursue a 
pattern of mainly quite localised nomadism in which camel herding is the core activity, but goats and sheep are more 
numerous everywhere and may be the only stock held by poor families. Cattle numbers depend on the local 
availability of water for relatively frequent watering in the long dry seasons, whilst camels may be taken on more 
extensive tours for grazing.   
 
Alongside milk and meat, the pastoralists depend heavily on cereals to make up their diet. Sorghum and maize is 
grown locally but very erratically; in recent years, the bulk of cereals purchased at local Ogaden markets has been 
wheat from food aid filtering out of returnee/refugee camps on the northern peripheries of the Ogaden. For cash to 
buy this and other requirements they sell livestock, amongst them black-head sheep which are destined for Sa'udi 
Arabia and Yemen by one or other export route. 
 
Borana Rangeland 
The Boran occupy the vast rangelands that lie in Ethiopia's deep south where it borders with Kenya.  Their economy 
centres on cattle, their diet on milk, meat and blood.  This high-protein diet is supplemented with grain, purchased 
mainly from the sale of livestock.  Yet livestock production is not the only element of the food economy.  Some 
fertile pockets along river banks and in scattered highland areas allow for maize cultivation.  Bush foods and wild 
game provide sustenance if milk and grain are in short supply.  When a household hits hardship, relatives or friends 
step in to help relieve the burden. The Boran are primarily cattle pastoralists.  Cattle provide the primary milk 
supply, and cattle hold centre stage in cultural "discourse".  Of course, not only cattle are herded.  Small stock--
mostly goats but also a few sheep--are important as an expendable income when small cash needs arise.  Moreover, 
in lowland Teltelle, goats are better suited to the arid environment there.  Consequently, there are Boran goat 
pastoralists just as there Boran cattle pastoralists. Similarly, camels, once the preferred species only of neighbouring 
Garri and Gabbra, are becoming part of Boran herds, primarily to take advantage of the changing, more bushy 
terrain on the central plateau. The Boran economy is often described as a production system that yields the highest 
productivity possible for its marginal environment.  However, there is no denying that Boran pastoralists are facing 
very rapid change.  Today, rangelands are shrinking, farmers are encroaching on the more fertile pockets 
(traditionally reserved as dry season grazing), alternative employment is few, and relief food is inevitable because 
the world accepts a responsibility to save lives.  These are the new parameters for pastoralist production. 
 
Southwest Marginal rangeland 
The south-west rangelands occupy the semi-arid lowlands of the lower Omo valley and the Maji plateau.  Despite 
the low potential of the land, the economy is well diversified between three economic pillars: pastoralism; flood 
retreat cultivation; and, rainfed cultivation.  For the lowland Hamar, whose western territories offer fewer 
opportunities for agriculture, bee-keeping is an important economic supplement. The lower Omo is home to a 
number of ethnically distinct groups.  The three largest groups are the Dassanetch (also known as the Geleb), the 
Hamer and the Maji, each with populations of around 40,000 people.  The smaller groups include the Mursi, the 
Bodi, the Chai, the Bume, the Kara, the Nyangatom, the Arbore and the Tsamai.  Together, the people of the lower 
Omo make up a rural population of 120,000-150,000 people.  Despite the diversity of ethnicity, the people of the 



south-west rangelands share a common economic system: to varying degrees, they all live as agro-pastoralists.  The 
nature of this balance varies within the region, shifting from 60% pastoralism, 40% agriculture in the lowlands to 
40% pastoralism, 60% agriculture on the plateaus.  In general, the the mainstay of people in the lower Omo is 
agriculture but their wealth and ultimate security are in cattle. Agro-pastoralism is an adaptation to the local 
environment.  It is the rivers that give the land a potential for agriculture where rainfall alone does not.  The riverine-
based agriculture system complements livestock keeping on the hot, dry plains.  To combine these two systems, 
most groups have adopted a system of limited transhumance, moving between dry season and wet season grazing 
areas, and between river plots and rain-fed plots. 
 
Southwest arable 
This largely lowland area is in great measure devoted to grain production, mainly sorghum and maize, with cotton as 
the main cash-crop, and honey a profitable secondary product for many. There are considerable stretches of fertile, 
flat-land soils, and a long growing season encouraging good crop performance when the rains are adequate (the 
harvest beginning in October for earlier maturing maize). This is also good cattle country, although the spread of 
cultivation in recent generations this century has greatly diminished this industry. As a result, the poorer rural 
people, with land-holdings of inadequate size or quality, are today more likely to seek casual work than to own 
enough large and small livestock for sale to make up the balance of staples and other items needed by the family.  
A certain amount of seasonal work is found locally on better-off farms, and on State-farm operations; but otherwise 
people must travel up to the higher lands of Gamo and Gofa to seek rural work. Within the overall South-West 
Arable area there are variations in recent proneness to drought, with the southern, Konso, often dependent on the 
grain market of Gidole further north frequently the subject of food relief. But this also has to do with a now-chronic 
problem of imbalance of population numbers and land. 
 
West and Central Mixed Crop 
Virtually every type of annual and perennial crop produced elsewhere in Ethiopia is to be found in this extensive and 
populous zone. However, in the main it is cereals, and especially maize, which are the first staples, with greater or 
lesser support from other root and tree crops. Farmers who produce a surplus tend to produce it in maize, although in 
the east of the area, highland wheat and barley is grown on a commercial, partly mechanised basis for the Addis 
Ababa market.  The poorer farmers who have insufficient land or family labour to avoid a deficit tend to depend on 
root crops and increasingly enset in the west to fill out the months when the grain store is low.  The great cash 
earners are in cash-crops rather in livestock, and cattle in part of the west is threatened by trypanosomiasis to the 
extent that plough-cultivation must give way to hand-tilling. Apart from cereals in certain parts, coffee is the most 
important cash-crop, including for poorer people who need to spend the proceeds simply on food staples.  
 
This is a part of highland Ethiopia far less given to serious drought than the north and east, although in any year one 
or other locality may experience crop failure. People have recourse to local and State farm employment within the 
zone, or to seasonal employment in the neighbouring Western Coffee Complex area specifically for the coffee 
harvest. The demand for casual labour in the towns is limited and soon filled by resident or surrounding families. 
 
Western Coffee Complex 
This area is the heart of Ethiopia's chief export industry, arabica coffee, but just as coffee is also widely grown 
elsewhere in this latitude, so a wide variety of other crops are grown here, including maize and root crops, especially 
on land at altitudes less favourable to coffee (where resettlement schemes of northerners were set up in the 1980s).  
In this cash economy, the major threat to food security of small-scale growers and casual workers alike is evidently 
a generally failed coffee harvest through rain failure or disease (an very rare event), or the knock-on effects of 
collapsing international coffee prices (a less rare event) although this is somewhat cushioned by government control 
of the internal trade. Livestock are also more evident in these non-coffee parts, although nowhere abundant. Coffee 
dominates this food economy in three ways: provides the major part of the living of smallscale growers; it provides 
widescale and comparatively well-remunerated harvest employment for both local people and seasonal migrants 
from central and southern Ethiopia; and it provides further work in transport, handling and to a lesser extent 
washing/processing, centred on the regional capital Jimma. 
 
Tigray Food economies 
Despite problems of soil quality and rainfall, the main occupation of the inhabitants of the Tigray Central Highlands, 
Northern Highlands and Central Lowlands is grain-crop farming. But small land-holdings, the shortage of plough-
oxen and low yields mean that area as a whole is in grain deficit in any but the most exceptional year, and so 



families are dependent on the market for staples during some months of the year. Since livestock numbers have been 
slow to recover fully from catastrophic losses in severe drought episodes in the previous two decades, and are 
absolutely limited by lack of grazing in the highlands, most families own too few to depend upon regularly for sales 
in order to buy grain. Therefore they depend more on cash earned off-farm from casual work, or running pack-
transport to markets, or from gathering and selling firewood. Food aid has remained at significant levels for a large 
section of the population. 
 
Wollo Food Economy Areas 
Wollo with its bordering highlands is a grain-growing region par excellence, with relatively little cultivation of tuber 
crops, and virtually no food-crop perennials. The full range of Ethiopian cereals and pulses are found according to 
altitude and soil: barley and wheat are the staples of the Highland areas, accompanied by sorghum and a little maize 
in the middle altitudes, together with substantial lands under tef. The hotter lowlands are limited to sorghum and 
maize production. Livestock ownership in the Highlands (mainly cattle and sheep) appears to be in long-term 
decline due to human population pressure leading to the expansion of cultivation onto former grazing commons. In 
the Lowlands livestock, and especially cattle, are of crucial economic importance as marketed items. As a whole, the 
region is highly productive in favourable rainfall years, exporting crops to other regions, especially pulses from the 
Southern and Central Highlands and tef from the North-East Plain. But during the last 30 years, an erratic trend in 
rainfall, and some catastrophic drought periods, have made this highly populated area less than self-sufficient in 
food perhaps 3 years in 5, and on three occasions the scene of mass famine in the north and east. One lasting effect 
is that the poorest third of the population have not been able to renew their lost livestock herds, rendering them now 
without assets as security for buying food in times of crop failure. The need to borrow oxen under a labour or crop-
share payment agreement limits the efficiency of their farming and their command over their harvest even in good 
years.This in turn increases their propensity to look for casual work on local or distant farms and in towns. There is 
no area where this poverty spiral does not exist; but in the last decade it is the populations of the North-West 
Watershed and the South-East Lowlands who have had the most frequent call on food relief. 
 
Harege Marginal 
Harerge Marginal includes the cereal-dependent upper lowlands which lie mostly to the south of the Harerge 
highlands between 1,350-1,500 metres above sea level.  The upper lowland plains are major sorghum and maize 
growing areas.  The lowlands are also suited to livestock production, especially goats.  In the past few years, there 
has been an expansion of chat production into the upper lowlands as farmers search for new ways to increase their 
income sources.  Presently, firewood and charcoal are major sources of cash income.  In good years, lowland 
farmers do as well as their highland neighbours.  However, in the lowlands, potential is tempered by greater rainfall 
variability.  In the bad years, production fell by 75% from 8 Quintals to only 2 Quintals.  The trend of declining and 
fluctuating yields has reportedly worsened in the last decade.  Mieso and Asebot in West Hararghe and Fedis in East 
Hararghe are both lowland cereal economies which were once noted for their relatively high production.  Merchants 
and farmers who travelled to these areas during harvest time reported that harvests of 12 Quintals were common.  
The decline in annual yields is viewed as a product of more erratic rainfall.  Today, both Mieso and Fedis Woredas 
are considered to be two of the most vulnerable areas of Hararghe. 
 
Harerge Mixed Economy 
The Harerge mixed economy is distinguished from the cereal economies by the prevalence of chat (and to a lesser 
extent, of coffee).  Many households grow chat but unlike in the chat economies, farmers' own cereal production is 
still a primary source of food.  Some cereals--usually maize and beans--are intercropped with chat and coffee to 
intensify use of the small land holdings.  The main cereal grown is sorghum which accounts for about 65 percent of 
total cereal production.  Increasingly, potatoes are an important crop in midland Harerge due to their relatively high 
yields.  Although the mixed economy area is located in the  most fertile areas of West Harerge, families rarely 
produce enough to meet their annual food needs.  To make up deficits, many turn to petty trade.  Trade opportunities 
are largely stimulated by cash cropping. The mixed economy is located in the midlands of Harerge.  Here, 
population pressures are highest.  Land is at a premium and consequently most of it is ploughed over for farming--
which leaves little for grazing.  Due to limits on grazing land, favoured livestock are oxen and cattle not small stock.  
Land pressures are slowly bringing vulnerability to an area formerly noted as a place of relative food security. 
 
Eastern Chat Complex 
Harerge encompasses a complex geography including highland, midland and lowland areas.  Not surprisingly, this 
supports a diversity of economic systems.  For all its diversity, Harerge is distinguished from neighbouring western 



regions by its chat economy.  Chat is a mild local stimulant chewed as fresh leaves.  The market for chat, in addition 
to Harerge itself, is Somalia and Djibouti, where chat is an intrinsic part of the culture.  In Ethiopia, chat is grown 
primarily in Harerge because of the demands of getting fresh leaves from farm to market in one day. Eastern 
Harerge is the centre for chat production because of its proximity to the main Somalia markets.  The primary chat 
growing areas are Awadaye and Alemaya in Hundene and Alemaya Woredas respectively.  This is where the best 
quality chat is produced.  Where cash cropping takes central stage, an estimated 75 percent of land is given over to 
chat.  Chat is such a popular crop because unlike coffee, chat is not affected by disease.  It is, moreover, relatively 
resistant to drought.  However, like any other crop, chat suffers from fluctuations in price. Even in the Eastern Chat 
Complex, chat is not grown everywhere.  In the more marginal highlands of East Harerge, cereals and sweet potato 
are grown.  Yet chat, as the focus of the economy in the area, affects their livelihoods.  Chat farms offer 
opportunities for daily labour.  Many households become involved in the petty trade of chat.  Yet, despite greater 
income earning opportunities, poor farmers' income does not goes as far.  To purchase 5 Q of grain, annual earnings 
must be in the range of 850-1,150 birr.  For a chat producer, this income level is often achieved.  For the marginal 
cereal farmers in the eastern chat complex, food security is a precarious proposition. 
 
Enset Complex 
Enset, the "false banana tree",  is a southern highland plant traditionally associated with Gurage, Sidama, Gedeo and 
Wolayita.  Enset is an essential element in their food economy and acts as a staple, or co-staple, food.  Where land is 
very scarce and consequently where cereal harvests are low, high yielding enset offers some opportunity for food 
security.  Enset is also popular because of its drought resistant properties.  Today, enset has spread throughout much 
of south-western Ethiopia and is no longer associated just with Sidama or Wolayita.  Nonetheless, Sidama, Gurage 
and Gedeo--three zones in the enset complex--remain at the forefront of enset production. The economy of the enset 
complex is still quite robust (although not necessarily "rich").  The reason lies in the diversified nature of the 
economy.  Food security does not rest on the cereal or enset harvests alone but on a number of high potential 
options.  Coffee, chat and sugar cane production, combined with higher trade and labour opportunities provide 
alternative income sources to supplement maize, sorghum and root crop staples.  In turn, these alternative income 
sources help reduce pressure on households' real safety net: enset.  Thus, in the enset complex, enset plantations are 
older and production is greater than in the food-stressed enset economies (such as Wolayita).  In the enset complex, 
enset harvests occur throughout the year but due to the maturity of plantations, annual harvests do not put at risk the 
future of enset stands.  This gives households a measure of food security. 
 
Enset Mixed Economy 
This is a mixed arable economy of grain + enset + root/tuber crops + garden cash crops (especially coffee). There is 
also a significant dependence on casual labour and petty trade earnings, and small-scale livestock rearing (with 
women unusually active in all these spheres). The highest population densities in Ethiopia mean that arable land-per-
capita is exceedingly low, and a polygynous family of 10-12 members will usually have less than two hectares 
between them. Diversified economic activities have tended to prevent the outright famine associated elsewhere with 
failure of exclusive grain cultivation. But chronic poverty matches any in rural Ethiopia, and vulnerability to 
starvation in poor years is on the increase. In the past quarter century, shortage of family land and recurring drought 
have made enset an increasingly dominant part of the diet in this area - and therefore less of a security stock. But a 
blight in the mid-1980s contributed to famine conditions triggered by severe cereal-crop failures due to drought. 
 
Northwest Highlands 
This often rugged landscape, dominated by the great Semien mountain block, is the scene of the typical north 
Ethiopian high-altitude economy, with a periphery of middle-highlands. Barley, wheat and pulses are cultivated on 
smallholdings with generally thin soils varying from fertile, plateau vertisols to eroded land on slopes so steep that 
hand-cultivation rather than ox-ploughing is required. The middle-altitude peripheries usually produce a valuable 
surplus of tef. The area is marginally self-sufficient in food in most years, although localised crop-failures have 
resulted in periodic food aid distributions. This shows that the population is generally poor by Ethiopian standards, 
with very few assets, livestock or other, and few employment opportunities, to fall back on. On the other hand, those 
who do produce an agricultural or livestock surplus find a ready market serving demand as far as north Tigray and 
Eritrea. 
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