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Chapter I – Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Problem 
Ethiopia is a country with a very long history and rich in culture/tradition. There are 

evidences of human life dating back some 2.6 to 4 million years ago (WSU, N.D.). 

Again, it is believed that it was one of the oldest civilizations in the world. At present, the 

population is around 70 million and the total area size of the country is 1.1 million km2. 

The last monarch, the Imperial Regime of Haile Selassie, was deposed by a military junta 

in 1974. After 17 years of military rule allegedly along ‘Marxist-Leninist’ lines, the 

government was militarily overthrown by the EPRDF1, which is still in power.  

 

The Ethiopian economy is totally dependent on agriculture. Half of the GDP comes from 

this sector, which also provides 85% of exports and 80% of employment. Despite the 

huge role assumed by the agricultural sector, practices are still primitive and almost 

totally dependent on rainfall (Mc Cann, 1995; CIA, 2003).  

 

Sadly enough, Ethiopia has faced several famines and starvations in the last fifty years 

alone. It is possible to assert that the agricultural sector is in a crisis. The two great 

famines (1973-4 and 1984-5) and the last ‘famine threat’2 (2002-3) all were purportedly 

caused by reasons going beyond the capacity of the governments. It would be interesting 

to note that decision-makers have never been victims of famine; neither have soldiers. 

Urban dwellers have seldom been affected by famine; forming a less inchoate mass, 

governments in Ethiopia have made sure that the cities don’t face the same food crisis as 

the rural areas. It is mainly the rural people of Ethiopia, comprising 85% of the total 

population, who are affected by famine and starvation. From among these, the poorest 

peasants are vulnerable to famine and starvation; poor pastoralists are also vulnerable but, 

due to reasons listed below, that group would fall beyond the scope of this thesis.   

                                                 
1 EPRDF stands for Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front 
2 Section 2.1 will analyze the differences between famine, starvation, famine threat, and malnutrition. Then, it will 
examine under which category the recent food crisis falls and whether that has a bearing on government 
responsibilities. Section 4.1 will further build upon that analysis.    
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1.2 Research Objectives  
Nowadays, famine and starvation are unfortunately becoming trade-marks of Ethiopia. 

Though this does not at all portray the true picture of the country in its entirety, the 

problem is there. The number of Ethiopians affected by famine has grown considerably: 

in 1973, during the Imperial regime, 3 million were affected. A decade later during the 

‘Marxist-Leninist’ Derg regime, 7.8 million Ethiopians were caught struggling for 

survival. In the year 2000 amidst the ‘free-market’ orientation of the EPRDF, the figure 

rose to 8 million (MediaEthiopia, 2000) and last year, 14 million Ethiopians required 

food aid (BBC, 2003). Something must definitely be wrong! The research is devoted to 

find out what exactly the present government has done to prevent the crisis in the first 

place, and how it is managing it once it occurred.  

 

There have been two understandings of famine and starvation in Ethiopia: an act of God 

Vs. an act of Man. At the level of the masses, there is a tendency to take the former view. 

At the elite level, the general inclination is towards the latter. To be more specific, the 

present government tends to claim that the recent threat of famine occurred because of 

drought, thereby avoiding responsibility. This argument can be challenged by the fact that 

famine and starvation cannot be explained by drought alone – inappropriate laws, policies 

and practices are part of the explanation, as we shall see below.    

 

The objective of this thesis is therefore to explore the hypothesis that there is more to it 

than just drought.  In concrete terms, the paper aims at presenting the gap between mere 

rhetoric and actual reality in Ethiopia regarding the prevention of famine and starvation.  

Ethiopia, along with 47 other states, adopted the UDHR3 (which stipulates the right to 

food in its article 25) in 1948. The country also acceded to the ICCPR4 and ICESCR5 in 

1993. The thesis will be partly concerned with how acceding to international human 

rights treaties can improve the situation when it comes to preventing famines and 

starvation in Ethiopia? Does this mean that the inclusion of the food as a social objective 

                                                 
3 UDHR stands for Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
4 ICCPR stands for International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
5 ICESCR stands for International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. 
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in article 90 of the Ethiopian Constitution is an end by itself, or will it be used as a means 

to prevent such crises from ever happening in the future? 

1.3 Research Questions 
The study project will try to provide answers on two fundamental questions. At the 

theoretical level, it attempts to give insight as to what constitutes famine and starvation. 

The thesis will shed light as to what causes/explains famine and starvation. Secondly, at 

the empirical level, it addresses the attempts of the EPRDF government to break the 

‘cycle’ of famine and starvation in the country. More specifically, the thesis will try to 

tackle the following questions; 

 

1. Is the problem of famine and starvation in Ethiopia primarily attributable to a lack 

of resources or is it a lack of entitlements? 

2. To what extent can the concept of food entitlement be useful to analyze the 

situation in Ethiopia? 

3. To what extent can freedom from ‘hunger’ and anti-famine/starvation political 

contracts be of use as normative guidelines to address the problem of famine and 

starvation in the Ethiopian context?   

1.4 Hypothesis 
The thesis assumes that the question of famine and starvation in Ethiopia is primarily one 

of entitlements rather than one of resources.  

1.5 Scope and Limitations 
The thesis will be limited to analyzing the laws, policies, and practices of the EPRDF 

regime to free the Ethiopian society from famine and starvation. The plethora of literature 

related to famines in Ethiopia would lead one to question the originality of the thesis. 

However, the books written on the subject for the most part focus on the 1973-4 and the 

1983-85 famines; those were the ones which were highly publicized by the international 

media.  

 

What I set out to do is to explore the recent food crisis within the theoretical framework 

adopted in chapter two. In the 21st century, famines and starvations are a crime. The 
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problem is so serious to the point that it even becomes ironic to take pride in Ethiopia’s 

historical independence from colonial powers when the country is so explicitly over-

dependent on external assistance to feed its own people! By discussing how the recent 

crisis is similar and different from past famines, I believe that the thesis will be a 

contribution to the subject matter. The present government has been too quick to cry out 

for help and I am convinced that Ethiopia can do much more to solve its basic food 

problems by itself. In this sense, there is much more to be done to bring about a change in 

the attitude of the people in Ethiopia at large.  

 

The study will examine the politics of famine and the right to food in Ethiopia both in 

theory and practice. The notion of the right to food is quite broad and complex. For this 

research, the primary focus will be on ‘freedom from hunger’. From a legal point of view, 

the thesis will deal, inter alia, with state responsibilities, the rights of citizens, and how all 

this can be guaranteed within a legal framework.  From a political perspective, points of 

discussion revolve around government commitments to prevent famine and starvation, 

the degree to which famine and starvation are politicized, policies on the means and 

modes of food production in relation with securing at least minimum food entitlements 

for all, and the capacity of the government in meeting these demands without external 

dependence.  

 

Another aspect that needs to be mentioned is the identification of the target population 

since not everyone has the same entitlements to food. The present thesis cannot delve in 

the study of all segments of society – that would not be manageable with the resources at 

hand. Instead, the paper will limit itself to the study of the peasantry (particularly the 

poorest ones).  Pastoralists are also equally vulnerable to famine and starvation, but there 

is a lack of information on this group and no work can be meaningful without field trips 

to the area and interviews with them – this is an interesting area for research in the future. 

As this thesis is based on literature, only the plights of the peasants particularly those 

vulnerable to famine and starvation will be discussed. Furthermore, this is not to say that 

urban dwellers are not concerned by the problem; but considering that less than 15% of 

the population lives in urban areas, the thesis will have to focus on rural Ethiopia which is 
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the hardest hit by the crisis. Unless the study is focused and quite narrow in its scope like 

this, the work will not be manageable within the time and page limits allowed by the 

Faculty.  

 

The study will be carried out using mainly secondary data, as indicated earlier. One 

shortcoming of the thesis is therefore the lack of first-hand information. To support the 

literature, interviews with government officials and the direct stakeholders would have 

been useful; but time and financial constraints do not permit.  

1.6 Methodology and Organization of the Thesis 
The thesis will adopt a dogmatic and descriptive analysis to interpret the relevant 

international human rights law and the Ethiopian Constitution. A critical analysis will be 

used for the remaining parts in order to study the applicability and relevance of the 

entitlements approach (with the notion of food as a right, and the concept of political 

contract, as possible normative guidelines) to the Ethiopian context. Critical questions 

about the reality in Ethiopia will be addressed in this part. Definitely, studying the legal 

aspect alone cannot address the complexities inherent in preventing famines and 

starvations; but neither can an exclusive insight about government policies. This 

arrangement will therefore permit a more scrupulous depiction of the state of affairs on 

matters concerning famine and starvation in Ethiopia. This research can best be 

considered as a critical analysis of one of the most difficult challenges faced by the 

country – the prevention of famine and starvation.   

 

The paper will be organized into five chapters. The first, introduces the subject of 

research. Chapter two sets the theoretical and legal frameworks within which the paper 

will be analyzed. The relevant literature on the subject will be reviewed.  

 

Chapter three briefly discusses the particular situation of Ethiopia in history, regarding 

conditions of famine and starvation. It will study the Imperial and Derg6 regimes and 

their responses to the 1973-4 and 1984-5 famines respectively. Chapter four will analyze 

                                                 
6 The Derg is also known as the Provisional Military Administrative Council (PMAC) 
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the particular situation ensuing the 1991 change of government. It will shed light on the 

constitution, policies, and practices of the EPRDF regime in light of preventing famine 

and starvation in Ethiopia.  

 

Chapter five will then try to draw the conclusion, with the empirical reviews in chapters 

three and four, in light of the theory in chapter two, and thereby responding to the 

research questions set in chapter one. It will provide a conclusion asserting or rejecting 

the hypothesis. The whole thesis boils down to whether the repeated occurrences of 

famine and starvation in Ethiopia are matters primarily of economic concern or whether 

they are legal and political matters. Is it a question of resources or one of entitlements? If 

it is a question of resources, then there is little that international law (particularly the right 

to food) and political contracts can do to the resolution of the problem in Ethiopia. If 

indeed it is a question of entitlement failures, then both become more relevant for our 

case.  
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Chapter II – Theory and Literature Review 

2.1 ‘Food Availability Decline’ Approach 
The study of famine covers a broad area involving demographics, economics, law, and 

politics among others. In other words, no single field of study can claim full ownership of 

the subject area.  

 

The term ‘Food Availability Decline (FAD)’ approach has been coined and analyzed by 

Sen (1981). It implies that a low food supply explains famines and starvations. Basically, 

it has two components: drought-causes-famine theory and Malthusianism (Devereux, 

1993: 183). I will begin with the first one.   

 

To claim that drought or flood cause famine and starvation is an over-simplification of 

the problem. It is true that unfavorable climatic conditions often times do affect 

agricultural food production. However, the fallacy that this theory commits is when it 

concludes that famine and starvation result from a lower agricultural food production. 

This conclusion does not follow from that assumption. In between these two extremes, 

there is a lot more than what is implied. 

 

Thus limitations of this theory are presented as follows: 

• Unfavorable climatic conditions affect agricultural food production but not 

distribution. The possibility of importing food from abroad (and the problematic 

related to it) has not been considered. 

• This theory does not explain why some groups of people have access to food 

while others don’t. Not everyone is equally affected by food shortage. 

• There are a number of mechanisms to cope with drought. It is only when the 

successful implementation of these coping mechanisms is lacking that drought 

can turn to famine and starvation. 

• It is not always that drought turns into famine and starvation; the United States is 

one example. So it is vulnerability to drought that causes famines. “Drought 

causes crop failure, but vulnerability to drought causes famine” (Ibid.).  
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Demographers, on the other hand, have been concerned with the issue of population 

growth for several decades. The world’s population growth had been very slow for 

thousands of years. But the growth rate augmented at a very increasing rate. “It took over 

a million years to reach 1 billion people at the beginning of the last century. But then the 

pace quickened. The second billion was added in 130 years, the third in 30, and the fourth 

in 15” (McNamara, 1995:21). The current total size is some 6.3 billion people. At this 

pace, the World Bank has predicted that the world population would reach 14 billion by 

the year 2100. This implies a 2.6 fold increase in world population, an eight fold increase 

in consumption per capita, a twenty fold increase in world food production, and a 

consequent twenty fold increase of impact on renewable and non-renewable resources 

(Ibid.:22). But such a strain on food production would be unbearable with the present 

state of affairs. Others predict that the world’s population growth cannot reach this figure 

as it will be checked by famine and starvation (Brown, 1995:38). 

  

The most prominent person along this line of thought is Malthus. His outlook on famine 

was widely held to be true until the 1980s. He considered ‘over’-population as the major 

cause of famines. Malthus assumes that unchecked population growth increases the 

demand of food and strains the supply from agriculture. In his work, which dates back to 

1798, Malthus takes famine as a ‘court of last resort’ for a population that has exceeded 

its resource base. The following excerpt explains better his view on the matter.  

Famine seems to be the last, the most dreadful resource of nature. The power 
of population is so superior to the power in the earth to produce subsistence 
for man, that premature death must in some shape or other visit the human 
race. The vices of mankind are active and able ministers of depopulation. 
They are the precursors in the great army of destruction; and often finish the 
dreadful work themselves. But should they fail in this war of extermination, 
sickly seasons, epidemics, pestilence, and plague, advance in terrific array, 
and sweep off their thousands and ten thousands. Should success be still 
incomplete, gigantic inevitable famine stalks in the rear, and with one mighty 
blow, levels the population with the food of the world (Malthus as cited in 
Watkins, 1985:647-648).    

 

Malthusian logic has been practiced in many countries, but there is probably no better 

example than India in the 19th century, especially before the Famine Codes7 were issued. 

                                                 
7 The Famine Codes of India will be discussed in section 2.4.  
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British administrators believed that the alternative to famine was relentless 

impoverishment. Ambirajan (as cited in de Waal, 1997: 12) notes the following. “In this 

context, the argument would run somewhat like this; what is the use of saving lives when 

once again the people so saved would suffer later in the same way?” Famine 

interventions were not encouraged by the British administrators who initially believed 

that it would amount to rewarding the idle at the expense of the industrious and that doing 

so would even lead to a greater famine. Under the rubric of Malthusianism as a 

‘scientific’ theory, the British administrators in the beginning shun away from their 

responsibilities (Ibid.). 

 

Malthusian thinking was compatible in some ways with Social Darwinism; both assumed 

that the maxim in life was ‘the survival of the fittest’ – famine was presumably nature’s 

own way of keeping a balance between population and resources. By claiming that 

famine is a court of last resort for a population that has depleted its resource base, 

Malthus implicitly attributed weakness to the poor, and these would constitute the 

‘excess’ in society.  

 

In addition, Malthusianism complemented liberal economics as propounded by Adam 

Smith. For Smith, a government should resist any demand coming from the people 

requiring it to intervene in famines and starvations; grain markets were not to be 

regulated by governments but by ‘the invisible hand’. “[…] [S]tripped of its ancient role 

as ‘victualler of last resort’, the state was summoned back as policeman instead, for how 

else could the freedom of trade be guaranteed but by the presence of policemen and 

soldiers to prevent or discourage looting and seizures of grain” (Arnold as cited in de 

Waal, 1997: 20). (Ellipses mine)  

 

In the 20th century, several Neo-Malthusian thinkers have developed streams within this 

line of thought. Paul Ehrlich, in his book “The Population Bomb” published in 1968, 

argued that within the 10 years that followed, there would be the death of 1 in 7 people 

globally as a result of unchecked population growth. Acknowledging that not all would 

suffer equally, he noted the growing gap between the rich and the poor (people and states 
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alike) leading to a political turmoil, anti-American sentiments, and ultimately war (Law, 

2001). That did not exactly happen. 

 

Other Neo-Malthusians have scaled down Malthus’ global approach, and they have 

introduced the concept of ‘regional carrying capacity’. More particularly, they have 

argued that in rural areas with substantial peasantry, land is being excessively portioned 

leading to famine vulnerability (Devereux, 1993: 183-4).  

 

As to the limitation of Malthusianism in general, the most important ones are the 

following: 

• If Malthusian logic were true, the world would have experience a lot more major 

famines than what history recorded (Watkins, 1985: 664-9). 

• Subsequent discoveries and technological advancements (such as the 

agricultural/green revolution) in the world have not been taken into consideration. 

Suffice it to mention that Western Europe and Japan are much more densely 

populated than Africa, have a very small percentage of their population engaged 

in agriculture, but none is vulnerable to famine by any standards.  

• The ‘Boserup effect’, which assumes that high population density reduces 

vulnerability to famine and starvation because of economies of scale, is in total 

disagreement with Malthusianism (Devereux, 1993: 183). 

• Malthusian thinking is definitely not applicable in some contexts. Richman (1995: 

45) believes that population is a resource by itself and that its increase could be 

controlled by development.  

In preindustrial, agricultural economies, children provide farm labor and 
social security; children are wealth. In a developed economy, parents invest 
resources (for education and the like) in their children; they are an expense. 
Moreover, as societies become industrialized and modern consumer goods 
and services become available, people find sources of satisfaction other than 
children. So they have fewer kids. A low fertility rate […] is an effect, not a 
cause, of development. (Ellipses mine) 

 

Theoretically, there are limits to the carrying capacity of the world, although there is 

disagreement on the exact scientifically-determined figures. But to explain famine and 

starvation as results of unchecked population growth is an oversimplification.  
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On the whole, the FAD approach is a ‘gross’ approach when applied to the population of 

an entire country, even more so when applied to the whole world. The relationship 

between food availability and famine has been over-emphasized, much more than it 

actually is. Presently, there is food surplus globally and FAD cannot explain current 

famines and starvations (Sen, 1981: 158). The most significant and well-developed 

alternative to the FAD approach is Amartya Sen’s entitlement approach, and this will be 

the topic of the next section.   

2.2 Entitlements Approach 

n 
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Cultural Rights was referring to more than just hunger – as defined above – when it 

analyzed the notion of freedom from hunger. I will thus proceed in the following sub-

section to discuss in brief this definitional problem before moving further into the 

entitlements approach.  

  

Definition of terms 

De Waal (2000: 6-7) defined famine in terms of hunger, impoverishment, social 

breakdown, and mortality. He noted however that it was not mandatory to find all 

components in a real famine situation. He particularly argued that excess death is by no 

means necessary in famines – he took the example of the Sudanese people who 

differentiated between ‘famine that kills’ and one that does not. Devereux (1993: 181) 

had also mentioned that excess mortality was not one of the essential features of famine. 

Whatever excess death registered was caused by other diseases and epidemics (as a result 

of over-crowding in resettlement camps for instance) and not by famine.  

 

On the other hand, Banik (2002: 44-5) argues that “famine implies death”; the problem is 

to determine the threshold below which a crisis does not amount to famine. In addition, 

undernutrition weakens the body’s immune system making famine victims even more 

vulnerable to diseases. 

 

In view of the fact that a common definition has not been agreed upon, I will mostly 

adopt for my thesis the working definition as developed by Banik (2002), which is more 

comprehensive than others. His definitions are not normative prescriptions but are closest 

to the reality. The problem with normative definitions is that data gathered so far will 

have to be re-classified if the normative definition breaks fundamentally from the past 

ones. Since I use secondary information, I will have to consider the definition that is most 

widely accepted in order to avoid inconsistencies in data analysis.  

 

Thus Banik (2002: 80-5) differentiates between; 

• Malnutrition, which is unbalanced diet ( in quality) or inadequate food intake 
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• Severe undernutrition, characterized by acute nutrient deficiencies which could 

lead to starvation and death 

• Famine threat, which occurs as a result of persistent undernutrition and starvation. 

It affects a large group of people and starvation deaths occur in small numbers. 

• Famine 1 is a community crisis where excess mortality is high but below 300 000. 

• Famine 2 is the worst scenario where excess mortality is higher than 300 000 and 

with a high post-famine impact on the population.  

 

The number of excess deaths (300,000) used to differentiate between Famines 1 and 2 is 

not absolute; it varies from one country to another. Banik (2002) came up with a working 

definition to analyze India, and this number ought to be much lower (probably around 

20,000 excess deaths) in the case of Ethiopia, which has a relatively smaller population9.  

 

The following diagram shows best the distinction between famine, starvation, and related 

issues. The lower and larger base of the pyramid indicates the high number of people 

affected by malnutrition. The higher in the pyramid one gets, the lesser the people 

affected, but the more intense the suffering (ex. more excess deaths).  

 
 
 Famine  
 Starvation 
  

 
 

 Severe Undernutrition 
 
 Malnutrition 
 
 
 

For the purpose of this thesis, I will concentrate on famine and starvation, not because the 

remaining issues are less important, but because famine and starvation are more prevalent 

                                                 
9 There are 70 million people in Ethiopia, as compared to India’s 1 billion population. By using the same 
ratio of 3:10 adopted by Banik, we will arrive at around 20,000 excess deaths in Ethiopia as a margin to 
differentiate between Famines 1 and 2.  
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in Ethiopia – my case study – than in many other countries. Speaking of which, the 2002-

3 food crisis in Ethiopia affecting 14 million people would fall under the category of 

starvation and famine threat, but not famine, by the fact that the number of ‘excess’ 

deaths have not reached the tens of thousands, as per the information available to the 

author at the time of writing. Section 4.1 will further analyze the situation and its 

implications.  

 

Famine and Starvation as Entitlement Failures  

No person has better analyzed both the theoretical and practical aspects of access to food 

other  than Amartya Sen. His entitlements approach is mainly an economic theory, and he 

claims that it works best in a ‘free market’.  

 

According to Sen (1981), famines are explained by entitlement failures. Entitlement 

failures, in turn, can be explained in terms of endowments, production possibilities, and 

exchange conditions, among others (Ibid., 1999:162-4).  

• By endowment is meant the ownership over productive resources and wealth, 

such as labor, land, and other resources. In most cases, the majority of people 

have basically nothing more than labor as endowments while few possess the 

remaining resources.  

• Production possibilities are also crucial in generating entitlements; they refer to 

how endowments are changed into final products (for instance, food or the means 

to acquire thereof). Production possibilities involve the technology of processing 

the endowments (directly engaging in farming, or indirectly producing something 

which is exchangeable for food). Thus, not only problems in direct food 

production lead to entitlement failures, but also problems in producing other 

commodities and services.  

• Exchange conditions are more concerned with the degree to which one has the 

ability to sell and buy, and to determine relative prices as well. It is not 

uncommon to observe famine and starvation as a result of grain hoarding by 

traders who speculate (sometimes erroneously or exaggeratedly) food deficit. 
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In short, food shortage in a country by itself does not lead to famine, as discussed earlier. 

Why is the possibility of people importing food from abroad ruled out? One might 

answer that it is because they are poor, but this does not explain why they are so. When 

one attributes the causes of famine to drought, one needs to ask why the peasants were 

unable to buy food from the market. The peasants’ inability to withstand drought is 

related to their low buying power/income; this is part of the explanation. We need to go 

one step deeper to see that there are entitlement failures in terms of endowments, 

production possibilities, and exchange conditions (as explained above).  

 

The entitlements approach does not provide one single cause of famine, but it is a general 

framework to analyze it and more particularly to determine who are the most affected by 

famine and starvation (Sen, 1981:155-62). As such, it differs from the FAD approach 

because it is a demand-side theory, instead of a supply-side one (Devereux, 1993: 182).    

 

Food is not distributed in the economy through charity or some system of 
automatic sharing. The ability to acquire food has to be earned. What we 
have to concentrate on is not the total food supply in the economy but the 
“entitlement” that each person enjoys: the commodities over which she can 
establish her ownership and command. People suffer from hunger when they 
cannot establish their entitlement over an adequate amount of food (Sen, 
1999: 162). 

 

Sen reasons that entitlements to food need not be direct; what matters is the entitlement 

over a set of commodities which enables one to have the buying power over food. He 

distinguishes, among others, between production possibilities, trade opportunities, and 

entitlements vis-à-vis the state. In addition, failure of entitlements, though possibly 

related with immorality, has little to do with unlawfulness; most famines take place in a 

country with law and order (Ibid., 1981: 49).  

 

What is forwarded as an argument in the entitlements approach is the fact that it is often 

possible to prevent famine and starvation by a more egalitarian system of sharing the 

available resources in a country, even possibly without resorting to food aid. The focus 

should be on the buying power of individuals. In particular, an important role is attributed 

to the government in creating temporary compensatory mechanisms to increase the 
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purchasing capacity of people when famines and starvations threaten10. The case of 

Maharashtra (India) illustrates how the creation of 5 million temporary jobs in 1973 

helped to prevent famine and starvation despite the fact that food production per head 

was half that of Sub-Saharan Africa (where famine was rampant at that time) (Ibid., 

1999: 160-70).  

 

Moving to the next point, it would be interesting to note the relationship between a ‘free’ 

market economy and famine or starvation.  The entitlements approach does not point out 

any discrepancy between exporting food from a region which is affected by famine or 

starvation. As mentioned earlier, the focus should be on the buying power of the people 

not their needs per se – markets respect entitlements. Whether the state should intervene 

by regulating grain markets, as advocated by de Waal (2000:13), or not is another 

question.  

 

On a more significant note, there has been an attempt to determine which political system 

can best protect the people from famine and starvation. De Waal (1997: 7) explains that 

India provides a best example again where multi-party politics has effectively relieved 

the people from the scourges of famine and mass starvation. He builds up on Sen’s 

                                                 
10 There has been some contention on Sen’s support towards such temporary jobs which are only palliatives 
and not long-term solutions. But such critics have forwarded even more contentious alternatives. Consider 
the following:  

Sen himself  seems to think that  famines could be avoided if some sort of social 
security system was introduced in the undeveloped countries which would ensure 
people a minimum (even if only a bare minimum) state income when their other 
“entitlements” fail. Something along these lines may well be tried sometime (where 
are these poor states going to get the money from?) but manifestly this would only be 
a palliative. To solve the problem a much more fundamental change is required: the 
abolition of private property. All that is on and in the Earth must become the 
common property of all the people of the Earth. Once the world has been organized 
on such a communist (in the original sense of the term) basis, access to food, and all 
other goods, would no longer be dependent on establishing a legal right through 
owning property, selling one’s labor power, and so on, but would be something that 
every human being would have in application of the principle “from each according 
to their ability, to each according to their needs”. Given that a more intensive and 
extensive use of already-applied agricultural techniques could provide enough food 
adequately to feed every single man, woman and child on the planet, famine and 
starvation would be impossible (WorldSocialism, N.D.: 3).  

Others like de Waal (1997 and 2000) propose an ‘anti-famine political contract’ – a point which 
will further be elaborated on section 2.4.  
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hypothesis that “there has never been a famine in a functioning multiparty democracy” 

(Sen, 1999: 178). Indeed, for Sen, it is not at all difficult to prevent famines; the 

‘alienation’ of the rulers from the people is the first impediment that needs to be 

overcome. Democracy not only spreads the consequences of famines on the rulers, but it 

also holds them accountable.  

[…] [T]he occurrence of famines is only one example of the protective reach 
of democracy. The positive role of political and civil rights applies to the 
prevention of economic and social disasters in general. […]  
Many economic technocrats recommend the use of economic incentives 
(which the market system provides) while ignoring political incentives (which 
democratic systems could guarantee). But economic incentives, important as 
they are, are no substitute for political incentives, and the absence of an 
adequate system of political incentives is a lacuna that cannot be filled by the 
operation of economic inducement (Ibid.: 184). (Ellipses mine) 

 

In general, democratic institutions are held to be necessary but not sufficient conditions in 

preventing famine and starvation (Banik, 2002: 56).      

 

Limitations of the Entitlements Approach 

The entitlements approach is very narrow in its focus by devoting all efforts towards 

explaining the last stage of famine while paying less heed to the earlier processes of 

impoverishment (Rangasami as cited in de Waal, 1997: 23-4). Davies and Teklu (as cited 

in Yaro, 2003: 26), argue that a much broader ‘livelihood sustainability’ framework is 

better than focusing solely on food. Sen’s entitlement approach has been also criticized 

for its emphasis on the relationship between human beings and commodities, 

disregarding other social and political aspects involved in obtaining food. Nevertheless, 

Sen later further developed the notion of entitlements11 and devised the ‘capabilities 

approach’ which was much more inclusive of social relations. He linked the capabilities 

approach to the entitlements approach as follows: 

While the entitlement of a person is a set of alternative commodity bundles, 
the capability of a person is a set of alternative functioning bundles. Larger 
entitlements contribute to wider capabilities, but the relationship is not the 

                                                 
11 Charles Gore (1993: 429-460) is one among many who have analyzed Sen’s work. He claims that Sen 
has broadened his definition of ‘entitlement’ as follows. “Re-contextualising these quotations, one may 
observe a progression in his [Sen’s] thinking over time as he broadens his analysis to cover hunger as well 
as famine, and as he incorporates a gender dimension to the analysis” (Ibid.:436). 
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same for different persons (Dreze & Sen 1989:13, Note 21 as cited from 
Banik, 2002: 32). 
 

For the purpose of this thesis however, I will not need to go further into details to analyze 

the ‘capabilities approach’, which is at this stage not as developed as the entitlements 

approach when it comes to food and freedom from famine.   

 

Another line where the entitlements approach remained silent is on the struggle of famine 

victims and their position in society. Devereux (1993: 185) argues that a dynamic version 

of the entitlements approach is necessary to show who is entitled to entitlements (and 

how entitlements evolve over time) in a historical framework putting into account 

economic, social, as well as political considerations. Sen does not question the system 

itself, and this does not exactly do justice to the problem; what is required is a re-

politicization12 of the debate on famine especially in places like Africa where victims of 

famine are mainly defined by political not economic powerlessness (Yaro, 2004: 26-7). 

The state is the prime mover of the economy in many parts of Africa and access to the 

state is synonymous with access to resources (Markakis, 1994: 224-225). The 

entitlements approach demonstrated how starvation takes place not why it does 

(Devereux, 2000: 20-1).   

 

The entitlements approach nevertheless has revolutionized the understanding on famine 

and starvation – for that it deserves all the credits. Most recent thoughts on famine and 

starvation have built upon the entitlements theory in one way or another. 

 

2.3 Food as a Right 
2.3.1 Relationship of entitlements approach to law. 

While the entitlements approach is an economic theory, it makes reference to the law on 

several occasions. The (Merriam-Webster Online) dictionary uses ‘rights’ and 

‘entitlements’ interchangeably. ICESCR General Comment no. 15, on the other hand, 

elaborates on entitlements as one component of a right – the other component being 

                                                 
12 More on the politicization of famine will follow in section 2.4 
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freedom13. However, the contextual definition of entitlements as developed by Sen does 

not permit doing so. Still there is a strong link between entitlements and rights. Consider 

the following quotation by Sen (1981: 165-6):  

[…] [T]he focus on entitlement has the effect of emphasizing legal rights. 
Other relevant factors, for example market forces, can be seen as 
operating through a system of legal relations (ownership rights, 
contractual obligations, legal exchanges, etc.). The law stands between 
food availability and food entitlement. Starvation deaths can reflect 
legality with a vengeance. (Ellipses mine) 

 

Entitlements failures have thus nothing to do with illegality, as discussed previously. 

Gore (1993: 432) assumes that entitlements “refer to a set of legal rights (that is, rights 

enforced by state power) which exist, and not (or at least not until he draws policy 

conclusions) to what rights should exist”.  For others, one of whom is Yaro (2004: 29), 

entitlements have “no legal backing except in the sense of individuals obeying some legal 

structures of behavior within society”. The entitlements approach is an analytical tool 

dealing with rights that are enforced. Human Rights refer more to rights that ought to be 

enforced, but that are not necessarily enforced for different reasons. While the former is 

‘norm descriptive’, the latter is ‘norm prescriptive’ (Ross, 1958). Omawale (1984:260) 

thus maintains that the entitlement approach is useful in analyzing the challenges and 

prospects of the right to food. Eide (2001: 139) particularly noted that while the 

entitlements approach identifies accurately who the vulnerable are, the underlying notion 

within human rights seeks to address “who are responsible to ensure that those presently 

vulnerable are secured effective entitlements?” As such both approaches are 

complementary.    

 

For Sen, law seems to be more static than dynamic in the sense that it strives to keep the 

status quo; according to Edkins (as cited in Banik, 2002: 42) Sen does not question 

adequately the predominant mode of production in a country/region nor does he strive to 

                                                 
13 “The right to water contains both freedoms and entitlements. The freedoms include the right to maintain 
access to existing water supplies necessary for the right to water, and the right to be free from interference, 
such as the right to be free from arbitrary disconnections or contamination of water supplies. By contrast, 
the entitlements include the right to a system of water supply and management that provides equality of 
opportunity for people to enjoy the right to water” (ICESCR General Comments 15, 2002 § 10). 
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change it; of course, he advocated to a great extent state intervention in socio-economic 

affairs, but all within a liberal framework. He surely believed that ‘supportive and shared 

social arrangements’ did decrease malnutrition, nearly eradicating famine deaths, while 

significantly improving life longevity during the two World Wars in Britain. The leading 

capitalist economy at the time, Britain saw an increase in life longevity of its citizens, but 

only after it adopted strong public support for social services and a more egalitarian 

social sharing during the two World Wars (Sen, 1999:49-50). In addition, it seems that 

for him, law upholds the existing socio-economic and political system. The entitlements 

approach assumes law to be more static than dynamic, and this is one point of difference 

from the Human Rights Law (the right to food in particular) which conceives law as 

progressive; it is ‘law-in-the-making’ (Oshaug and Eide, 2003: 364). Human Rights law 

is normative by its nature.  

 

“Despite its normative connotation, entitlements belongs [sic] squarely in the realm of 

positivist economics; it ‘does not reflect in any sense a concept of the right to food’” 

(Edkins as cited in Devereux, 2000: 21). While the entitlements approach reflects 

positivist economics, the right to food reflects normative law; but both share one 

objective in common – to free human beings from famine and starvation.  

2.3.2 The Human Right to Food 
 
The notion of the right to food was initially understood within a much larger “freedom 

from want” – a term coined by US President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1941 (FAO, N.D.). 

The right to food later emerged in article 25 (1) of the UDHR, which reads; 

 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in 
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. (Emphasis 
mine) 
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Even if the UDHR was strictly speaking a declaration, it is becoming customary 

international law binding states. Moreover, it served as the foundation to the ICCPR14 and 

the ICESCR15, both of which are binding. All three documents – namely the UDHR, the 

ICCPR, and the ICESCR – are referred to as the International Bill of Human Rights.   

 

Article 11 of the ICESCR, has further elaborated the right to food as follows; 

 

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous 
improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate 
steps to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the 
essential importance of international co-operation based on free consent. 
2. The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamental 
right of everyone to be free from hunger, shall take, individually and 
through international co-operation, the measures, including specific 
programmes, which are needed: 
(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of 
food by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by 
disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by developing 
or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most 
efficient development and utilization of natural resources; 
(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-
exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of world food 
supplies in relation to need. (Emphasis mine) 

  

In the year 1999, the CESCR16 issued General Comment No.12 – an authoritative 

interpretation of ICESCR article 11. According to paragraph 8 of the General Comment, 

the content of the right to adequate food implies: 

The availability of food in a quantity and quality sufficient to satisfy the 
dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse substances, and acceptable 
within a given culture;  
The accessibility of such food in ways that are sustainable and that do not 
interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights.  
 

 

                                                 
14 ICCPR was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1966 and it first entered into force in 
1976. 
15 The ICESCR was also adopted in 1966, together with the ICCPR, and it first entered into force in 1976. 
16 CESCR stands for Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 
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The concept of accessibility has been strongly re-emphasized (here is one area where 

entitlements and human rights converge) and the Committee notes in paragraph 6 that the 

final goal of the right to food is the situation where “[…] every man, woman and child, 

alone or in community with others, has physical and economic access at all times to 

adequate food or means for its procurement”. 

 

The General Comment (§ 15) further makes it clear that the right to food does not mean 

handing out food rations to everyone. Instead, it attributes state responsibility into 3 

categories: to respect, protect, and fulfill (further subdivided into facilitate and provide). 

A state should respect the right to food by not interfering in the existing access to food; 

the state should not prevent people from their access to food. The protective role of the 

state implies that individuals or enterprises should not be allowed to deprive others from 

their access to food – the state should protect individuals from third parties. When it 

comes to fulfilling, state responsibility involves promoting a favorable environment for 

people to have their right to food satisfied; here the General Comment does not impose 

any particular policy on states – it gives states the discretion to devise policies by 

following the guidelines provided, such as developing a framework law, setting 

benchmarks… (Oshaug and Eide, 2003: 359). But in the event that individuals or groups 

are unable to provide for themselves for reasons beyond their control (like droughts or 

floods), then the state should actually provide that right directly. The state has therefore 

different roles to play in the realization of the right to food and it is the major actor, for 

human rights is after all the relationship between people (as rights-holders) and the state 

(as duty bearer) (Eide, 1984: 153).   

   

As compared to article 25(1) of the UDHR, the ICESCR goes further in distinguishing 

between the freedom from hunger and the right to food. Freedom from hunger is a 

fundamental right obliging the state to ensure that its people do not starve – it is 

essentially linked with the right to life. The latter is an additional requirement for the 

government to maintain an environment in which people can feed themselves, and it is to 

be implemented progressively (ICESCR General Comments 12 § 6). Thus, a state 

violates the Covenant when it “[…] fails to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very least, the 
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minimum essential level required to be free from hunger” (Ibid. § 17). In the event a state 

claims that it does not have sufficient resources to provide the minimum obligations of 

freedom from hunger, it has the burden to prove that this is so; only in such a way will 

the Committee be able to differentiate inability from unwillingness. General Comment 

No. 3 of the ICESCR had, in 1990, also clarified further state responsibility and the 

notion of progressive implementation relative to the ICESCR in general. ICESCR, article 

11(1) on the other hand has also dealt with international cooperation “based on free 

consent”. This means that there does not exist any responsibility on food-surplus states to 

an automatic transfer of food to where there is food deficit. According to Alston (1984: 

172), this implies that “[…] while an obligation to international co-operation exists, the 

form which such co-operation will take is to be determined in accordance with the free 

consent of the state concerned”. Alem (2000:3), among others, more recently goes further 

in stating that in the last decade, there has been a visible shift from a ‘needs-based’ to a 

‘rights-based’ approach to adequate food. The former implies passive recipients and 

benevolent donors who give charity when convenient. The latter puts the donor as a duty-

bearer and the beneficiary as an active claimant to the right to food  

 

The analysis of famine and starvation falls more under the freedom from hunger whereby 

the state has an obligation to provide. As noted earlier, the Committee has not engaged 

itself in a debate over definitions. While hunger is in principle not always substitutable 

with famine or starvation, for the purpose of this thesis, I will take hunger to mean an 

involuntary situation whereby individuals or groups do not have access to food sufficient 

for their survival. In this sense, this category does not involve all malnourished 

individuals. The right to adequate food is definitely broader than freedom from hunger 

(Alston, 1984: 167); I shall not focus in this thesis on all aspects of the right to food, but 

on freedom from hunger particularly – and this for reasons of relevance to my thesis and 

not because of a lower importance of any.     

  

The Committee not only interpreted article 11 of the ICESCR, but it has also the duty to 

monitor progress of states in fulfilling the rights enshrined in the covenant, including the 

right to food. More interestingly, the Committee has recently started monitoring 
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legislation and policies of developed countries on their cooperation with developing 

countries to help the latter realize the economic, social, and cultural rights (Robinson, 

2002 §35). 

 

The right to food has not been included in many regional human rights instruments; for 

example the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (ACHPR) has no direct 

reference to the right to food17 (Alston, 1984: 165). Though the right to food is now better 

defined, there is still much to be done with regards to its implementation (Devereux, 

2000: 22). In 1981, the North-South Summit in Cancun had urged for the development of 

policies, strategies, and programs so as to eliminate hunger by the year 2000 (Alston and 

Eide, 1984: 249).  Here, it is necessary to point out that by the said target year of 2000, 

according to Robinson (2002), there were around 800 million people facing hunger in the 

world (twice the amount in 1981). In the year 2000, the UN issued the Millennium 

Development Goal, setting yet another benchmark to reduce world hunger by half by the 

year 2015 – in effect, reverting back to the 1981 position. This time, governments must 

uphold their pledge so as not to engage again in another benchmark in 2015, otherwise 

the notion of the right to food will remain more of a standard-setting procedure in UN 

offices and international conferences. 

 

 

Challenges to the human right to food: 

• The most commonly encountered challenge to human rights is the lack of 

mechanisms ‘with teeth’ to enforce when there are violations. Particularly the 

right to food is conceived as an ‘aspirational right’ (de Waal, 1997: 8-9). The 

ICESCR Committee merely makes recommendations and not binding decisions, 

states do not regularly submit reports, and there is still no individual complaints 

mechanism; regional mechanisms are still weak; and national legal systems 

                                                 
17 Article 16 of the ACHPR deals with the right to health, and this indirectly implies the right to food. 
Despite the fact that the ACHPR initially provided for a semi-legal Commission to review reports and make 
non-binding recommendations, the African Court of Human and Peoples’ Rights entered into force in 
January 2004.    The ACHPR is more advanced than the ICESCR by the fact that there are possibilities for 
individual and/or NGO complaints. The Court will also accept any Human Rights Treaty agreed to by the 
state party (Ziegler, 2002 § 60-4).  
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mostly have not still made the right to food a justiciable right save some 

exceptions18 (Ziegler, 2002).  

 

• Although states are considered to be the major duty-bearers, the right to food (and 

more generally human rights) gives other bodies (like the UN) and the 

international community of states (in relation to international cooperation for 

instance) some responsibilities with regards to the realization of the right in 

question. Such internationalization of responsibilities to supra-national entities 

might sometimes serve the interest of governments in avoiding theirs; it might 

also end up giving too much power to unaccountable and far too distant 

institutions (de Waal, 1997: 214).   

      

• Food is particularly a commodity that is traded for money and the conception of 

food as a human right is not always attractive to some parties (Alston, 1984: 163). 

This could be one reason why the United States is reluctant to acknowledge the 

right to food.  

 

• The right to food does not also embrace fully the right to be free from famine. 

According to de Waal (1997: 9), “[one] problem with the right to food is that it is 

significantly different from the right to be free from famine. Famine is much more 

than hunger: it includes social breakdown, economic deprivation and health crisis. 

Famine is more appropriately seen as the converse of the ‘right to development’, a 

right that is considerably more problematic even than the right to food”. In other 

words, famine involves – but is not limited to – the violation of the right to food 

                                                 
18 Republic of South Africa v. Irene Grootboom and others case demonstrated the justiciability of the right 
to housing in South Africa. With regard to the ‘progressive realization’ clause, the court used the criteria of 
‘reasonableness’ of government action/inaction, according to the South-African constitution and decided in 
favor of the claimants (Ziegler, 2002 § 48-9). This line of reasoning could potentially be used for the right 
to food too.  
The second case involves the People's Union for Civil Liberties, in collaboration with other human rights 
NGOs in India, who brought a complaint in May 2000 against the Indian Ministry of Consumer Affairs and 
Public Distribution, the public Food Corporation of India and six Indian state governments to the Supreme 
Court. The complaint was carried out on grounds that the government should be held responsible for the 
gross malnutrition of the people living in the six states. In its first judgment, the Indian Supreme Court was 
in favor to the NGOs (Ibid. § 57).  
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and of several other rights as well. De Waal further maintains that outlawing 

government inaction is less effective/adequate as compared to outlawing 

government action. As an alternative, he proposes making government inaction 

with regards to famine and starvation a political/electoral question (this point will 

be further elaborated under section 2.4). 

 

• Finally (and this is applies for the ICESCR as a whole), the question of resources 

needs to be taken into account. Hare (as cited in Sen, 1981:20) notes that ‘ought 

implies can’: when most of the ICESCR articles in particular lay down 

responsibilities of states, it is assumed that the majority of states have the 

resources to realize the rights. Yet, the reality shows that while developing 

countries have the resources to selectively realize the minimum thresholds of 

some rights, they can’t realize the minimum thresholds of all rights. The ICESCR 

therefore provided for international cooperation “based on free consent”. The 

problem however arises when international cooperation itself becomes 

inconsistent with the right to food. Ziegler (as quoted in FAO, 2002) noted that 

there were deep internal contradictions within the UN itself:  

There are profound internal contradictions in the United Nations system. On 
the one hand, the UN agencies emphasise social justice and human rights… 
On the other hand, the Bretton Woods institutions [i.e. the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF)], along with the government of the 
U.S. and the World Trade Organisation, oppose in their practice the right to 
food – emphasising liberalization, deregulation, privatisation and the 
compression of State domestic budgets – a model which in many cases 
produces greater inequalities.  

 

In brief, the points discussed above present challenges to the right to food in particular; 

most of these challenges focus on the implementation aspect, due to the fact that there are 

almost no mechanisms in place within international human rights law to make the right to 

food justiciable at the international level, while not much case law exists in practice 

where the right has been made justiciable at the national level. It is in view of this that the 

next sub-section will briefly consider international criminal and humanitarian laws 

making selected aspects of the right to food justiciable at the international level.   
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2.3.3 Beyond the Human Right to Food 
 

There are two major ways by which some aspects of famines and starvations are 

criminalized. The first deals with international humanitarian law and it is mainly 

concerned about laws of war, particularly using food as a weapon in armed conflict. The 

second uses international criminal law and argues based on the Genocide Convention. 

While the first argument follows a pattern de lege lata, the second one attempts to reason 

de lege ferenda.  

 

• International Humanitarian Law 

It is often said that where International Human Rights Law stops, International 

Humanitarian Law begins. International Humanitarian Law basically deals with limiting 

the effects of war by protecting especially those who are not or who are no more 

participating in it. It applies to governments as well as armed groups/parties to the 

conflict. The 1949 Geneva Conventions are cornerstones for International Humanitarian 

Law; history had recorded several instances where deliberate policies to starve 

people/parties to the conflict were used as one strategy to win over the war quickly – 

famine was used as an alternative to arms, and it was a very “cheap weapon” too 

(Marcus, 2003: 252).     

 

The 1977 additional protocols to the Geneva Convention were even stronger with respect 

to the use of famine and starvation. Particularly article 54 of Protocol I (as cited from de 

Waal,1997: 151) reads as follows: 

Protection of objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian 
population. 

1. Starvation of civilians as a method of warfare is prohibited. 
2. It is prohibited to attack, destroy, remove or render useless, for 
that purpose, objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian 
population, such as foodstuffs, agricultural areas for the production 
of foodstuffs, crops, livestock, drinking water installations and 
supplies and irrigation works, for the specific purpose of denying 
them for their sustenance value to the civilian population or to the 
adverse Party, whatever the motive, whether in order to starve out 
civilians, to cause them to move away, or for any other motive. 
(emphasis mine) 
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It is very clear in the above quotation that not all government failure to respect the right 

to food of its citizens is prohibited. What is criminalized is the action (by all armed 

parties to the conflict) of starving people, or, in other words, of using food as a weapon. 

Government inaction therefore does not fall in this area. Another point to note is that 

Protocol I deals mainly with international armed conflict while, it is Protocol II (which is 

much weaker19) that deals with internal armed conflict.  

 

• International Criminal Law 

International Humanitarian Law may have gone farther in criminalizing famine as 

compared to International Human Rights Law, however it only applies in times of war. 

This is the major reason why prominent scholars like Marcus (2003) are going to great 

lengths to criminalize famine even in times of peace.  

 

Marcus is very precise to argue on specific government behaviors/actions when he argued 

de lege ferenda. He subdivides government actions into four degrees of ‘faminogenic 

behavior’: fourth degree ‘faminogenic behavior’ includes incompetent or corrupt 

governments who are unable to deal with food crises; third degree encompasses 

governments who are indifferent to a food crises that has emerged; second degree refers 

to governments who recklessly make policies that create famine and who keep on 

implementing these policies despite their knowledge that it has created famine; and first 

degree involves intentionally pursuing famine creating policies to meet a certain objective 

(for instance, exterminating a given people). It is only 1st and 2nd degree behaviors that 

Marcus aims at criminalizing on grounds of crimes against humanity. It is regrettable that 

3rd and 4th degree behaviors cannot be included in this category, which only consists of 

criminal intent as the mens rea. 

 

So far, it is the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 

                                                 
19 Protocol II to the Geneva Convention is weaker because there are certain omissions in the text; for 
instance, there is no clause indicating ‘whatever the motive’. Both protocols do not prohibit the prevention 
of activities that are crucial for the survival of civilians, like trade for instance (de Waal, 1997: 151-2). 
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that is well suited as a legal instrument for criminalizing 1st and 2nd degree ‘faminogenic 

behavior’. Particularly, article 2(c) takes genocide for acts that, among other things, 

deliberately inflict on a national, ethnical, racial or religious group “conditions of life 

calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part”. 1st and 2nd degree 

behavior therefore would qualify for acts that aim at destroying in whole or in part a 

group. 

 

As discussed above, there is already a rich body of law prohibiting famine, although it is 

scattered in international law. That is why there is a strong need of codifying further 

famine crimes. In addition, famines should not be seen solely as violations of the right to 

food when there is a clear criminal intent by their perpetrators20 (Marcus, 2003: 248-50).  

In short, International Human Rights Law on the one hand, and International Criminal 

and Humanitarian Law, on the other, complement each other; one does not exclude the 

others. Due to the criminal nature of certain aspects of famine (deliberately inflicting 

famine, or 1st and 2nd degree ‘faminogenic behaviors’), much more than just Human 

Rights Law is required.  

 

The next section will deal with one last point raised briefly in section 2.3.1.regarding 

whether the law is the best instrument to deal with government inaction (it has also been 

raised in section 2.3.2 under International Criminal Law, particularly on what to do with 

3rd and 4th  degree ‘faminogenic behaviors’). As the title indicates, going beyond the law 

into the realms of politics would be required to deal with famines and starvation.  

 

                                                 
20 Marcus (2003: 250) has clearly demonstrated why famine should not be regarded solely as a violation of 
the right to food. 

What marks economic rights in comparison to political rights is the degree to which their 
violation is tolerated. This tolerance, reflecting states’ weak or at least ambiguous acceptance 
of the right to food, is facilitated by the progressivity principle. The World Food Summit in 
1996 made its goal the elimination of half the world’s malnutrition by 2015, tacitly admitting 
that the endemic violation of the right to food is normal, not deviant, social condition. 
Conceiving of famines as massive violations of the right to food renders the criminalization of 
famines a dead letter. The consensus necessary to deem the immediate implementation of the 
right to food as universally accepted is lacking. Also, the progressive nature of the right would 
make the criminalization of its violation hypocritical, as it would be unfair to prosecute 
individuals for violating a right that requires no obligatory conduct.  
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2.4 Political Contract  
The idea of an anti-famine political contract emerged with the objective of preventing 

famines and starvations by further giving International Human Rights Law a stronger 

grip. It attempts to politicize famine by presenting an incentive for governments to have 

their responsibilities fulfilled. For instance, it deals with government inaction in 

preventing famines, where inaction could be interpreted as “ ‘[i]nappropriate policies’ 

includ[ing] urban bias (neglecting or squeezing agriculture to support industry, 

bureaucrats and the military); setting up inefficient or corrupt marketing parastatals; 

fixing low producer prices; and prohibiting free trade of food” (Devereux, 1993: 189). 

 

De Waal (1997 and 2000) is one of the strongest proponents of this idea, and according to 

him, the term is not totally in line with the 17th and 18th century ‘social contract’ school 

of thought; “it is the result of a popular movement successfully articulating a new right, 

and forcing a reluctant government to comply with its claims” (Ibid., 1999:11) , similar to 

non-violent independence movements, the civil liberties movement in the United States, 

the women’s movement, and pro-democracy and human rights movements in Eastern 

Europe since the 1975 Helsinki Treaties. While these are ‘primary movements’, the 

political contract in question is a ‘secondary movement’.  

 

Such political contract attempts to explain why some socio-economic rights are important 

enough that they need a political guarantee. “Famine is so self-evident and so visible that 

it readily offers itself as a political cause” (Ibid.). The anti-famine political contract 

ensures a long-term solution to the problem by making the prevention of famine and 

starvation a priority in the government’s agenda. This further re-enforces Sen’s 

hypothesis that there have been no famines in democracies – or as Banik (2002) put it, 

that democracy is a necessary but not sufficient tool to eradicate famine. In the absence of 

civil and political rights, the government is not forced to put the fight against famine and 

starvation as a priority (Devereux, 2000: 22). There is no certainty that liberal civil and 

political rights will definitely assist freedom from famine and starvation unless famine is 

politicized (de Waal, 1997: 214). 
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Famine and starvation, in this sense cease to be results of natural disaster or challenges to 

charity, and become a political cause. Such political contract makes famine, starvation, 

and related issues an electoral question (de Waal, 2000: 14). The free election of a 

government depends, among other things, on its agenda, and its re-election on the 

fulfillment of its agenda; famine therefore must appear as one government agenda in a 

political contract. This is instrumental in getting the attention of any government where 

there is free and fair election – the political contract is different from the legal approach 

to the question of food in the sense that there is a clear incentive for a government (it 

adopts the ‘carrot-and-stick approach’).  

 

If a political contract is adopted, it will have to engage the people too. For famine to be 

politicized, first the effort must come from the people. Rarely will a government propose 

such a contract unless there is enough pressure by the people. There should be organized 

groups lobbying for the politicization of famine; famine vulnerable groups might be weak 

by themselves so they need to build alliances with other groups. It is only when the 

electorate is willing to vote against a government which has no policy on the eradication 

of famine and starvation, or against one whose policy has failed, that famine (and related 

issues) becomes an electoral question (de Waal, 2000: 14).  In other words, “this requires 

making famine an issue of concern to those who are not directly affected: treating its 

prevention as a barometer of political legitimacy, and its occurrence as a political 

scandal” (de Waal, 1997: 215).   

 

At this stage, one can assert that famine and starvation do not only imply entitlement 

failures only; they are characterized by ‘political powerlessness’ as well (Keen, as cited 

in Devereux, 2000: 21). People have therefore to be ‘empowered’ 21 – or better yet, to 

                                                 
21 Recently, there has emerged a concept of ‘political capital’ and Yaro (2004) has attempted to relate it to ‘food 
insecurity’ within a ‘livelihood vulnerability’ framework. As to the concept of food security (which is also less relevant 
for this thesis), de Waal (1997:54-5) made a critical analysis of its major shortcomings/contradictions:  

The concept of ‘food security’ was propagated from within one of the central institutions of the 
neo-liberal hegemony: the World Bank. This is no aberration […]. Food security touches on a 
wide range of policy issues ranging from structural adjustment and growth, through 
agricultural policies, marketing structures, national food buffer stocks, and food aid to 
emergency relief. In some of these areas, there have been important specific successes.  
The food security approach cannot be called a ‘theory’. This was deliberate: it was an attempt 
to keep the debate on famine prevention in the non-political arena of public policy.[…] 
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empower themselves – to effectively deal with this political aspect of famine and 

starvation (Yaro, 2004: 29). A political contract comes from within the state, it should 

emanate from the people rather than from beyond the state22. “Such accountability and 

political contract cannot be implanted, let alone imposed, from outside (though they can 

be supported from outside). People must mobilize and impose their own political 

priorities. They must seize moral ownership of the issues” (de Waal, 1997: 214).  

 

The closest any country got to an anti-famine political contract in history was India and 

its Famine Codes in the late 19th and early 20th century. After the 1857 Indian mutiny and 

political unrest, there were efforts from the part of the Raj towards addressing famine. A 

‘Vernacular Press Act’ was enacted in 1867 making newspaper coverage of famines 

legal, two famine commissions were established subsequently, and by 1896 two 

resolutions by the National Congress were passed connecting poverty and starvation to 

British rule. By this time, India was challenged by several famines23 and a need was felt 

to revise the Famine Codes. The Madreas Code of 1905 read as follows:  

It has been recognized as incumbent on the State to take steps to avert the 
loss of human life. … The object of state intervention is to save life and all 
other considerations should be remembered that, though the State is 
bound to protect the people from starvation in times of distress, it is no 
part of its duty to maintain them at their normal level of comfort or to 
insure them against all suffering, and that its interference should impair as 
little as possible the traditional and family obligations of the social system 
of the country (Madras Presidency, as cited in de Waal, 1997: 14). (Ellipses 
in the original) 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
Technicians can bend the food security approach to many ends, but only within the dominant 
neo-liberal paradigm. This obscures the contradiction between the neo-liberal enterprise and 
the historical fact that effective action against famine has always been achieved by 
interventionist social and economic programmes.  
The food security approach makes solely technical recommendations. It is a regression from 
Sen’s entitlement approach in two respects. One, and most importantly, there is no 
corresponding political theory of famine prevention, or even a recognition of the political 
requirements for fighting famine. Two, it is designed to make problems amenable to the 
policy-maker with whatever policy tools are available rather than focusing on the basic 
problems themselves.  

 
22 Though Devereux (2000:29) advocates the idea of an anti-famine contract, he is keen to a global perspective: “If 
famine is to be eradicated completely, an ‘anti-famine contract’ must be established at the global level, and it must be 
enforced, if necessary by ‘duty-bearers’ from beyond the national state”. De Waal (1997) might advocate support from 
outside the state, but definitely not enforcement! This author strongly supports de Waal’s viewpoint on the matter.  
23 Reference is made to the 1874 famine campaign in Bihar, another famine in south India, the 1876 Bombay famine, a 
drought in 1896-7, and another famine in 1899-1901 (de Waal, 1997: 12-4).  
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British administrators gradually became very conscious that their rule in India would be 

in jeopardy unless they put the prevention of famine in their priority lists. The people did 

not have a legal right to claim (they were conscious about the Famine Codes), but the 

government had a duty (which it had to fulfill in order to stay in power). Local politicians 

and newspapers were ready to mobilize24 the people against the government if and when 

it failed to uphold its duty. The Bengal famine occurred despite these commitments, and 

India became independent four years later (Ibid.: 13-15).      

 

In short, one important difference between the freedom from famine (as the right to food) 

and an anti-famine political contract is the determination of where the pressure should 

come from in the fight against famine; while the right to food attributes greater role  to 

pressure from above the state (that is, UN institutions, states, and the international 

community at large), an anti-famine political contract would require pressure from below 

(opposition parties, organized groups, the electorate …) in the event that the government 

is unwilling or ineffective in dealing with famine. 

 

Democracy and human rights surely put states in a better position to cope with famine 

and starvation, but they do not guarantee that the people will claim these rights. There is 

still a long way to go before people in countries like Ethiopia start claiming rights and 

benefits when famine occurs; still, in the minds of many, famine is not a man-made 

problem. The political consciousness of the society matters when it comes to upholding a 

political contract.   

 
We have seen in this chapter four approaches: FAD, the entitlements approach, food as a 

right, and political contract. I would say that all four approaches are complimentary in the 

sense that they do not use the same methodology: moving from demographics, to 

economics, to law, and finally to politics, these approaches show also the development 

and evolution of profound lines of thinking in relation to famine and starvation. There is 

clearly a value added when one moves from the first to the last.  

                                                 
24 Mobilizing the people was not very difficult not least because of the anti-British nationalist sentiments in 
India at the time (Banik, 1997: 87-8).  
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While FAD approach has many inconsistencies, the positive aspect of the whole debate is 

the consensus that there are limits to the carrying capacity of the earth (leaving aside the 

disagreements on how much is ‘full-house’).    

 

The entitlements approach adds on FAD by shifting the focus from the supply side to the 

demand side; it is a ‘society-focused approach’ and it is a tool of analysis identifying who 

the vulnerable are. 

 
The legal approach to famines further reinforces the entitlements approach (especially its 

contribution on food accessibility) by adding the notion of responsibility. Taking food as 

a human right involves identifying duty-bearers. In relation to famines and starvation, 

Human Rights law provides a minimum threshold below which states should not content 

themselves. On the other hand, both International Humanitarian Law and International 

Criminal Law further criminalize particular aspects of famine and starvation. Whereas the 

former deals with the use of food as a weapon in times of war, the latter deals with the 

issue in times of peace too.  

 

Finally, the notion of an ‘anti- famine political contract’ aims at giving teeth to the 

previous approaches. Famines and starvations by their nature require a special contract 

between the people and the government. In the event that governments do not guarantee a 

freedom from famine, there should be a heavy political cost involved. This approach 

makes famine and starvation political (and particularly electoral) questions.       

 
With these four approaches, we have therefore arrived at a more comprehensive 

framework for analyzing the situation of famine and starvation in Ethiopia. Each of these 

approaches is therefore crucial (some more than others) in pulling together the following 

diagram.  
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Chapter III – Historical Background  

3.1 The Imperial Regime and the 1973-4 Famine 
Emperor Haile Selassie ruled Ethiopia on the basis of the 1931 Constitution, which aimed 

at centralizing power in the hands of the emperor and away from the nobility. After 

certain historical developments (among others, the 5-year Italian occupation of the 

country, and the new status of Eritrea as a federation granted with substantial autonomy 

and with its own more liberal constitution), there arose a need to revise the constitution in 

1955, and (following an attempted coup in 1960) to further amend it in 1961 (Tesema and 

Zekarias, 1997: 7-32).   

 
The Regime of Haile Selassie had a big ambition to modernize agriculture in the country. 

To this end, a number of initiatives had taken place in the mid-1960s and early 1970s. 

There was a dual track strategy adopted to modernize the sector thereby increasing food 

productivity. The first strategy was implemented through a number of regional projects25. 

The major activities of the projects included undertaking research in agriculture, utilizing 

fertilizers and improved seeds, providing credit and marketing services, training project 

personnel, constructing feeder-roads, and carrying out water supply and afforestation 

programs. The second strategy, based on the experience of the first, was a program of 

agricultural modernization at a national level (Fassil, 1993: 77-88).  

 

The Imperial regime was also much interested in determining and developing the 

irrigation water resource potential of the country. A number of foreign companies 

undertook reconnaissance and feasibility studies in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s on 

several river basins in the country. By the beginning of the 1970’s, around 100 000 

hectares of land (less than 2% of the total cultivated land) were irrigated in Ethiopia out 

of which 50% took place in the Awash river basin. Irrigation schemes during the imperial 

period were large-scale in size, and they aimed at growing inputs for agro-industries and 

                                                 
25 The main regional projects were the following: the Chilalo Agricultural Development Project/Unit 
(CADU), the Welaita Agricultural Development Project/Unit (WADU), the Adaa District Development 
Project (ADDP), the Tach Adyabo and Hadgiti Development Unit (TAHDU), the Southern Regional 
Development Project (SORADEP), and the Humera Agricultural Development Project (HADP) (Fassil, 
1993:77-88). 

 37



cash crops to boost foreign exports instead of promoting cereal crop production 

(Dessalegn, 1999:5-7; Zewdie, 1994:65-66; Mengistu, 2001:14). 

 

The overall evaluation of these projects was that they proved to be contrary to the 

interests of the large mass of farmers. Farmers were being replaced by machines, land 

owners begun to gain more interest in farming and thus the possibility of evicting tenants 

grew much higher, and the projects relied heavily on external aid starting from their 

design to their implementation costs which implied the presence of a form of external 

dominance in the country. It cannot be said however that no good came out of the 

projects as the advantages of a ‘green revolution’ were seemingly visible. Rather, it was 

not quite clear whose interest mattered at the end: the farmers’, the landowners’, the 

urban population’s that was supplied with the food crops, or the external donors’ interests 

who financed these projects? (Fassil, 1993:77-88)  

 

This question becomes even more crucial when analyzing the land tenure system during 

the imperial regime. Basically, there were two forms of tenure systems in the country. 

The northern part of the country largely upheld the system of what is known as rist. The 

system provided a hereditary land use right to individuals of a community who were able 

to establish a claim that the land was a common property of their ancestors. Still, land 

was not a private property as it belonged to the community, and no individual was 

allowed to sell it. The rist right holder had security of land in the sense that there was no 

possibility of either ‘abridging or abrogating’ that right. This however did not exclude 

land redistribution to accommodate the demands of younger peasants; rather such 

redistribution was initiated at the level of the community, and it was not imposed from 

the government (Hussein, 2001: 35-84).     

 

The southern part of the country had a different system that contrasted with the one in the 

North. Private, government, and church lands were introduced in the south. This was 

mainly undertaken by the political authorities in their quest and expansion to the South in 

the 19th century. The northern settlers were enjoying large plots of land and this system 

suited best their interests. All this of course came at the cost of the majority of the 
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southern people except for the co-opted local chieftains, who facilitated the establishment 

of the system. Clearly, it led to a dominant-subordinate relationship between the 

beneficiaries and the vast majority. This majority was downgraded to the status of 

gabbar, a term which characterized the tillers as ‘tenants, subjects, and even slaves’. The 

system caused the gradual alienation of the peasant from his/her land which was 

translated into landlessness, tenancy, and eviction among others. The coverage of tenancy 

in the southern provinces ranged from 39 percent (in Sidamo) to 75 percent (in Illubabor).  

Gabbars were to share from one fourth to as much as three fourth of what they produced. 

As discussed earlier, tenants were also subjected to eviction because of the mechanized 

government development projects. Furthermore, they were not in a position to refuse 

their labour services when requested by the landlords for any reason, and these were free 

of charge (Hussein, 2001: 35-84).  

 

These factors exacerbated the agrarian crisis in the country which culminated in the 1973-

4 famine. This was not the only famine during the imperial regime but it was noted for 

the large number of human lives it claimed as compared to others during the same 

regime26. Famines during the imperial regime were hidden to the point that only few 

policy planners and officials had knowledge of them (Mesfin, 1986: 35-9). This is 

because the government did not want to give an impression to the international 

community that it was not able to feed its own population; “Haileselassie refused to allow 

international relief organizations to come to Ethiopia’s aid” (Schwab, 1985: 14).  

 

The famine had two phases: 1972-3 affecting the northeast (mainly Wollo), and 1973-4 

affecting the south (mainly Harerghe). The former affected for the most part peasants 

while the latter affected pastoralists. The peculiarity of this famine was that there was no 

abnormal reduction in food production nor was there any increase in food prices. People 

were dying amid plenty because of entitlements failures (Sen, 1981: 111-2).  There are 

even evidences that people from other regions were buying food from Wollo; food was 

                                                 
26 Around 100,000-200,000 people were believed to have died as a result of the 1973-4 famine alone 
(Dessalegn, 1994b: 200-1). For an account of famines in Ethiopian history (though not an all-inclusive 
one), reference to the works of Richard Panhkurst is useful.  
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indeed moving out of Wollo. This would fit Sen’s analysis that democracy and famine are 

correlated. In the absence of opposition and free media, governments are immune from 

criticism and political pressure (Sen, 1999:167-184).   

 

In short, the imperial regime was to prove counterproductive for subsistence peasants (the 

overwhelming majority of the population) who were forced to share their produce with 

many claimants. After sharing their produce with claimants, they were left with a supply 

that would definitely not last them a year and this is how they were made vulnerable to 

famine. The following excerpt from Mesfin (1986:14-5) provides a good analysis on the 

matter.  

 
The claimants are many. The government demands all types of taxes; the 
church has similar taxes on its land; the landlords want rent; the traditional 
elders want their dues; government officials require something; usurers want 
their money plus exorbitant interest; the dead cry for their tribute; and 
spiritual and social needs impose expensive ceremonies. Subsistence 
producers have an impressive array of obligations, but hardly any rights.  
[…] Vulnerability to famine, therefore, is much more a function of the 
relationship between subsistence producers and the socio-economic and 
political forces rather than a function of the relationship between the former 
and the conditions of the physical environment. An agricultural population 
must first be made vulnerable to famine by the socio-economic and political 
forces before any adverse natural factor initiates the process of food shortage 
that inevitably leads to famine. (Ellipses mine, Emphasis in the original) 

 
The famine was therefore a result of the socio-economic and political forces inherent in 

the regime of Emperor Haile Selassie. By keeping a blind eye on the situation, the regime 

planted the seed of its own destruction. The student-led movement unearthed the stark 

reality of the peasantry, and culminated in the 1974 revolution. As such, the revolution 

cannot be attributed to peasant rebellion, though peasants played a role in it. At best 

peasants participated in it, but the revolution itself was the work of a radical 

intelligentsia. The revolution was unfortunately later hijacked by the military (De Waal, 

1997: 108-9; Mesfin, 1986: 17-18). The emperor was deposed and a military dictatorship 

was to reign the country for 17 years.  
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3.2 The Derg Regime: Civil Conflict and the 1983-84 Famine 
When the Derg came to power, it suspended the 1955 constitution but replaced it with a 

new one only in 1987. It is unclear whether the country could be considered to have been 

in a ‘constitutional lacunae’ until 1987 or whether the different basic laws issued by the 

Derg were to serve as a de facto constitution. In any case, the Derg came up with the 

1987 Constitution mainly to perpetuate its stay in power by posing as constitutionally 

instituted (Tesema and Zekarias, 1997: 20-1).   

  
The first change that took place on the agricultural front was the distribution of land to 

the tiller by dispossessing the landed classes without compensation; private ownership 

was prohibited. Large commercial farms were nationalized and the farmers were to be 

organized in the form of peasant associations and producer cooperatives. Hired labor was 

also abolished and every peasant was to have access to land, the maximum size of 

holding being 10 hectares. Transfer of land was abolished, so were all relationships 

between tenants and landlords (Fassil, 1993:107-114).  

 

As to agricultural policies, irrigation was deemed useful and several projects were 

undertaken. Large-scale irrigation projects were controlled and owned by the state with 

the objective of promoting high technology water development schemes for producing 

agro-industrial inputs. Government emphasis on small-scale schemes came only after 

repeated threats of drought and famine, in the mid-1980’s (Dessalegn, 1999: 7). In 

addition, and this is true both for the Imperial as well as the Derg regimes, irrigation 

schemes rarely took into consideration the interests of pastoralists and, most often than 

not, they either displaced them or blocked their migration routes (Abebe, 1994:186).  

 

The Derg was unable to keep up with the agricultural growth rate that was recorded 

during the Imperial Regime. The annual agricultural growth rate during the Derg Regime 

was 50% lower as compared to the period 1965-1973. Mainly man-made factors led to 

this result and Mesfin (1994:87) summarized it as follows: 
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Several government agricultural policies may also be responsible for the 
decline. They were;  
(a) a bias favoring producer cooperatives (PC) and state farms (SF) over 
private farms (PF) in the distribution of modern yield-increasing inputs 
(MYI);  
(b) centrally fixed prices that were low enough to depress farm income and to 
limit the purchasing power of farmers;  
(c) agricultural surplus extraction policies enforced through compulsory 
deliveries of grain quotas; and  
(d) regulation of other rural income-generating activities including the 
abolition of rural markets for land and labor. 

 

The preferential treatment given to state farms becomes quite apparent by taking a look at 

figures. Between 1980 and 1985 state farms received 40% of government expenditure on 

agriculture. In addition, 76% of fertilizers, 95% of improved seeds, and 80% of 

agricultural credit was allocated to these state farms even though they contributed only 

for 4.5% of agricultural output (Kinfe, 2001:279). “…[S]tate farms in Ethiopia, which 

were turned into pampered bureaucracies, were seen as show pieces of socialism rather 

than profit making ventures” (Ibid.:326).  

 

The Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) was immediately established in 

response to the 1973-4 famine. In the beginning, it produced some of the best analysis on 

famine in Ethiopia. However, the Derg used it for other reasons by the 1980s. The RRC 

was used for propaganda purposes to distort the 1984-5 famine, and it fell victim of Cold 

War geopolitics while appealing for food aid (De Waal, 1997: 111-2).  

 

The famine in 1984-5 took place in many areas, but was most severe in the north, mainly 

affecting Wollo, Tigray, and some parts of Eritrea. It affected 8 million people out of 

which 400,000 to 1,000,000 people are believed to have died (Dessalegn, 1994b: 200-1). 

The causes were attributed mainly to drought and population pressure. These however 

could not have been the real reasons, as neighboring Kenya faced the same drought but 

its government successfully prevented famine. The government of Kenya imported food 

(only 7 percent of which was in the form of aid), created temporary jobs (25,000 people 

affected by the drought were employed), and restricted internal movement of food grains 

(De Waal, 1997: 38).   
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There are different contributing factors (long-term and short-term, major and minor) to 

the famine but the major and immediate cause of the 1984-5 famine (particularly in 

Tirgray) was the counter-insurgency campaign by the Ethiopian defense forces27. The 

insurgents (primarily the TPLF) were fighting from their base in the northern areas 

(mainly Tigray) and the famine also took place there. This was no coincidence but a 

premeditated government attempt to use famine as a weapon against the insurgents. 

Military offensives were directed at TPLF bases in food-surplus areas, thereby destroying 

the produce. It was also difficult for people in these areas to get access to food since the 

markets were bombed, and there were restrictions on movement and trade. The 

government resettlement programs also focused on this area (by forcibly moving people 

to other regions) so as to deprive the TPLF of any popular support. Aid, too, rarely 

reached the persons to which it was destined for (those affected by the famine) (De Waal, 

1997: 115-121).    

 

Donors only supplied food without questioning whether it would reach the affected 

population. Other than sending food aid, the international community simply decided to 

turn a blind-eye to the situation; 

The government officials responsible for crafting and pursuing faminogenic 
policies should be considered some of history’s worst criminals. However, 
when Ethiopians began starving en masse in 1984, the world responded with 
“Live Aid,” “We Are the World,” and a voyeuristic fascination with the 
plight of the Third World, not demands that Colonel Mengistu or his top 
lieutenants be imprisoned (Marcus, 2003: 245-6).  

 

No donor or NGO seriously questioned the motives and actions of the government while 

they were fully aware of the situation28. For instance, food relief in Tigray and Eritrea 

(the parts under government control) accounted for 5 percent of the food intake of the 

rural population affected by famine, 20 percent of the diet of townspeople, but 100 

                                                 
27 The military expenditure of the Derg is by itself an indication to what extent the government was devoted 
to preventing famine and starvation. Government expenditure on defense rose from 105.8 million birr in 
1973/74 to 1.5 billion birr in 1988/89; this would be equivalent to around 18% of the total government 
expenditure in the early 1970s and 50% in 1988 (Alemneh, 1990: 88-89). 
28 MSF-France was the only exception; it criticized the government’s resettlement programs but ended up 
being expulsed from the country (De Waal, 1997:81).   
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percent of the diet of soldiers. Only after quite a while did donors find a means to pass 

food to the northern rebel-held territories through the TPLF and REST29 (its humanitarian 

‘branch’) (De Waal, 1997: 106-136).  

 

The initial relationship between the TPLF and the peasantry was one that could be 

equated to De Waal’s political contract30; the TPLF needed support from the people, and 

in return it pledged to act in the interest of the peasants. At the time, the famine was the 

top priority to be addressed and the TPLF first attempted to move around 200,000 people 

to neighboring Sudan for a better access to food relief only to find itself over-exposed at 

its guerrilla warfare in a depopulated area. The population movement was later undone 

and other means were adopted to get food relief in the TPLF-controlled territory. 

Peasants started to join the TPLF, among others, to escape famine. The TPLF beat the 

government at its own game; originally designed to weaken the TPLF, the famine ended 

up further reinforcing it (De Waal, 1997: 106-136).  

 

In short, the 1984-5 famine provides a good example of first degree ‘faminogenic’ 

behavior – a behavior that is punishable by international criminal law. According to 

Marcus (2003: 258), “[t]he means by which the Ethiopian government brought the famine 

to its nadir in Tigray in 1984 are classic examples of first-degree famine crimes”. Neither 

the US, nor the UN, was willing to unveil the mask of the Derg. Instead, they preferred to 

keep quiet (they were even willing to conceal some facts), the former to keep a good 

image as a generous humanitarian government at home in response to wide media 

coverage of the famine, the latter not to compromise its weak position in Addis Abeba 

(the seat of its Economic Commission for Africa) (Ibid.: 255-279).     

 

After a while, there were some measures carried out by the Derg to stop the famine. 

Villagization and resettlement programs were undertaken.  The former refers to attempts 

by the government to move scattered households into concentrated areas to establish 

                                                 
29 REST stands for Relief Society of Tigray. 
30 De Waal (2000: 17-8) however stated that this relationship was not maintained for much longer 
(especially after the TPLF/EPRDF came to power) in the absence of strong democratic institutions 
nationally, and the lack of a free press and competitive elections in Tigray.  
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villages; officially the motive was to modernize rural life, but in practice, it had more to 

do with security reasons.  Resettlement programs, on the other hand, were attempts to 

move people from drought-prone areas to less-drought prone areas. These were often 

undertaken by coercion if people expressed unwillingness, the rationale being that the 

communist party knew best what was good for the peasants, more than what the peasants 

thought was good for themselves. Quotas of people to be settled were set for each village. 

It was a top-down approach but no single ministry was accountable for the resettlement. 

The program was by and large, not successful, and lots of people either returned back to 

their homes, or died on the way (Alemneh, 1990: 95-118). On the whole, the Derg 

planned to settle 1.5 million ‘environmental refugees’, though it only managed to resettle 

600,000 people by force; 33,000 of which died of disease, hunger, and exhaustion 

(Lacey, 2004).  

 

The overall performance of the Derg in preventing famine and starvation is clearly 

dreadful. For the country at large, not only did government officials come up with 

policies that exacerbated famine, but they kept on pursuing these policies even after they 

saw the consequences. Particularly in some areas like Tigray, the government used 

famine as a weapon against the insurgents, only to be beaten by its own game much later. 

By 1991, time was up for the Derg.   
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Chapter IV – EPRDF Regime  

4.1 Post-1991 Reality: Change and Continuity  
Both EPLF31 and EPRDF32 militarily defeated the Derg regime and came to power in 

1991. The EPLF made sure that Eritrea seceded, de facto until the 1993 referendum and 

de jure afterwards. On the other hand, the EPRDF (which is still in power), ruled as the 

Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) for four years, after which time elections 

were held and a federal republic (FDRE33) proclaimed (EIU, 2001). 

 

Famines and starvations have affected the people in Ethiopia for many years. Since the 

EPRDF came to power, the trend is not any better. The diagrams below show the 

prevalence of famine and starvation in Ethiopia during the past three regimes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Data gathered from BBC (2003), Media Ethiopia (2000)] 
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31 EPLF stands for Eritrean People’s Liberation Front 
32 EPRDF is a coalition dominated by the TPLF (Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front)  
33 FDRE stands for the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 
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In terms of percentage of people affected by famine and starvation (as compared to the 

total population), the first figure shows that the trend during the EPRDF regime has 

increased at a much slower rate as compared to the trend during the Derg regime. 

However, such statistics might be misleading unless one takes note of the real number of 

people affected. The number of people affected increased considerably during the 

EPRDF regime but population grew at a higher rate, making the trend appear much less 

serious than it really is.  The second diagram is more illustrative of the gravity of the 

problem as only the real number of people affected by famine and starvation is taken into 

account, regardless of population growth. A higher population growth does not justify at 

all a higher number of people affected. The second diagram thus shows that there has 

indeed been a considerable increase in the number of people affected by famine and 

starvation.  

 

There is however a difference between the famines under the previous two regimes, and 

the 2002-3 starvation. The reason why the previous two were termed as ‘famine’ and this 

one as ‘starvation’ or ‘famine threat’, has largely to do with the number of excess deaths. 

As discussed in chapter two, the working definition of this thesis (and of many other 

works) assumes famines to involve ‘excess’ deaths; without ‘excess’ deaths, it cannot be 

termed as a famine. The 1973-4 famine during the Imperial regime is believed to have 

claimed 100,000-200,000 lives, while the death toll of the 1984-5 famine under the Derg 

was put between 400,000-1,000,000 lives (Dessalegn, 1994b: 200-1). What distinguishes 

the EPRDF regime from the previous two regimes is that starvations have not been 

allowed to further degenerate into famine under the EPRDF34. The Food Security 

Strategy of the government, which tries to adopt the entitlements approach to some 

extent, has clearly indicated that “the short-term objective of programmes that aim to 

ensure food entitlement is avoidance of death by starvation, while the longer-term aim is 

building the capacity of households, both rural and urban, to attain food security on their 

own” (FDRE, 2002b: 22). As The Economist (2001) noted, “[t]he government tries to 

spot famines before they kill”. Furthermore, the comparison between the EPRDF and the 

                                                 
34 Pankhurst and Bevan (2003) concluded a sociological research by writing that “we should be talking 
about hunger and poverty rather than ‘famine’”, though between 1999 and 2003 they came across ‘famine 
deaths’ in 3 of the 20 sites they surveyed (they did not indicate the number of deaths).  
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previous two governments is considered ‘misleading’; “[m]ore people may go hungry this 

time round, but far fewer will die. That the government has appealed for help already sets 

it apart from the dreadful Marxist oligarchy that presided over the famine of 1984. […] 

The current regime is more humane. But still, it faces a tragedy” (Ibid.: 2002) (Ellipses 

mine).   

 

There are isolated reports of deaths related to food in some regions; for instance 5,000 

people were believed to have died as a result of starvation in Gode and that was in the 

year 2001, when ‘surplus’ food was exported (Ibid.). Still, the EPRDF government is 

more responsive to intervene before food crisis starts claiming human lives in their tens 

of thousands that characterize famine. The intervention though largely consists of calling 

for food aid from international donors. While the contribution of food aid to save lives is 

not questioned, Dessalegn (1994b: 201-2) contends that endogenous coping mechanisms 

have played an important role in saving a far greater number of people from death by 

starvation. These mechanisms include, but are not limited to, austerity and reduced 

consumption, temporary migration, divestment, crisis migration.   

 

As per our working definition, the year 2002-3 would constitute starvation and famine 

threat, but not famine. Cattle have been lost, peasants have for the most part little or no 

assets left, but still ‘excess’ deaths in the tens of thousands seem to have been 

prevented35. True, aid has played an important role in saving lives; but this only proves 

that the policies and practices of the government have not been as successful as initially 

hoped. For instance, it is interesting to note that in the year 2001, Ethiopia exported a 

total of 400,000 tons of ‘surplus’ food grains (FAO, 2001). The year 2001 was a 

‘bumper’ year in between two food crises (the one of 1999/2000 affecting 8 million 

people, and the one of 2002/3 affecting 14 million)36. The entitlements approach had 

made it clear in chapter 2 that famine and starvation do not preclude food moving out of 

the country.    

 

                                                 
35 At least, no information against this assertion has been published/issued at the time of writing and to the 
knowledge of this author.  
36 Yonis’ account of droughts and famines in Ethiopia could be useful for further information (Ibid: 18-22).  
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As can be seen from the above figures, famine and starvation are major problems in the 

country, and the trend so far does not warrant concluding that the post-1991 EPRDF 

regime has successfully prevented famine and starvation in Ethiopia. It is in light of this 

that the thesis focuses more on the freedom from famine and starvation of vulnerable 

groups as a priority instead of engaging into the notion of ‘food security’ for all. 

Subsistence farming being the main characteristic of agriculture in Ethiopia (FDRE, 

2001: v), the following figure shows the trend in per capita agricultural production37 

during the last three regimes.  

 

Ethiopia: Per capita agricultural 
production (index), 1970-2000 

        Source: FAO (2001) 
                                                 
37 Agricultural Production Index is calculated “based on the sum of price-weighted quantities of different agricultural 
commodities produced after deductions of quantities used as seed and feed weighted in a similar manner. All the 
indices […] are calculated by the Laspeyres formula. Production quantities of each commodity are weighted by average 
international commodity prices in the base period and summed for each year”. Furthermore, “to obtain the index, the 
aggregate for a given year is divided by the average aggregate for the base period. The commodities covered in the 
computation of indices of agricultural production are all crops and livestock products originating in each country. 
Practically all products are covered, with the main exception of fodder crops” (FAO, 1995: ix) 
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The figure shows that agricultural production per head in the country has decreased over 

a period of 30 years. Clearly population growth has affected such declining trend. As 

opposed to the calculation of percentage of people affected by famine and starvation (on 

which we preferred not to focus because of the misleading implications as a result of 

population growth), the above calculation on food production per capita must take into 

consideration the growing number of people as everyone needs food (keeping in mind the 

prevalence of subsistence agriculture in the country). FAO (as cited in Ayenew, 2004) 

reported that productivity increases at a rate of 2.4% per year while population grows at 

2.8%. What matters when selecting a measurement is the objective for which the 

measurement was needed in the first place; in the case above, that would be the degree to 

which people can feed themselves. A lower food production per capita does not tell much 

as it may mean different things in different societies. In a developed economy, people can 

import food as long as they have the buying power. On the other hand, in a less 

developed country such as Ethiopia, with 4-5 million ‘chronically food insecure’ people 

even in the best of climatic conditions38 (Tully, 2003: 60), a human development index of 

0.359 ranking 170th out of 179 countries (UNDP, 2004: 146), and where poverty is quite 

widespread at 44.2% of the total population living below the national poverty line (Ibid.: 

149), a lower food production per capita could lead nowhere but to famine and starvation 

unless there is some intervention. Moreover, even if one were to disregard population 

pressure and focus on land productivity alone, still there is a decline in crop yields during 

EPRDF rule as compared to the Derg regime39, despite the fact that much more fertilizer 

and improved seeds were distributed by the EPRDF regime40 (Dessalegn, 2003: 11-2).  

  

Intervention should come from the government primarily, not only in times of famine and 

starvation but also at other times. No doubt, there is often drought in the country. But that 

                                                 
38 The percentage of undernourished people in Ethiopia has however been reduced from 59% to 44% 
during the 1990s (UNDP, 2003).  
39 The Ethiopian Central Statistical Authority (as cited in Dessalegn, 2003:11-2) computed the average crop 
yield in the 1980s (Derg period) and 1990s (EPRDF period) as 11.1 and 10.3 quintals per ha, respectively. 
Thus, there has been a decline in productivity under EPRDF rule, despite the fact that much more improved 
seeds and fertilizer were distributed in the 1990s as compared to earlier.  
40 However results on this point are mixed, and there are reports of increase in productivity in many areas 
(Derese, 2003: 9-12). What is not debatable is the fact that average grain yield of a little more than 1 ton 
per hectare in Ethiopia is much lower than, say, that of the United States whose productivity figure stands 
tall at nearly 6 tons per hectare (Mekay, 2003).  
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drought necessarily leads to famine and starvation, there is doubt.  Hence the policies of 

the EPRDF government need to be analyzed in light of the entitlements approach to 

determine to what extent the policies are in conformity with the objective of – and 

effective in – freeing the people from famine and starvation. 

 

After the EPRDF came to power, there have been changes in many strategic areas, while 

continuities in others. Ethiopia, hitherto a unitary state, became a federal one internally 

partitioned mainly along ethnic lines41. A ‘free-market’ economy was also proclaimed42; 

these account for some of the major changes. The most noticeable continuity was the land 

tenure system which remained under government control. 

 

The question of land is very important in Ethiopian politics: as discussed earlier, the 

Imperial regime was overthrown by a revolution, the central motto of which was ‘Land to 

the Tiller’. In the first few years after the revolution, the Derg received badly-needed 

support from peasants because they obtained a much better access to the land (Hussein, 

2001: 35-84). The new government in power, the EPRDF, has a strong belief that land 

should remain firmly under state control. Despite the fact that the government has been 

pressured by – and has largely complied with – World Bank and IMF structural 

adjustment and other programs, it has so far withstood any demands from the latter (from 

others as well) to privatize land. This will be further elaborated in section 4.3.   

 

Another important issue to be considered in the policies of the EPRDF is the Agricultural 

Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI), which is an overall direction to guide the 

agricultural and industrial sectors of the economy. The attempt is to use agricultural 

development as a boost to bring about industrialization, in the process thereby pulling the 

majority of peasants into other fields/professions. This point will also further be discussed 

under section 4.4.  

 
                                                 
41 There are now 9 regions (Afar; Amhara; Benishangul Gumuz; Gambela; Harari; Oromia; Somali; Tigray; 
Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP)) and 2 chartered cities (Addis Abeba – the capital city; 
and Dire Dawa). 
42 Despite the fact that the Derg had started abandoning its controlled-economy policies already by 1989, it 
did not live long enough to bring about any significant change.  
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Current Poverty Reduction Strategies need to be mentioned also in connection to 

preventing famine and starvation. A higher purchasing power gives entitlements to 

people to prevent famine and starvation. The question is how effective are these strategies 

in Ethiopia so far? Definitely, as compared to the Derg regime, when the Human 

Development Index was 0.310 in the year 1990, the EPRDF regime has increased the 

index at 0.359 by the year 200243 (UNDP, 2004: 146). But on the other hand, from the 

point of view of preventing famines and starvations, the recent war between Ethiopia and 

Eritrea (1998-2000) was a wrong policy choice for both governments as it consumed US$ 

1 million per day, to two of the poorest countries in the world (New African, 1999).  

 

In response to the current starvation in Ethiopia, the government has planned and is 

carrying out massive resettlement programs. The objective is to decrease population 

pressure on drought prone and over-cultivated areas (mainly highlands) by resettling 2.2 

million people to less inhabited and ‘fertile’ areas (lowlands for the most part) over a 

period of 3-5 years (Lacey, 2004). As discussed earlier, this is not the first attempt to 

resettle people in Ethiopia; the Derg responded in the same manner to the 1984-5 famine 

and the outcome proved to be very problematic, to say the least. Section 4.5 will cover 

this sensitive area.   

 

The discussion on government policies and practices will have to be carried out within 

the framework of the 1994 Constitution, and this will be the topic of the next section.  

 

 
 
 

                                                 
43 Data for the Imperial Regime was not available thereby making it difficult to measure the Derg’s 
performance in the area.  
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4.2 Constitutional Provisions 
The EPRDF formalized its new federal arrangement on the basis of the 1994 

Constitution44. As compared to many constitutions, the document included most rights 

and duties enshrined in the International Bill of Rights, owing largely to the period in 

which it was drafted. Aminu (1997: 96) explains as follows: 

 

Since this Constitution had been conceived, drafted and ratified in the heat of 
global democratization process and in the midst of a seemingly new era of the 
anticipated social welfare state, it behooves one to ask whether it is in the 
family of mere programmatic documents, or reflects the realities on the 
ground. That is, whether it is adapted to the exigencies of the Ethiopian 
situation and conditions - political, economic and social.45 
  

 

This being said, the constitution makes reference to human rights and democratic rights46. 

According to the constitution, the ideals of socio-economic justice and development are 

to be attained in a democratic way, by the rule of law (Ibid.:97) and through the different 

branches of the government47 among others.  Article 41, labeled as ‘economic, social, and 

                                                 
44 During the transition period (1991-1995), there was a Transitional Period Charter serving as the supreme 
law of the land.  
45 Aminu (1997: 120) is critical about the political situation in which the constitution was drafted, and the 
intentions of the constitutional engineers. He noted that “[…]Ethiopian political craftsmanship is like 
seamanship rather than navigation in the sense that the attempt is aimed at staying afloat rather than operating, 
steering and controlling the system in the most appropriate manner”. (Ellipses mine)   
46 For the sake of clarity, I will briefly illustrate how articles relevant to the right to food, or freedom from 
famine, are organized in the constitution keeping in mind that the section under which an article is found 
has a bearing on its status (for ex., as per article 105, amending chapter 3 of the constitution, which deals 
with ‘fundamental rights and freedoms’, is much more difficult than amending the rest of the provisions): 
Chapter 3 ‘Fundamental Rights and Freedoms’, subdivided into  

• part 1 ‘Human Rights’: it covers most of the rights found in the ICCPR  
• part 2 ‘Democratic Rights’: it includes property/land ownership (article 40), ‘economic social and 

cultural rights’ (article 41) (note that these are not considered as ‘Human Rights’ but ‘Democratic 
Rights’!),  and right to development/to improved living standards (article 43). 

Chapter 10 ‘National Policy Principles and Objectives’, includes  
• Social Objectives: reference to food is made here as a social objective only (article 90§1) 

Rakeb(2002:18) notes that the Constitution has not paid much heed to the principle of indivisibility of rights. 
47 As a remark on the powers of the judiciary, courts do not have the authority to ‘interpret’ the constitution in 
Ethiopia in the event there is a grey area or a conflict between different laws. Rakeb (2002:21) noted that,  

Where the consistency of a law or conduct is challenged under the Ethiopian Constitution, 
the court or a party to a dispute has to bring it to the attention of the Council of 
Constitutional Inquiry, which will either remand the case to the competent court where it 
has found no ground for constitutional interpretation or submit its findings to the House of 
Federation for final deliberation. The latter has the power to interpret the Constitution 
and decide upon a constitutional dispute submitted to it by the Council of Constitutional 
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cultural rights’, proclaims that “every Ethiopian national has the right to equal access to 

publicly funded social services” under its paragraph (3), thus advocating non-

discrimination in the attainment of such rights in particular.     

 

The FDRE Constitution is also one of only 20 constitutions in the world which make 

reference to food (FAO2, N.D.). Article 90 of the Constitution, under the banner of social 

objectives, states that “to the extent the country’s resources permit, policies shall aim to 

provide all Ethiopians with access to public health and education, clean water, housing, 

food and social insurance”. Food is hence regarded as a social objective rather than as a 

right justiciable in a court of law. In this regard, to claim that the Ethiopian constitution 

has included the right to food would be tantamount to considering the right to food (as 

stipulated in the International Bill of Rights) as merely an ‘aspirational’ right. I do not 

think that the right to food was meant to be so; hence the best one can say about the 

Ethiopian constitution is that it makes reference to food (as a social objective). 

Nevertheless, this is far from saying that Ethiopia is not bound by the right to food. One 

should keep in mind Ethiopia’s international obligations. It is to be remembered that the 

country voted in favor of the UDHR in 1948 (article 25 of which deals with the right to 

food). Ethiopia also became state party both to the ICCPR and ICESCR in 1993; as 

discussed earlier, article 11 of the ICESCR (as interpreted by CCPR General Comment 

no. 12) puts duties on states to respect, protect, and fulfill the right to food.  Ethiopia has 

made no reservations to any articles when ratifying the ICESCR and is thus bound by it.  

 

                                                                                                                                                  
Inquiry (arts. 62, 82 and 83). […] The House of Federation is, however, the ultimate 
authoritative interpreter of the Constitution. […] 
Most federal systems around the world give the mandate of constitutional interpretation to 
a Constitutional Court or the Federal Supreme Court, thus making it a purely legal 
matter. Ethiopia has, however, adopted a system that gives such mandate to a political 
organ, thus making the process of constitutional interpretation a political matter. 
Nevertheless, it is argued that the constitutional interpretation is not purely a political 
matter as the Council of Constitutional Inquiry mostly composed of legal experts of high 
standing, headed by the Chief Justice of the Federal Supreme Court is to examine 
constitutional issues and render advice to the House of Federation before the latter makes 
its final decision. (Ellipses mine) 
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The FDRE Constitution has stated that part of it is to be interpreted in light of 

international instruments adhered to by the country. Article 13(2) of the Constitution 

reads as follows:  

The fundamental rights and freedoms specified in this Chapter shall be 
interpreted in a manner conforming to the principles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, International Covenants on Human Rights 
and international instruments adopted by Ethiopia.  

However, this clause will not be applicable since food (as a right or as an objective) has 

not been considered part of ‘fundamental rights and freedoms’ under chapter three of the 

FDRE Constitution (the only notable references under this section to the right to food, or 

freedom from hunger, can be indirectly implied from article 43(1) which deals with the 

right to improved standard of living, article 40 (3-5) which covers land ownership/use48, 

and article 41(8), which takes up adequate remuneration49).  

 

To make matters even more complicated, while “all international agreements ratified by 

Ethiopia are an integral part of the law of the land” (FDRE Constitution, article 9 §4), 

article 9 §1 states that “the Constitution is the supreme law of the land”. There is no 

question as to Ethiopia’s acceptance of the International Bill of Rights, but should there 

be any conflict between the Constitution and international treaties, one could make a 

strong argument that the latter will be of no effect, as per the constitutional provisions 

mentioned above (Rakeb, 2002: 15).  

  

As to the domestic implementation of international treaties and agreements in a court of 

law, art.2 (2) of the FDRE Federal Negarit Gazette Establishment Proclamation No. 

3/1995 states that for any document to become a law in Ethiopia, it must officially be 

issued as a proclamation in the Federal Negarit Gazette. Rakeb (2002: 15) further analyzed 

the provisions as follows: 

                                                 
48 The issue of land will be further discussed under section 4.3.  
49 Even if there is no explicit mention of food as a ‘fundamental right or freedom’, article 41 – which deals 
with ‘social, economic, and cultural rights’ – mentions the right to adequate remuneration. Paragraph 8 of 
the same article particularly focuses on farmers and pastoralists as follows:  

Ethiopian farmers and pastoralists have the right to receive fair prices for their products, 
that would lead to improvement in their conditions of life and to enable them to obtain an 
equitable share of the national wealth commensurate with their contribution. This 
objective shall guide the State in the formulation of economic, social and development 
policies.  

 55



In Ethiopia, the power to conclude international agreements is entrusted to the 
executive. The House of Peoples’ Representatives (Parliament) has then to ratify 
them (art.55 (12)). Once they are ratified, all international agreements, including 
human rights instruments, are an integral part of the law of the land (art.9 (4)). 
No additional measure to be taken by the legislature is provided for in the 
Constitution. However, art.2 (2) of the Federal Negarit Gazette Establishment 
Proclamation No. 3/1995 provides that all Laws of the Federal Government shall 
be published in the Federal Negarit Gazette, whereas art.2 (3) states that all 
Federal or Regional legislative, executive and judicial organs as well as any 
natural or juridical person shall take judicial notice of Laws published in the 
Federal Negarit Gazette. According to these provisions, Ethiopia could be 
classified as dualist as a national legislation needs to be promulgated in order for 
the provisions of international instruments to be implemented at the domestic 
level.  

  
The ICESCR has not been issued as a proclamation in the Federal Negarit Gazette so 

far50. Thus, following Rakeb’s analysis, the government has ratified the ICESCR, the 

implementation of which proves to be problematic unless issued as a proclamation.  

 

Gebreamlak (2001) provided an analysis of the Ethiopian legal system which differs from 

the one explained above. For him, the legal system is a monist one, to begin with. He 

explained that “[R]atification by the House of Representatives is the only indispensable 

procedure all treaties have to undergo, in order to be incorporated in to Ethiopian law. 

Publication of the ratification, but not the treaty itself, is a criterion, which is not 

mandatory for the entry in to force of the ratified treaty” (Ibid.: 56). If ever a 

proclamation is issued, he further explained, the whole text of the treaty is not reproduced 

according to the practice in Ethiopia51; only the approval of the House of Peoples’ 

Representatives is expressed in the Proclamation.    

 

In the event an individual files a law suit against the government on grounds of violating 

the right to food enshrined in the ICESCR (as stipulated in General Comment 12 § 17)52, 

the courts would be in a very difficult position to decide on the admissibility of the case:  

                                                 
50 From the International Human Rights Treaties, only some articles from the Convention on the Right of 
the Child have been issued in the form of a Proclamation after ratification – even then, it has not been 
translated into the working language of the country (Ibid.: 24-5).  
51 He took the example of Proclamation No. 144/1998 which provided for the accession of Ethiopia to the 
African Human and Peoples’ Rights Charter.  
52 A state violates the ICESCR when it “[…] fails to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very least, the 
minimum essential level required to be free from hunger” (CESCR General Comment 12. § 17). 
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• Accepting the case could be against the constitution as there is no mention of a 

‘right’ to food nor ‘freedom’ from hunger, save article 90 which puts food solely 

as a social objective – the supremacy of the constitution should also be kept in 

mind (as per its article 9§1). Furthermore, for the court to interpret the whole 

constitution in light of international treaties to which Ethiopia is part of might be 

acting ultra vires, since only the House of Federation has the authority to interpret 

the constitution on such issues (FDRE Constitution, article 83).  

•  Rejecting the case would be a failure on the part of the Ethiopian state to uphold 

the commitments it has ratified under the International Bill of Rights. The state is 

responsible for harmonizing domestic laws to international treaties it has ratified.  

 

This is therefore clearly a grey area in the Ethiopian legal system. On the one hand, the 

Constitution did not include food as a right but only as an objective. While it provided for 

the interpretation of the ‘fundamental rights and freedoms’ in light of International 

Human Rights Treaties to which Ethiopia is party to, food has not been considered as a 

‘fundamental right’ nor as a ‘freedom’; hence, this provision does not require for the 

issue of food to be interpreted in accordance with International Human Rights Law. But 

neither does the constitution prohibit such an interpretation.  

 

On the other hand, there is a loophole in the Ethiopian legal system with regards to 

adopting international treaties/agreements in general (in our case, the ICESCR). Ethiopia 

is clearly bound by the ICESCR which it has ratified. Nevertheless, some judges attribute 

the non-issuance of most human rights treaties (including the ICESCR) as proclamations 

in the Federal Negarit Gazette as an obstacle for directly referring to them in courts53. 

While article 2(3) of the Federal Negarit Gazette Establishment Proclamation No. 3/1995 

stated that courts shall take notice of laws published in the Federal Negarit Gazette, it did 

not exclude international treaties as sources of law to be used in courts; this article is not 

(and cannot be expected to be) exclusive by any means. In other words, all laws issued in 

                                                 
53 In an interview with several judges, Rakeb (2002:39) found out that the respondents mainly put 
Proclamation No. 3/1995 as a hindrance from invoking international human rights standards in courts; or, 
what comes to the same, the lack of proclamations issuing International Human Rights Conventions (save 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child). 
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the form of proclamations must be taken into account by courts, but the latter can also 

consider other sources of law (the ICESCR being one). The purpose of issuing a ratified 

international treaty in the form of a proclamation is not to express acquiescence to the 

treaty (that stage was already completed upon ratification by the House of Peoples’ 

Representatives) but to make every person and institution cognizant of its existence.   

   

To date, there has been no case in court (as per the data available to the author at the time 

of writing) where the right to food had been a subject of contention [reference in courts to 

the International Bill of Rights in general is ‘very minimal at best, nil at worst’ (Rakeb, 

2002: 38)]. There is thus a need to take all necessary measures (the most practical one 

being to issue the ICESCR as a proclamation54 in order to remove any obstacle[perceived 

or real]  for legal practitioners to apply the ICESCR in courts) to make the right to food, 

and particularly the freedom from hunger, a justiciable right in the Ethiopian legal 

system. Effective human rights education should also be given for beneficiaries to claim 

rights; for this to happen, the issuance of the ICESCR (and other human rights 

conventions as well) in the form of a proclamation will be even more instrumental if 

official translation of the ICESCR and (most importantly) dissemination of the Covenant 

is undertaken (Rakeb, 2002: 17).  

 

The government has also not submitted reports to the CESCR55 until now, making the 

official assessment of the government’s performance in realizing the right to food, and 

particularly the freedom from hunger, quite difficult. As mentioned in chapter two, the 

CESCR has no enforcement mechanisms to compel the government to submit reports not 

least because it is itself overburdened in carrying out its duties. This is one reason why an 

exclusive legal analysis alone will not be able to portray the full problematic involved in 

freeing people from the scourges of famine and starvation. The next sections will move 

beyond the analysis of constitutional provisions, to discuss government policies.  

                                                 
54 The fact that the Constitution does not explicitly make reference to food as a right cannot be taken to mean that the 
FDRE is against such a right. Hence, issuing the ICESCR as a proclamation to make it enforceable domestically cannot 
be in contravention to the Constitution. Alternatively, amending the Constitution to include the right to food is a 
possibility, but a very difficult one. Articles 104 and 105 of the Constitution deal with amendments, and it has clearly 
been indicated that amending (in this case, by adding to) the section on ‘Fundamental Rights and Freedoms’ is much 
more restrictive than amending other provisions of the document.   
55 According to the procedures of the CESCR, the Ethiopian government should have submitted at least two reports so far.  
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4.3 Land Tenure  
I will analyze in this section selected issues pertinent to the current land tenure system in 

Ethiopia. In a country where a large part (over 85%) of the 70 million-strong population 

derives its income from agriculture, land tenure is very crucial in withstanding adverse 

weather conditions preventing the latter from evolving into starvation and famine.  

 

During the first few years of EPRDF rule (the transition period which lasted from 1991-

1994), land was to be made first, a policy choice of the newly elected government, then, a 

subject of popular vote, but it finally ended up as a constitutional issue. Dessalegn 

(1994a: 8) wrote the following: 

Until a short while ago, the TGE was sending out contradictory signals on 
land policy. In the first draft of its economic policy document it was stated 
that land policy will be determined by the government brought to office after 
national elections at the end of the transition period (TGE 1991a:15). In the 
second draft of the same document it was decided that the land question 
would be resolved by a national referendum (TGE 1991b: 21). Now, the issue 
has become a constitutional one, and the specific form of tenure is to be 
decided by the public and reflected in the final draft of the constitution (TGE 
1993b). Actually, the government is quietly pushing for state leasehold on the 
old “Dergist” argument that land is “collective property” and should remain 
under state control.  

 

Hussein (2001: 35-84) elaborated on how the issue of land ownership was finally decided 

and included in the constitution. He maintains that the wishes of the majority were in 

favor of the status quo, while a minority advocated private ownership.   

The inclusion of the idea of public ownership of rural land in the Constitution 
(article 40) is the outcome of an extensive debate, that lasted a week, over the 
issue by the supporters of the status quo and advocates of a policy reform. 
The deliberations were conducted, particularly, in the Constituent Assembly 
on the basis of a recommendation that the Council of Representatives 
forwarded. After long discussions were carried out between supporters of 
public ownership and those who sought the reinstatement of private holdings, 
the problem was "settled" through vote, where adherents of the existing 
tenure policy won the battle. Accordingly, the controversial article 40, as 
amended, was endorsed by 495 vote, 4 abstention and with no opposition. […] 
Confirming this assertion, Girma and Zegeye (1996: 194-95) contend that 
constitutional recognition of the idea of public tenure was based on the 
consideration of the views of the majority vis-à-vis the intention of the 
minority who argued in favour of the restoration of private tenure system. 
(Ellipses mine) 
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As per the almost-unanimous voting results, it does not look that there was indeed a 

strong debate in favor of changing the system. According to the US Department of State 

(1995), many opposition parties/groups boycotted56 the June 1994 elections of the 

Constituent Assembly, the body charged for approving the constitution (including article 

40) – that could explain how a vote on such a politically sensitive issue (land) resulted in 

quasi-unanimity. It is possible to say that the current land tenure adopted in the 

constitution is mainly a reflection of EPRDF policies by the fact that it was not 

challenged by the major opposition parties in the debate over land tenure within the 

Constituent Assembly. It is true that government ownership of land was not introduced 

by the EPRDF; however, the decision to maintain the previous land tenure system was 

made largely by the EPRDF and its supporters. 

 

On the other hand, it does not mean that the outcome would have been much different 

had other opposition parties participated within the Constituent Assembly, keeping in 

mind the dynamics of land tenure in the student movement that led to the 1974 

Revolution (the central motto of which was ‘land to the tiller’), and from which many of 

today’s political parties originate. Furthermore, the fact that opposition parties did not 

participate does not by itself mean that the land tenure system adopted in the Constitution 

does not have support by the people. In any case, it is safe to assert that on such an 

important issue as land tenure, direct popular participation would have been the best 

option57.   

 

                                                 
56 The US Department of State (1995) noted that “the TGE's sometimes heavyhanded tactics and an 
opposition boycott ensured an EPRDF victory in the June Constituent Assembly elections”.  The report 
further acknowledged that “all major opposition groups boycotted the June Constituent Assembly elections, 
claiming that the Government would impede their ability to participate in the political process.  Leading up 
to the election, there were credible reports of EPRDF harassment of some opposition party members and 
independent candidates, especially in regions outside Addis Ababa.” 
57 Tekie (as cited in Hussein, 2001: 35-84) remarked that “It is seldom, if ever, that farmers are actually 
asked how they feel about these issues, controversies and the policy options, all of which are entertained 
and created by outsiders [the elites] who are usually out of touch with the farmers”. 
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Land tenure, as a constitutional issue58, has been covered by article 4059, which reads as 

follows:  

1. The right to ownership of rural and urban land, as well as of all natural 
resources, is exclusively vested in the State and in the peoples of Ethiopia. 
Land is a common property of the Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of 
Ethiopia and shall not be subject to sale or to other means of exchange. 

2. Ethiopian peasants have right to obtain land without payment and the 
protection against eviction from their possession. The implementation of this 
provision shall be specified by law. 

3. Ethiopian pastoralists have the right to free land for grazing and cultivation 
as well as the right not to be displaced from their own lands. The 
implementation shall be specified by law. 

4. Without prejudice to the right of Ethiopian Nations, Nationalities, and 
Peoples to the ownership of land, government shall ensure the right of 
private investors to the use of land on the basis of payment arrangements 
established by law. Particulars shall be determined by law.  

5. Every Ethiopian shall have the full right to the immovable property he 
builds and to the permanent improvements he brings about on the land by 
his labour or capital. This right shall include the right to alienate, to 
bequeath, and where the right of use expires, to remove his property, 
transfer his title, or claim compensation for it. Particulars will be determined 
by law. 

 

The particulars were later determined, among others, by the Federal Rural Land 

Administration Proclamation 89/1997. The implication of land tenure becoming a 

constitutional issue is that for a land reform to be carried out, the constitution needs to be 

amended. Article 40 is considered part of ‘Democratic Rights’ under Chapter 3 of the 

constitution; as discussed above in section 4.2, article 105 of the constitution clearly  

makes any amendment on Chapter 3, much more difficult as compared to other 

provisions in the constitution. Thus, by making land a constitutional issue especially 

treated as a ‘Democratic Right’ within the framework of ‘Fundamental Rights and 

Freedoms’ in Chapter 3, the government has made it extremely difficult to change the 

land tenure system. Nevertheless, the debate on land tenure has continued among 

different groups, parties, scholars, civil society at large. Land has also become a subject 

                                                 
58 There is no body/organ within the federal government to deal exclusively with land issues, but currently, 
there is a proposal to reorganize ministries by which a department of land administration is to be 
established (USAID, 2004:10). 
59 The other relevant article in the constitution dealing land tenure is Article 52 (2 §d) under Chapter 5, 
which gives regional states the power “to administer land and other natural resources in accordance with 
Federal laws”.  
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of concern for the international community, namely donor countries, financial and other 

institutions. 

 

On the whole, Aminu (1997: 105) remarked that the land tenure system was meant by the 

government to amass popular support; in reality however, by ‘wooing’ everyone (peasants, 

pastoralists, big investors…), it ended up ‘wooing’ no one.   

This clause [article 40 (3)] has been strongly opposed by parliamentarians 
with liberal dispositions and is also almost nullified by the next clause under 
the same Article (No.40) which guarantees all Ethiopians access to owning 
land (not to be alienated) if they choose to earn a living by farming. The 
presence of these clauses in the constitutional document, to repeat, has caused 
misgivings in the minds of many, including lawyers. These are partly the 
legacy of the past, partly the result of wooing the rural people and land-
hungry urbanites and are partly the result of a desire to have a bulwark 
against land-grabbing by powerful groups displacing the rural peasants.  

 

I will present below some of the current debates on land tenure; that is, the debates for or 

against the current land tenure system in Ethiopia in relation to preventing famine and 

starvation.   

 

Government ownership of land means in practise that the government has the power to 

redistribute land by using its discretion and whenever it deems doing so is necessary. If 

the government takes land from a person, the latter will be paid compensation for any 

development on the land and for capital invested on the land (FDRE, 2001: 67-9). Land 

as a means of agricultural production, was rendered valueless in the sense that every 

peasant had a right to land free of charge according to article 40(3) of the constitution   

 

Because land belongs to the government, no person can mortgage it: naturally, what one 

does not own, one cannot use as collateral. The fact that peasants cannot mortgage land to 

get bank loans is not strong a justification for criticizing government ownership of land, 

at least so does the government claim. This is because even if peasants were allowed to 

do so, the banks would not be willing to take up small parcels of fragmented land (the 

assumption is that in the event peasants fail to repay their loans, banks would not be able 

to find a market for such land, nor will they be in a position to engage in agricultural 

production themselves). Instead, the government proposes group loans for rural finance. 
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Initially developed in Bangladesh, (ironically where land is privatized) the system works 

not in using land as collateral, but it is based in holding all group members accountable. 

To be more precise, only one (or very few) member(s) at a time will be provided with a 

loan, and until they repay back the loan, the other members of the group will be waiting 

for their turn. The latter will have an incentive in making sure that those who borrowed 

find a means to repay back their loan as early as possible so that they get their turn 

(FDRE, 2001: 78-9). This last alternative is slow since not many people within a group 

can be provided with a loan at once. On top of that, in a situation where peasants are 

unable to pay because of reasons beyond their control, like droughts which occur quite 

often in the country, no member of the group will be in a position to help others in 

repaying the loans, and the system collapses. As the author writes the thesis, there are 

some peasants imprisoned as a result of their incapacity to repay back loans because of 

recent droughts (Reporter as cited in CyberEthiopia, 2004a). Even more importantly, 

rhetoric aside, the reality is that not many peasants receive credit; “[T]he current land 

policy does not allow for using land as collateral to gain access to capital credit. The fact 

that the majority of the rural poor are excluded from credit can compound the problem” 

(Haug and Rauan, 2001: 17) (Emphasis mine).     

 

Furthermore, individuals are given leasehold land rights only with the understanding that 

they will use the land for agricultural purposes and not to sell it, nor use it as collateral.  

In the event a person does not use land, the person can rent60 it (FDRE, 2001: 67-69). 

There is a possibility to transfer land through inheritance too but some regions have read 

this right restrictively; the 1997 Tigray land proclamation limits this right only to siblings 

who are dependent on their parents while those who have land of their own or other 

“sufficient” means from non-agricultural activities do not have the entitlements to inherit 

their parents’ land (Dessalegn, 2003: 3).  

 

                                                 
60 For instance, Proclamation 3/1995 to Provide for the Use of Rural Land for Investment in the Oromia 
Region disclosed that peasants can lease their land for up to 3 years (if the lessee uses traditional 
technology) or up to 15 years (if the lessee uses modern technology). The dividing line between traditional 
and modern technology is not clear though (Dessalegn, 2003: 7).   
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The government claims that the present land tenure system saves the capital of possible 

investors; as scarce a commodity as it is, capital will be spent on other means of 

production. Instead of privatising land, which will become unnecessarily expensive, the 

government leases land on long-term basis with a ‘much lesser price’. By doing so, 

capital will be used on developing the land instead of transferring it from one person to 

another (FDRE, 2001: 72). In practise, the less inhabited lowlands (which require 

irrigation schemes) are usually reserved for investors. Basically, the attempt is to 

encourage human-intensive agricultural development.  

 

Land redistribution is yet another problem connected to government ownership61. This 

will create land tenure insecurity among peasants which in turn translates into being a 

disincentive to the development of land. Deininger et al. (2003b: 18) concluded on the 

basis of empirical research “not only that land rights in Ethiopia are highly insecure but 

also that higher tenure security and transferability could enhance investment and 

agricultural productivity.” The government counters this argument by bringing forward 

the problem of the growing population. It maintains that either land will have to be 

redistributed or there will have to be massive resettlements62 from densely populated 

areas to less densely populated areas in order to accommodate the demands of the new 

generation, until the other sectors of the economy are strong enough to absorb the surplus 

labor force (FDRE, 2001: 81-4). Land redistribution being zero-sum, empirical research 

confirmed that equity and efficiency were compromised whenever there occurred land 

redistribution, which is largely a political exercise (Deininger et al., 2003a). Nevertheless, 

the government has undertaken both activities, though it claims that resettlements ought 

to be encouraged rather than land redistributions. In reality, no regional land legislation 

overtly rules out land redistribution, except that of Oromia region (Dessalegn, 2003: 10). 

Recently, the government is considering (and, in some regions, has started to issue) 

tenure security certificates guaranteeing that land will not be redistributed for a ‘long-

                                                 
61 During the Derg regime (a period of 17 years), there were at least 3 rounds of redistribution in North 
Wollo. A 4th redistribution was carried out by the EPRDF in 1990, when it was still a rebel force. 
Similarly, in Tigray, there were redistributions in 1978, 1980, 1987, and 1992 by the TPLF/EPRDF. In 
Amhara region, land was redistributed in 1997, despite strong dissatisfaction among many (Dessalegn, 
2003: 10).    
62 Resettlement programs of the current government will be further discussed in section 4.5. 
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term’ period63. The problem is “[n]obody can say how long “long-term” will be, although 

the SDPRP says the government may give a guarantee that land will not be redivided for 

20-30 years” (Ayenew, 2004).  

 

Land fragmentation has also been one feature of agriculture in recent decades. This 

involves a peasant having leasehold on small parcels of land in different locations. The 

concern here is that where land is fragmented, labor will be wasted and inefficient64, all 

this at the cost of eliminating vulnerability to famine and starvation. Some claim that 

private ownership of land can solve the problem by concentrating land in the hands of a 

few (thereby increasing efficiency), while the government maintains that this is exactly to 

be avoided in the present situation of the country where other sectors of the economy 

cannot absorb the labor force that will be displaced as a result of such action (FDRE, 

2001: 85-7). 

 

The current land tenure system has been criticized not least because it ties the peasants to 

the land; either they have to till it or it will be taken away if they decide to engage in 

other non-agricultural activities. Some local/kebele authorities stated that in the event a 

person ‘left’ his land for 2 years or more, the land would be confiscated and redistributed, 

regardless of whether the person had a ‘certificate’(USAID, 2004:16). For the 

government this is to be interpreted in a positive way. If peasants find a better alternative, 

they are free to leave their land and are even encouraged to find alternative means of 

subsistence. In the event they leave their land, search for better opportunities, but fail to 

get one, then they are always free to return and claim land for agriculture. In this sense, it 

should be viewed as a safety-net on which peasants are to fall back at any time (FDRE, 

2001: 88-9). On the other hand, in the eyes of critics, this would be tantamount to tying 

                                                 
63 In Tigray regional state, ‘rights holders registration certificates’ are being given, while in the Amhara 
regional state, the ‘ownership books’ are not distributed yet. Dessalegn (2003: 5) is critical on whether this 
gesture will bring any change in land security; “given the high level of bureaucratic intervention in land 
matters in both Regions, it is highly improbable that land titling in whatever form will bring about 
tenure security”. (Emphasis mine)    
64 Fragmentation per se is not undesirable according to Dessalegn (1994a: 10), especially if it is planned. 
Some of the benefits of land fragmentation advocated by Ethiopian peasants include the following: by 
exploiting different agro-ecological zones, it is possible to minimize risk of complete crop failure and it is 
also suitable for multi-crop farming. He thus suggests reconsidering policies aimed at discouraging land 
fragmentation.  
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peasants to the land, which has political implications as well. Specifically, Mesfin (as 

cited in Belcher, 2001) asserted that because the peasantry does not own the means of 

production (land), the current ruling party (who in effect can be said to be the ‘owner’) 

has been using land as a leverage and a controlling mechanism over the peasantry. In his 

words,  

this new regime has inherited the whole of Ethiopia’s land, and so it is now in 
a position to control Ethiopian peasants as much as it wants. They can kick 
out the peasant from some farm, they can reduce the size of his farm, they 
can take it away completely, so every peasant now lives under this threat of 
losing this land. And therefore, they cannot do anything other than the 
EPRDF cadres tell them. This is one of the principle ways by which the 
EPRDF is controlling Ethiopian peasants.    

 

Leasehold puts unnecessarily huge power in the hands of state bureaucrats, where the 

bureaucracy is not always non-partisan politically65. According to Dessalegn (1994a: 12), 

“leasehold places immense power in the hands of state bureaucrats responsible for lease 

administration”. For instance, the 1997 land redistribution in the Amhara region 

purportedly proved to be politically motivated behind the pretext of greater equity in 

land. Hoben (as quoted in Hussein, 2001: 35-84) noted that “[a]s the program was 

implemented, however, it became evident that it had punitive and political objectives as 

well. Household heads classified as ‘remaining feudal’ or ‘former bureaucrat’ were 

allowed to keep only one hectare of land, while others could keep up to three”.  

 

Overall, the concern of the government is allegedly to prevent the transfer of land into the 

hands of few people when other sectors of the economy cannot absorb the surplus labour 

force; if land is privatized, the government believes that the overwhelming majority of 

peasants will sooner or later sell their land (under duress) and will flock into the cities, 

                                                 
65 Vaughan and Tronvoll (2003: 96) note that some people criticized the recruitment process in the civil 
service as politically biased.   

[W]hilst it is not set out as a constitutional requirement, most federal government institutions 
have interpreted their responsibilities regarding ‘equitable representation’ as extending to the 
achievement of ‘ethnic balance’ in the appointment of senior officials, civil servants, and 
committee members[…]. It is alleged by opponents that what they claim is a ‘policy’ to recruit 
personnel on the basis of ethnic quotas and political affiliation or sympathy means that the 
many able and efficient functionaries are continually overlooked.  

What Vaughan and Tronvoll noted at the federal level, is even more relevant at the regional/local level 
when it comes to political affiliation.  
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which lack adequate infrastructure to receive such an influx66. In other words, the alleged 

aim of the government is to protect the peasantry from capitalists or from the urban petit-

bourgeoisie. For Dessalegn (1994a:11) on the other hand, the peasantry has to be 

protected not from capitalists or urbanites, but from the state itself.  

In view of the peasantry’s experience under the Derg, any form of tenure that 
allows the state to retain a measure of power over peasant sources of 
livelihood will be resented. […] [W]hat the peasant needed was not protection 
from the capitalist or urban money-bags but from the state. State leasehold, 
which the government appears now to favour, will once again deprive 
peasants of the power of decision over their own lives. (Ellipses mine)   

 

Instead of dichotomizing the debate only between leasehold and freehold, Dessalegn 

further introduced the concept of ‘associative ownership’, whereby land ownership goes 

in the hands of the community and the individual land users in it. Peasants will have use 

and transfer rights on their land, while the community (not the state) will have 

management and regulation rights (Ibid.: 14-6). Even more, farmers could use their land 

as collateral to bank loans (Dessalegn as cited in Ayenew, 2004).  

 

In general, one major challenge to the current land tenure system is the fact that every 

person has been given a right to free access to land despite the shortage of arable land 

faced in the country. Providing access to land as a right for every peasant is proving 

problematic in practice. For instance, article 5 (1) of Proclamation 3/1995 to Provide for 

the Use of Rural Land for Investment in the Oromia Region, gives every person 18 years 

or older, the right to free access to land for agricultural purpose. “This is unfortunate 

because it assumes that the Region can deliver whenever any rightful person puts in 

his/her claim, and that there is plenty of land to distribute” remarked Dessalegn (2003: 6); 

“[t]here is a severe shortage of farmland in all parts of the country, and, mainly because 

of this, there is growing landlessness on the one hand, and farm plots are progressively 

getting smaller on the other”. The Central Statistical Authority of the FDRE found out 

                                                 
66 In Dessalegn’s (1994a: 11) words, “the [government’s] view is that the peasant will immediately divest 
himself of his land as soon as he is given the chance, so there ought to be strong measures to protect 
himself from his own folly”. He further pointed that in general peasants are not willing to sell their land. 
However, “if, for example, a peasant is in dire straights, has a strong desire to migrate to urban areas, or if 
his plot is too small to farm, he will dispose of his land – openly if it is legal, illicitly if it is not. If the land 
market is an open one, the value of his land will be high, if not it will be depressed”.  
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that average landholding per person is less than 1 hectare for the whole country. As to 

landlessness, there is no data available (to the author) at the moment for the whole 

country, but case studies in different localities demonstrate that the figure ranges from 

7% of surveyed households [in Wag Hamra, North and South Wollo] to 53% [in Munessa 

Wereda, Arsi] (Ibid.: 9).  

 

Naturally, there is a relationship between land-size holdings on the one hand, and famine 

and starvation on the other. Alemeneh (1990:34) noted that, ceteris paribus, “[i]n the 

highland and medium altitude zones, considerable numbers of the respondents with less 

than one hectare of land were more vulnerable to famine than those with over one 

hectare.” He was surely referring to the highlands, where most agricultural activity is 

concentrated, and the relationship might not uphold in lowland areas mainly because of 

agro-ecological settings. In any case, landlessness is not a negligible problem in the 

country and, coupled with decreasing size of landholdings, shows to what extent article 

40 (4-5) of the Constitution [entitling potentially every person with access to agricultural 

land] could be hampered in practice. In attempting to give access to land for everyone, 

the land tenure system in effect appears to be slowly but gradually reducing the 

entitlements of peasants, and inversely increasing their vulnerability to famine.  

4.4 Agricultural Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI) 
 
Ethiopian economy is highly dependent on agriculture. As indicated in chapter 1, more 

than 85% of the population makes a living out of agriculture. However, practices are still 

primitive and the sector is mainly characterized by subsistence agriculture. The main 

policy direction of the government on the agricultural sector is referred to as Agricultural 

Development-Led Industrialization. Basically, it aims at focusing on the rural/agricultural 

sector, and at developing it so that it can be a boost to the economy thereby encouraging 

industrialization. Thus, by adopting a rural/agricultural–centered approach, ADLI points 

towards developing other sectors of the economy as well. ADLI is not only one among 

the other government activities to be carried, but it is considered as the most important 

one, by which the others are also to be realized (FDRE, 2001:v). The assumption is that 

ADLI can bring about the following:  
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• Faster economic growth: to come up with sustainable economic growth, the 

country has to use to the maximum its available resources (labor, land). This 

would mean to use land- and labor-intensive technology for agriculture, capital 

being a scarce resource.  By focusing on agriculture, ADLI aims at increasing 

production and supply both for local and international market, the latter of which 

is supposed to bring foreign currency and capital. Locally, higher agricultural 

production entails lower prices and opens up possibilities for establishing agro-

industries. Thus, ADLI does not only aspire to achieve agricultural development, 

but also wider economic growth in general (FDRE, 2001: 5-10).  

• Maximum benefits to the people: development within the ADLI perspective has to 

be mainstreamed to benefit as many people as possible. This belief is based on 

justice and equity principles in terms of distributing the fruits of development, but 

even more on peace and national security. Rather than paying heed to utilitarian 

principles, ADLI assumes the issue to be of a national security concern67. 

Furthermore, unless all people find a means of survival by themselves (at least by 

engaging in agriculture, access to which is a constitutional right), then there is not 

much that the government can do. In principle, the government does not seem to 

be in favor of the idea of the welfare state. It noted that rewarding unemployment 

would be tantamount to discouraging hard-working people. The resource spent on 

such ‘idle’ persons would have supported development efforts had it been 

invested on the latter. In practice, even if the government were in favor of such 

welfare state, there is simply not enough resource and capacity to realize it. The 

government is therefore sending a clear message, that it does not have resources 

and that it is not in a position to deliver such support to the people (FDRE, 2001: 

11-8). One would wonder whether the government considers handing out aid as 

rewarding the ‘idle’, in times of crises like famine and starvation. Willingness is 

not the issue as much as capability, according to the government.    

                                                 
67 In an impoverished country like Ethiopia, no government can afford a great disparity in the standard of 
living between different sections of the society. The government claims that if it does not intervene and 
address the issue, then there would be looting, chaos, conflict, and civil strife/unrest in general (as the 
experience in some African countries has demonstrated).  
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• Self-sufficiency: in a globalized world, it is impossible to survive in isolation. 

ADLI implies striving for economic self-sufficiency only in the sense of freeing 

the country from economic dependence and not at isolating the country. And this 

process is to be done within a globalized world. By increasing production, the 

assumption is that there will be an increase in the purchasing power of people, 

thereby freeing the country from economic dependence (including food 

dependence) (FDRE, 2001:18-21).    

• Well-developed free-market economy: both the guiding principle of ADLI, as 

well as one of its goals, is the achievement of a developed free market economy 

(FDRE, 2001: 21-3).   

As compared to the two previous governments which have been ‘toying’ with the idea of 

agriculture as a technical and resource related problem, it is the EPRDF which has taken 

the issue as a top government priority (Befekadu et al., 2002: 49-50). Even before ADLI 

was adopted as a general strategy and agricultural policy, the government made several 

attempts to boost the agricultural sector. A Sasakawa Global 2000 initiative was launched 

in 1993 by providing 160 model farmers with agricultural inputs (on the basis of 

credits)68 referred to as ‘extension packages’. Extension Management Training Plots 

(EMTPs) were used to demonstrate the benefits of extension packages. Indeed, there was 

a high yield69 in these demonstration plots. Thus EMTPs expanded in number to 3500 by 

1995, and partly after witnessing their success, ADLI was endorsed as a national 

agricultural strategy, on the same year. Thereafter various sectoral policy reforms were 

carried out, some of which were the adoption of a nationwide agricultural extension 

program, liberalization of agricultural input markets, and the propagation of rural credit 

(Derese, 2003: 8-9).  

 

Along this line, a National Extension Intervention Program (NEIP) came into being and it 

devised a Participatory Demonstration and Training and Extension System (PADETES) 

which started with 32,047 farmers in 1995 to reach 3,807,658 farmers within 3-4 years. 

Regional governments are responsible in the implementation of PADETES. By providing 
                                                 
68 Credits were to be paid in advance (25-50%) and after harvest.  
69 By 1995, in some areas, the mean overall maize yield was 5.7 t/ha, 192% above the national average at 
the time (SG Report as cited in Derese, 2003: 9).  
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agricultural inputs (fertilizers, improved seeds…), the extension programs were to 

improve productivity and modernize agriculture (Derese, 2002: 9-11).  

 
On the whole, it is difficult to criticize ADLI; the objectives per se are not to be 

disparaged in general, though a missing link can be perceived. When ADLI is translated 

in to practice, the primary aim is to increase agricultural production so as to increase the 

profit of the peasant. What is not clear is how an increase in production can bring higher 

profits. As we shall see later, there has indeed been a relative increase in production70 

during the EPRDF regime. But production (or supply in other words) that is not 

commensurate with demand is not profit making, ceteris paribus. Because 85% of the 

population is engaged in (predominantly subsistence) agriculture, it is basically the 

remaining 15% that will form the effective demand. All recent Ethiopian governments 

(past and present) in general have made sure that the cities, comprising most of this 15%, 

have relatively better supply of food even in times of scarcity71. Therefore, whether there 

is an increased agricultural production or not, the demand will not substantially increase 

locally72. On the contrary, and as expected, what occurred in reality was a sharp decrease 

in price73, definitely not leading to profit – a seemingly classic case of ‘over’-production 

despite the 5 million ‘chronically food-insecure’ people. Therefore, the domestic market 

cannot effectively absorb the increase in production at a fair price. The other option is 

export – and here, it is quite clear that Ethiopia cannot compete in the international 

market mostly because its agriculture is not subsidized, while those of others are. 

Basically, small-holder peasants, unorganized74 as they are in Ethiopia, cannot compete 

with large-scale subsidized commercial producers internationally. There is hence a big 

                                                 
70 While in section 4.1 we noted a decrease in production per capita and productivity (that is, yield per 
hectare – though results were mixed here), production here refers to the total production in the country 
regardless of population increase. It is hypothetically possible to increase production while there is a 
declining productivity, for instance by cultivating hitherto unused land.  
71 It is also obvious that most urban people have a better purchasing power, at least. 
72 In addition, food is price inelastic by nature.  
73 The price of maize for instance hit a low of 18 birr/quintal in 2001, as compared to its ‘average’ price of 
80-100 birr/quintal, and its peak price of 150 birr/quintal (Alexander, 2003). 
74 However, one has to keep in mind that there are around 8512 cooperatives in Ethiopia, that is, “business 
organizations voluntarily formed by individuals having similar needs for creating saving and self-help 
among themselves by pooling their resources, knowledge, and property” (Ministry of Agriculture, 2002:10). 

 71



loophole in ADLI; while its objectives per se are not inappropriate75, it is the way to 

achieve these objectives that is problematic. The government is aware of this gap and is 

trying to address the issue by focusing on exports (FDRE, 2002a: 39), but it did not 

indicate how exports will be increased at fair prices.  

 

Following the guidelines of the government, many farmers have used extension packages. 

The result was however mixed: while in most cases productivity and production 

increased, the peasants were unable to cover the high costs of inputs (fertilizers, improved 

seeds…), let alone making profits. In the event peasants failed to repay whatever loan 

some of them might have received, they were either imprisoned, or forced to sell their 

assets76, including food they reserved for domestic consumption (Reporter as cited in 

CyberEthiopia, 2004a) – what more can increase vulnerability to famine and starvation. 

Some of the peasants that were aware of such experiences were not very enthusiastic to 

buy agricultural inputs in the coming years, others were excluded from taking up future 

credit – falling back to where they started; primitive practices and subsistence agriculture.   

  

Vaughan and Tronvoll (2003: 142) noted that following the sharp drop in grain prices in 

2001, peasants were no more in a postion to continue using agricultural inputs. In 

footnote, they wrote, “[i]n Welaiyta zone, for instance, a mere 3,000 quintals of fertliser 

have been sold or provided on credit in the last year, as against an anticipated minimum 

50,000 quintals (interview, Awassa, June 2002)”, to which they remarked “[i]t is, of 

course, a major blow to the government’s development strategy of Agricultural 

Development Led-Industrialization, ADLI”. Even the Ethiopian Ambassador to the US 

acknowledged the event of 2001-02. He stated the following; 

 

                                                 
75 How can increasing the purchasing power of people be inappropriate? Or equitable sharing of 
development benefits? 
76 The Ethiopian Institute of Development Research carried out a survey on the utilization and distribution 
of extension packages in Amhara, Tigray, Oromia, and SNNP regional states. The research findings 
indicated that from among peasants that received credit for the purchase of agricultural inputs, 1/3rd were 
imprisoned, 20% were forced to sell their cattle, 18% were forced to sell food reserved for their own 
consumption, 16% were excluded from taking up future credit, as a result of failure to pay back loans 
(Reporter as cited in CyberEthiopia, 2004a).  
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Farmers in some parts of the country achieved excellent harvests using high 
yield seeds and fertilizers. Unfortunately, they were unable to get their crops 
to market and prices plunged by as much as 80%, even as other parts of the 
country suffered from food shortages. Unable to recoup production costs and 
repay loans for fertilizer and seeds, production dropped dramatically 
(Kassahun, 2003a: 8-9).  

 

Before further discussing the issue of market, one first needs to take note of the fact that 

ADLI and the extension programs primarily focus on agricultural inputs (like fertilizers 

and improved seeds) rather than on water management77. This is to say that in a country 

where agriculture is mainly rainfed and where famines and starvations are blamed on 

drought, there is little that agricultural inputs can do unless they are complimented by 

irrigation schemes78. Without irrigation, Mrema (1991: 287) really doubts that 

improvements in food production can be attained with the use of fertilizers and improved 

seeds only. In Ethiopia, the most developed river basin for irrigation is the Awash, which 

accounts for around 40% of total irrigated land (EVDSA, 1989). However, most of the 

river basin is used for cultivating cash-crops instead of cereal crops by the ‘development 

enterprises’ of the government79. While 14 million people were facing famine in 2003, 

the development enterprises were producing fruits and cash crops mostly for export, on 

one of the few best irrigated lands of the country80.  

 

The issue of inadequate attention to water management aside, it is worth noting that in the 

first few years after introducing the extension packages, the government subsidized the 

agricultural inputs. In 1997 however, with a lot of pressure from the Bretton Woods 

                                                 
77 There are provisions both in ADLI and the Water Management Policy of Ethiopia for irrigation 
development. However, practice shows that agricultural inputs by far received more attention. Furthermore, 
fertilizers and improved seeds are provided in high rainfall ecological zones because of the fact that 
providing these inputs in dry-lands is a high-cost and high-risk business. Still, the catastrophic 
consequences of droughts are more apparent in high-rainfall areas, where they are least expected.  
78 The country’s potential for irrigation is estimated at 3.5 million hectares (Water and Power Consultation 
Services as cited in Dessalegn, 1999:5), while 160,000 ha of land are presently irrigated (Mengistu, 2001). 
This would mean only 4.5% of total irrigable land is actually irrigated. 
79 Cash crop production by itself is not a problem if it is in line with the comparative advantage of the 
country and as long as the government re-invests the revenue to prevent famine and starvation. It becomes a 
problem when the government uses the revenue for other purposes; for instance to buy weapons of war, as 
some indicated was the case during the 1998-2000 Ethio-Eritrean conflict (Alexander, 2003). 
80 From among the ‘development enterprises and sugarcane plantations’ owned by the government in the 
Awash River Basin, only the Upper Awash Agro-Industry Enterprise cultivated maize on 1400ha in 
response to the food crisis in 2003 (this represents merely 4% of total cultivated government land in Awash 
for the year) while the rest produced only fruits and cash crops (Alexander, 2003).  
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Institutions, the government withdrew its subsidies leading to an abrupt increase in price 

(Yonas, 2002). The increase in price of agricultural inputs was further accentuated by the 

relative decrease in price of agricultural output (mainly cereals). Tadesse (as cited in 

Derese, 2003:11) noted the following. 

The extent to which fertilizer prices have changed relative to output prices 
can be determined by looking at the ratio of DAP and Urea81 prices to prices 
of major cereals in some markets located in surplus producing areas. For 
instance, the ratio of DAP to teff82 price increased from 0.6 in 1991 to 1.84 in 
2001. This means only 0.6 quintal of mixed teff was required to buy a quintal 
of DAP in 1991 compared to 1.84 quintal in 2001. The change represents a 
306% increase in the amount of teff required to buy a quintal of DAP.  

 

Therefore, peasants found themselves trapped between a 306% increase in agricultural 

input prices and a similar decrease in output prices – none of which are conducive for 

preventing famine and starvation. It is possible to assert that current starvations in 

Ethiopia are not solely the result of lower food production and this for the following 

reasons: 

• Farmers have no incentives to produce cereal crops because market prices are too 

low to make a living and input prices are as high as ever. Those who have access 

to credit prefer producing cash crops; those who do not as a result of failure to 

repay loans, revert back to subsistence farming and the slightest climatic change 

offsets famine and starvation.  

• Government development enterprises produce cash crops mainly for exports. In 

2003, only 4% of the best irrigated land in the Awash River basin was used for 

cereal crops – the remaining was used for fruits and cash crops.  

 

Ziegler83 (2004:10) also remarked that there is food in the country but people don’t have 

the purchasing power. He said that “in Ethiopia from where I just came back, there are 18 

surplus regions … thousands of dollars worth of food is rotting, bur WFP [World Food 

Programme] is importing from Djibouti [to distribute food aid]” (ellipses in the original).  

                                                 
81 DAP and Urea are types of fertilizers (Footnote mine).  
82 Teff is a ceral crop used to make the staple food in most areas of the country (Footnote mine). 
83 The Office of the UN Special Rapporteur to the Right to Food visited Ethiopia in February 2004 to 
analyze the realization of the right to food in the country. The Report will be published in 2005. Despite 
unrelenting efforts by this author, the office was unable/unwilling to share any information on the matter.  
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While the impact of food aid will be briefly discussed in section 4.6, the above statement 

should be used for now as an indication that there is food ‘rotting’ in the country while 

millions are starving.  

 

Improved agricultural inputs cannot in principle be meant for subsistence agriculture. 

Such inputs involve high costs, and unless the agricultural product is sold in the market 

with a good price, improved agricultural input defeats its purpose. Where the market 

cannot absorb agricultural supply at a fair price, the situation would not be less different  

from subsistence agriculture. There is hence a contradiction inherent in ADLI. On the one 

hand it aims at increasing production through improved agricultural inputs – thereby 

attempting to bring the peasantry from subsistence farming where vulnerability to famine 

and starvation is high. On the other, it neither subsidizes agriculture nor does it take into 

account the demand aspect in the equation; hence clearing the way for the free-fall of the 

peasant back into subsistence agriculture, at times even leaving the latter with less 

assets84 than what he/she originally started with – what more can increase vulnerability to 

famine and starvation? 

 

The fact that the supply of agricultural inputs is controlled mainly by party-affiliated 

companies (parastatals) in an oligopolistic environment further complicates the matter. At 

present, there are only a handful of companies in charge of supplying improved inputs, 

particularly fertilizers, most of whom are party affiliated. The following table shows their 

share in the market in the Amhara Regional State for example. 

                                                 
84 Less assets as a result of confiscation and forcible sell of assets, when farmers failed to repay their loans.  
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Share of Major Fertilizer Importers and Distributors in the Amhara Region

Party-affiliated 
or Public Companies
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At present the oligopoly is even heading towards monopoly by party-affiliated 

companies85. Vaughan and Tronvoll (2003: 79) also noted the extent to which the 

fertilizer market was controlled by the ruling party.  

The extent of the competition and monopoly/oligopoly- related problems 
emerges yet more clearly, when one considers the nature of the freight moved 
by the transport sector, with most work carried out either for the state sector, 
or (in the case of major volumes of fertilizer) for other party-associated 
companies such as Guna, Ambasel, and Dinsho. It seems unlikely that, unless 
it undergoes a radical transformation, the party will take on board these 
concerns, given its attitudes towards pluralism and its insistence that these 
enterprises benefit ‘all of the people of their respective regions’. It needs little 
imagination, however, to envisage the difficulties which might beset the 
timely distribution of fertilizer, for instance, to weredas or zones which, after 
election, were administered by representatives of political parties other than 
those with which these key trading and distribution companies are so closely, 
if non-formally, associated. (Emphasis mine) 

 

This would lead one to ponder on Mesfin’s hypothesis, that the EPRDF is trying to 

control the peasantry by and through its policies (land policies, ADLI…). Indeed, the 

present situation gives too much power to the party in implementing ADLI through local 

officials, bureaucrats, and input supply companies. Based upon a social deconstruction 

                                                 
85 Amalgamated and Fertiline were considered private companies. However Amalgamated is bankrupt and 
has been foreclosed by the bank. Fertiline has stepped out of the business. 
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model, interviews86 with peasants revealed that the rich87 and those affiliated with the 

ruling party presumably benefited most, while the poor were said to be getting even 

poorer as a result of ADLI (particularly the extension programs) (Derese, 2003: 14-6).  

 

In response to the worsening situation of the country, the Disaster Prevention and 

Preparedness Commission DDPC (formerly the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission 

RRC88) was empowered in 1995 to tackle causes of food crises and to ensure adequate 

and timely response in the event they occur. As its name indicates, its major activities 

cover prevention and preparedness. Prevention activities aim at tackling root causes of 

vulnerability to disaster through Employment Generation Schemes (EGS). EGS are also 

part of the instruments by which food security programs of the government are to be 

implemented. Preparedness activities on the other hand, comprise the following 

modalities:   

• Early Warning System,  

• Emergency Food Security Reserve89,  

• National Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Fund (DDPC, N.D.). 

 

In practice, the DPPC focuses on providing information about food crises forecasts, 

sending out appeals, and it serves as a body through which donors are to channel their 

aid; it is more of a patch or a quick-fix and it does not address structural causes to famine 

and starvation. The government has been accused of creating a formal structure that 

sustains and exacerbates dependency; “the government structure like the […] DPPC, 

which is officially set and makes annual appeals could have been also considered as a 

structure which is sustaining dependency more than NGOs” (Abiy as cited in Abebe, 

2004: 19) (Ellipses mine).   

                                                 
86 The research was carried out by Derese (2003) in selected sites within Amhara, Oromia, Tigray, SNNP 
regional states and it can only be used for indicating the trend and not for generalizing about the whole 
country.  
87 The distinction between rich and poor used by the peasants is purely contextual. 
88 The RRC was established in 1974 following the outbreak of famine in Northern Ethiopia (Wollo and 
Tigray) (DPPC, N.D.).  
89 Established in the early 1990s, the reserve enables the government to distribute food in accordance with 
pledges by donors, in order to reduce delays to deliver aid from the time donors make a pledge, to the time 
the food actually is delivered (Kassahun, 2003a: 11).  
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Other than re-structuring the DPPC, the government also adopted a Poverty Reduction 

Strategy90 to combat one of the causes of famine and starvation: that is, poverty. The 

government acknowledged that “[d]espite the visible overall improvement of the 

Ethiopian economy in the 1990s compared to that of the 1980s, poverty in Ethiopia is still 

among the highest in the world. […] Most of the poor live in rural areas and depend 

predominantly on agriculture for their livelihood” (FDRE, 2002a: 3). Ethiopia’s Poverty 

Reduction Strategy has four building blocks:  

• ADLI 

• Judiciary and Civil Service Reform 

• Decentralization and Empowerment 

• Capacity Building in Public and Private Sectors (Ibid.: 13). 

 

Fighting famine and starvation would basically fall under ADLI, which has been 

discussed above. Food Security is one feature that has been included under the key sector 

policy development of the Poverty Reduction Strategy91. The notion of poverty was 

enlarged to include ‘food poverty’ as well. One important component of the Food 

Security Strategy (FSS) is its emphasis on the dual role of the food security reserve; not 

only will such a reserve enable faster delivery of food relief, but it also serves as a price 

stabilizing mechanism in surplus areas (FDRE, 2002a: 41). The government is trying to 

persuade donors to purchase food from domestic producers instead of importing food 

while there is surplus in some regions in Ethiopia: this will help in protecting domestic 

producers from unviable price falls as a result of food aid imports. Nevertheless, here 

again, this is a quick fix based on the will of donors to a structural problem. The 

government can only try to persuade donors, but in no case will it be in a position to 

refuse food aid if donors decide to bring food from abroad (and in many cases, food aid 

has served as a dumping ground for subsidized surplus production in donor countries92). 

                                                 
90 Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) were initiated by the IMF and the World Bank in 1999, and 
they form the basis for Less Developed Countries to obtain Funds, Bank concessional loans, and for debt 
relief under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC).  They are supposed to be country-
driven, result-oriented, comprehensive, and of a long-term perspective (IMF, 2004).  
91 The Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (I-PRSP) of Ethiopia had been earlier criticized for not 
having incorporated famine and starvation issues when discussing the agricultural sector (FSS, N.D.). The 
government has now taken into consideration ‘food security’ in its latest version of the PRSP.   
92 See section 4.6 for further details 
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Furthermore, this mechanism does not address the problem of low purchasing power of 

some sections of the population.                                                                                                                          

 

In short, the following table can show the extent to which the government is committed to 

reduce poverty and thereby fight famine and starvation; by selectively looking at the 

government expenditure (actual and forecast), it is possible have an idea on the priority 

list of the government.   

Government Expenditure 

(In million Birr93) 

                  Year 
 
Expenditure  
by Sector 
 

1999/00 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03* 2003/04* 2004/05* Total 

Defense  6,842 3,307 8,206 3,008 11,862 3,009 36,234.0 

Agriculture and Natural 
Resource (Water) 

1,283 1,637 2,104 2,422.2 2,872.5 3,312.9 13,631.6 

 * Budget Forecast    (Adopted from FDRE, 2002a: 25-6) 
 

As the table indicates, the government is indeed paying increasing attention to the 

agricultural sector. Government budget allocation is on a constant increase in that area, 

and this is a positive aspect. On the other hand, as compared to the total government 

expenditure on defense, the total agriculture budget allocation is equivalent to almost 

37.6%94 that of the former. Even if the government has allocated an increasing amount of 

money on agriculture95, the budget allocation on defense is by far much higher. 

Government priority is therefore still higher on defense than on agriculture, even after the 

end of the 1998-2000 war against Eritrea.  

 

The latest response to the recent food crisis was the creation of a New Coalition for Food 

Security in Ethiopia – a coalition between the government and its development partners. 

A technical group was established to assess among other things access to land for 
                                                 
93 One Birr is approximately equivalent to 8.6 US $ (July 2004 rate) 
94 This figure is computed as follows:  agricultural expenditure divided by defense expenditure multiplied 
by 100. 
95 It is to be reminded that African leaders pledged to allocate 10 percent of their budget for agriculture and 
rural development, as per the African Union Declaration on Agriculture and Food Security (White House, 
2004).  
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voluntary resettlement, access to food, a safety net and asset protection for rural 

communities, and marketing agricultural products (UNDP, 2003). G8 leaders agreed to 

support the Coalition in June 2004. The immediate concern of the Coalition is to help the 

5 million ‘chronically food insecure’ people in the country attain food security by 2009 

(White House, 2004). It remains to be seen how successful a ‘coalition’ with donors (and 

not with local organized groups) can be, since the whole ‘partnership’ rests on very 

fragile grounds, where donors can withdraw their support at any time. Similarly, the Food 

Security Strategy devised by the government has included food assistance as a strategy 

(FDRE, 2002b: 31-2). Section 4.6 will cover in more detail the interface between merits 

and de-merits of food aid. In any case, still today, despite the adoption of ADLI and other 

related policies, “without any state support or insurance against crop failure, farming 

remains a precarious and undependable way of life [in Ethiopia]” (Tully, 2003: 60).  

 

The following section will deal with another important response of the government to 

solve the problem of famine and starvation in the country.  

4.5 Resettlement Plans 
In Ethiopia, resettlements have been used as specific measures to ease population 

pressure in famine prone areas. There have been millions of people voluntarily and 

smoothly resettling between 1940 and 1970, without the label of resettlement. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, it is mainly during the Derg regime, in response to the 1974-5 

famine that planned resettlements of large number of people were carried out by the 

newly-established Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC); 45,849 families were 

resettled in the first ten years. But the Derg was faced with the 1984-5 famine, and here 

again, it opted for resettling 1.5 million96 ‘environmental refugees’ through ‘emergency 

resettlement’ programs. There was initial support to these mechanisms by UN agencies 

(like UNFAO) and other donor states. Nevertheless, the Derg’s resettlement programs 

were not effective in saving the people from famine and starvation97 (Alemneh, 1990: 95-

                                                 
96 The Derg managed to resettle 600,000 people by force; 33,000 of which died of disease, hunger, and 
exhaustion (Lacey, 2004).  
97 One very clear indication is that many resettled families returned back to their own homes because of 
health problems, poor working conditions, hostility of host communities, death of family member... Out of 
the 52,000 heads of household settled under the ‘emergency program’ in large-scale settlements, 45,000 
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97). The major reasons for this failure are: over ambition in the plans of the government, 

not entirely voluntary resettlements98, top-down approach in the process yet no single 

government ministry to bear full responsibility (Alemneh, 1990). Some have even added 

that the Derg also intended to resettle people in peripheral areas of the country for 

security reasons (FDRE, 2001: 117). 

 
The present government has been recently considering resettlement as a viable option for 

preventing famine and starvation, despite initial belief that it suspended planned 

resettlements indefinitely after the fall of the Derg regime. Particularly after the 

establishment of a federal structure along ethnic lines, resettlement in the Dergist fashion 

(that is, inter-regional resettlement) was very difficult to conceive (Kassahun, 2003b: 4-

5). However, the government is now of the opinion that resettlement would ease the 

shortage of arable land in densely populated areas (especially for the younger generation 

of peasants who are facing problems to get farmlands) in addition to further developing 

hitherto unused land (FDRE, 2001: 84). The government is aware of resettlements that 

have been (and that are still being) undertaken on individual bases and it has expressed its 

concern over the matter.  

 

Unplanned resettlements at present have political, economic, and social consequences 

and could lead to environmental degradation, conflict with host communities, etc. The 

government is keen to adopt planned resettlement programs, but not one that follows the 

old path of the Derg. The EPRDF claims that resettlements should be undertaken totally 

on a voluntary basis, they should be well-planned, and they should take into consideration 

different political, social, and economic aspects of the country. Resettlement is regarded 

as an important means to bring about ‘food security’. It involves settling people from 

                                                                                                                                                  
escaped and 7,000 died; hence, “the belief that a highly centralized and subsidized resettlement program is 
to be a source of prosperity for Ethiopia remains a myth” (Alemneh, 1990: 98-109).   
98 The contradictions in the government guidelines were obvious: on the one hand, resettlement was to be 
on a voluntary basis, on the other, there were quotas assigned to each wereda (locality) on how many 
families had to resettle. The government also resorted to the notion of ‘bego teseno’ (literally meaning 
coercion for someone’s good), which was translated into ‘legitimate’ coercion of those who do not know 
what is good for them (Ibid.: 99-100).  
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drought-prone areas99 to less drought-prone areas, until long-term mechanisms are set in 

place to improve those areas classified as drought-prone. The government assumes that 

there is a demand coming from the people for resettlements because of the fact that 

resettlements had occurred after the Derg without government support. The role of the 

government therefore would be to make sure that the programs are well-planned, that 

they meet their specific objectives (that is, attaining ‘food security’), and that there are no 

negative side-effects (FDRE, 2001: 116-9).  

 

What makes this initiative of resettlement different from the one of the Derg would be 

that resettlements are to be carried out within regional states, and not across regional 

boundaries (assuming there is available improved land in every region) (NCFS, 2003). 

This is supposed to be less expensive (Feleke, 2003: 8), but it would also allegedly reduce 

clashes between host communities and ‘unwanted guests’100. Because these programs 

settle people in less inhabited areas (mainly lowlands, with no infrastructure whatsoever), 

the primary role of the government is to build the basic infrastructure before the programs 

are started. The government gives some support for the first year, but it will be up to the 

people to build their own homes and become self-sufficient within one year. 

Environmental protection is also to be kept in mind in this endeavor (FDRE, 2001: 119-

23).        

 

The New Coalition for Food Security in Ethiopia (NCFS) has been trying to come up 

with ways to bring about ‘food security’ especially among the ‘chronically food-insecure’ 

people, as discussed in the previous section. To that end, the NCFS (2003) issued a 

guideline on voluntary resettlement. The pillars of the program are: 

• Settlers will decide to resettle voluntarily 
• Settlers can return to their original homeland if unhappy about the 

new setting and shall be eligible to receive some sorts of assistance 
that they were receiving before they left 

                                                 
99 Areas classified as drought-prone are those that have been over-cultivated for a long time without 
protecting the environment. The fertility of the soil has been lost and the population pressure on the land is 
beyond the latter’s capacity (FDRE, 2001: 118). 
100 For example, there was an instance where people in their thousands moved from West Gojam Zone 
(Amhara Regional State) to East Wellega (Oromia Regional State), and this led to clashes resulting in loss 
of human lives and property (Kassahun, 2003b: 6). 
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• Settlers have land use right for their holding in their original 
homeland for 3 years 

• Each household will make the decision on movement to new setting 
with or without all family members at the beginning.  

 

The resettlement program aims at resettling a total of 2.2 million people over a period of 

only 3 years. It started in December 2003 and is supposed to last until May 2006101. The 

total cost amounts to 1,867.5 million Birr (approximately equivalent to 217 million US$), 

75% of which will be allocated from the federal budget for food security while the 

remaining 25% will be derived from Regional funds and wereda budget. The settlers 

would be provided wit 2 hectares of land, farm implements and food (or their equivalent 

in cash), and a loan of 1000 birr (approx. 116 US$). Regional governments are to 

implement the program under the coordination of the Department of Food Security at the 

Ministry of Rural Development (Feleke, 2003: 8-9).  

  

While there are different approaches to settlement, there seems to be an understanding 

that for a successful settlement to take place, there should be push factors (actual threats 

at the place of origin) and pull factors (opportunities at the place of destination). In the 

case of Ethiopia, the push factors are definitely there (decreasing landholding size, 

repeated famines and starvations…) whereas the pull factors are not very attractive (apart 

from 2 hectares of land, the settlers are promised only minimum infrastructure and 

services not less in quality than what they used to receive in their place of origin102); as 

such, people have to choose the ‘lesser of two evils’. Experiences of planned resettlement 

programs in other countries are mixed: the Ujamaa Scheme in Tanzania for instance did 

not increase development nor did it bring about self-reliance, as per its initial objectives. 

The Ujamaa Scheme however improved social service delivery. Malaysia, on the other 

hand, provides an example where planned resettlement was successful. Though previous 

resettlement schemes in Ethiopia were characterized, by and large, as failures, there were 

                                                 
101 There are to be 3 rounds; the first will resettle 100,000 households (starting December 2003), the 
second 150,000 (starting June 2004), and the last 190,000 (starting June 2005) (Feleke, 2003: 9).  
102 The NCFS aims at making sure that living standards do not deteriorate; it does not aim at improving 
services so as to make the program attractive for peasants living in drought-prone areas (this would avoid 
the possibility of local officials using coercion to implement the program).  
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some instances of success in terms of food self-sufficiency: the Humera Resettlement 

Scheme of the early 1990s provides an example (Kassahun, 2003b).  

 

Ever since the current government unveiled its resettlement plans, there has been growing 

concern on the massive scale of the program. The government might have been a little 

too over-ambitious in aiming to settle 2.2 million people in such a short time, considering 

the capacity at the local level to carry out such programs. Again, a comparison with other 

arguably successful resettlement programs might be useful here. In Indonesia, 

resettlement occurred from 1905 until 1977 and only 991,010 people were resettled. India 

is another example where only 31,000 people were resettled while Brazil resettled 7,000 

over a number of years (Feleke, 2003: 10). In light of such examples, Ethiopia’s program 

is by far the largest in Africa’s history (Joffe-Walt, 2004), comparable to current gigantic 

settlement programs as a result of large-scale dams and reservoirs constructions 

underway in India and China (Dessalegn as cited in Abebe, 2004: 19),  and perhaps a 

little beyond its capacity over such a short time.  

 

Furthermore, the program expects the settlers to be self-sufficient in one year’s time – 

again this might be expecting too much from people already enfeebled by several famines 

and starvations. As stated earlier, the government has emphasized on the voluntary basis 

of the program; but the NCFS resettlement document limited voluntarism to the absence 

of quotas or compulsion, while it does not explicitly rule out systematic pressure (like 

tying food aid to those who register for the resettlement program, or something similar) 

(Ibid.). Unlike the previous government, there may not be quotas set for each region, but 

the total number of people to be resettled is set to 2.2 million; what happens if that figure 

is not attained? Prohibiting quotas or compulsion still leaves room to many other 

manipulations and this should have been clearly addressed in the NCFS resettlement 

document. 

 

As to the practice, resettlements still bring bad memories of the previous regime. 

Resettlement is tricky, according to The Economist (2001): “some clans and ethnic 

groups are homicidally hostile to intruders. Moreover, memories linger of the way 

 84



millions of peasants were herded at gunpoint into rural labor camps by the Mengistu 

regime. The very idea of resettlement has unpleasant associations in the minds of many 

Ethiopians”. Even though the program is on voluntary bases, it should be contextualized 

with the history and culture of the country.  

 

The government insists that its scheme is quite unlike previous ones. For a 
start, it is strictly voluntary. But what does this mean, in practice, in a 
country with such a long history of autocracy? The officials who administer 
the scheme are used to giving orders and Ethiopian peasants are used to 
doing what they are told. The government says that those who don’t like their 
new homes can go back; but that can mean walking hundred of miles across 
parched savannah (The Economist, 2004).   
 

In addition, the government often failed to deliver promises it made to provide schools, 

credit and farm tools. The government now realized that it was ambitious in budgeting for 

217 million US$, and urged donors to fill the gap. The latter are reluctant and believe that 

the government’s scheme is too ‘dirigiste’ (Ibid.). An interview with a peasant who has 

been resettled in Baleti can be an example of how practice is different from government 

rhetoric. The peasant said “We came here by force. […] We said, ‘we don’t want to go,’ 

but the local officials told me, ‘If you don’t go, we’ll burn your houses’” (Joffe-Walt, 

2004). Practices differ103, and this might not reflect the reality in all drought-prone areas 

earmarked for resettlement, but it indicates that further investigation into the matter is 

necessary.   

 

Another central question that has been raised several times is that, if the destination area 

is as attractive as the government depicts it to be, then why is it scarcely populated in the 

first place? Why have people not settled there? There have been different speculations, 

but malaria and other diseases104 recur too often as the major reasons (The Economist, 

2004). People (especially children) are dying not only of malaria and other diseases, but 

because of insufficient and inadequate food aid rations by the government in many areas, 

they are dying of malnutrition too. In general, the situation is getting alarming and 

                                                 
103 The same report indicated that unlike Baleti, people in Hare Chachisa volunteered to come. But 500 out 
of 6,000-8,000 people who settled return back home after the first week (Joffe-Walt, 2004).  
104 Diseases that have affected either human beings or their cattle (or both) include malaria, kala azar, tsetse 
flies /sleeping sickness… (Lacey, 2004).  

 85



perhaps a lot more people might be dying as a result of resettlement than by the 2002-3 

starvation.  

 

There have been promising cases in Northern Tigray, where regional authorities moved 

more slowly, methodically, and with less people to resettle at once, though it is still early 

to tell (Lacey, 2004). Despite government assertions in January 2004 that resettled 

farmers achieved food self-sufficiency, the World Bank, the UN mission in Ethiopia and 

other organizations, including Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders) are 

not of the same opinion and they acknowledged that instead of combating famine, the 

resettlement program led to a humanitarian crisis in many areas. The Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in Ethiopia stated that the Ethiopian government 

was not prepared to handle such a huge project (Joffe-Walt, 2004).The UN was forced to 

provide relief even in areas where people had resettled105 and those who had the means to 

return back to their original homes did so106 in some areas (Lacey, 2004).   

 

In brief, the idea of resettling people from densely-populated areas, to less densely-

inhabited areas was promoted by the government in order to prevent famine and 

starvation in areas earmarked as ‘drought-prone’. Resettling people on a voluntary basis 

does not pose a danger if the government matches its rhetoric with practice. The problem 

starts when resettlement itself becomes a goal to be attained at any cost, for fear of 

political gains by other parties107. Resettlements are best conceived of as ‘palliatives that 

buy time for other policies to be fully operational’ (Feleke, 2003). In other words, what is 

needed is not the movement of people from one rural area to another, but a settlement in 

urban areas to engage in other parts of the economy (Dessalegn as cited in Abebe, 2004: 

26). Most importantly, the role of the government should be ‘not to promote resettlement, 

but to reduce the need for it’ (Alemneh, 1990).  

 

                                                 
105 Mind you, these are areas that were supposed to prevent famine and starvation. 
106 Examples abound; for instance out of 47 villagers who left Wollin Bula (Oromia Regional State), all 
retuned except one person, who died on the way back (Lacey, 2004). For other examples, see The 
Economist (2004), Joffe-Walt (2004), and Lacey (2004) among others.   
107 The All Ethiopian Unity Party (AEUP) for instance, has condemned the program and is using this 
against the EPRDF government (Addis Zena as cited in CyberEthiopia, 2004b).    
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4.6 Challenges in preventing famine and starvation  
So far, sections 1-5 in chapter four have mostly dealt with particular government laws 

and policies in preventing famine and starvation; the sections covered responsibilities of 

the government weighed against entitlements of people. This part will deal with 

challenges in preventing famine and starvation. Some of these challenges have already 

been discussed in the previous sections, but due to its bearing on the conclusion, this 

issue needs to be spelt out more clearly in its own right but briefly. For convenience, the 

subject will be divided into internal challenges and external challenges, though it is 

difficult to make a clear distinction between the two since they are often interrelated.     

 

Internal Challenges 

It is no secret that there has always been urban bias in the policies of past governments in 

Ethiopia; this holds true for Africa in general. This is among other things, what makes 

famine and starvation political; famine/starvation is a class issue.  

 

There have been no reports of massive famine in the capitals of African 
nations although shortages of food have occurred and steep price rises have 
left many people hungry. Likewise, traders, businessmen, civil servants and 
political leaders are not among those found in relief camps. Famine is very 
much a class issue and those classes affected by famine have been determined 
by the course of history. Those most affected are predominantly rural poor, 
pastoralists, small farmers, and agricultural labourers who have lost the 
ability to raise or purchase food. People who are already poor are (and have 
been) those most likely to have inadequate resources to respond to further 
hardships. Their positions are already so marginal, their edge of survival 
already so narrow, that drought, civil war, loss of land to `development' 
projects, adverse government policies and declining world commodity prices 
all can precipitate famine (Rau, 1991: 81). (Ellipses and Emphasis Mine) 

 

The EPRDF government may have adopted a rural-centered approach in governing the 

country, but it would not be correct to state that urban people have actually been more 

disfavored than the rural people. This is because, among other things, urban people are 

better organized than rural people, they are relatively more educated, and they can better 

articulate their demand. Urban development has become even more visible in the last 2-3 

years.  
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New focus in this area of policy development [urban development] seems to 
represent a significant shift in EPRDF thinking which had, until recently, 
given almost exclusive emphasis only to rural areas. The apparently 
disappointing results of Agricultural Development Led Industrialization, 
ADLI, together with concerns about the agricultural marketing 
infrastructure in the wake of recent price collapses may have contributed to a 
radical re-think (Vaughan and Tronvoll, 2003: 90 Footnote) 
 

Most people facing famine and starvation are found in rural areas, but the government 

would incur a heavy political cost if it decided to focus exclusively on the rural people.  

 

Another major challenge is the lack of infrastructure in rural areas. Particularly, roads are 

insufficient and fail to effectively connect rural areas with urban areas. This has a 

tremendous impact on food markets, on which surplus producers depend so much to save 

some money for drought years. The average distance to the nearest market town in 

Ethiopia is around 40 kms (Mekay, 2003). Transportation costs are so high that 

merchants are reluctant to operate in remote areas especially if prices of food have 

dropped. Rural-urban transport and market infrastructure leaves much to be desired 

(Vaughan and Tronvoll, 2003: 142). Transportation problems not only affect food market 

but also fertilizer (and other agricultural input) markets.  

 

Other than adequate transport, there is also a problem of access to credit. Without such 

access, peasants cannot develop further their land and their way of production. Access to 

credit helps increase productivity. Unsurprisingly, there is also the problem of lack of 

market information, confining traders to their own locality (Tully, 2003: 60-1). Literally 

speaking, access to food includes after all physical access to food, and without a 

developed rural infrastructure, it will not be easy to connect food surplus regions to food 

deficit ones.  

 

Apart from the above stated resource questions that the government puts at the forefront 

on the discussion of ‘food security’, there is also the issue of effective utilization of 

already available resources. This is related to politics, for instance if we consider the 

development of irrigation schemes. One important fact that every interested body dealing 

with agricultural irrigation in Ethiopia will need to affront is the issue of transboundary 
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rivers. Only two of the ten major rivers are not boundary or transboundary rivers. This 

implies that in order to utilize these rivers, an agreement with neighboring states is 

needed. Knowing the turbulent nature of the region in general, it would be very hard at 

the present moment to arrive at such agreements and this is a potential source of conflict 

in the future (Zewdie, 1994:60). The hydro-politics of the Blue Nile is a very clear 

example.  

 

But more importantly, there is a need to look at the political situation of the country. No 

one (not even the government itself) dares to assert that Ethiopia is presently a full-

fledged democracy108. As per the analysis on democracy and famine/starvation in chapter 

two, it is possible to assert that the biggest ingredient to the prevention of famine and 

starvation is not there in Ethiopia (it is perhaps on its way). Democracy, according to Sen 

and as further refined by Banik, is necessary but not sufficient to prevent famine. It 

remains to be seen whether famine and starvation will be eradicated from Ethiopia 

when/if it becomes a full-fledged democracy.  

 

In a related matter, the level of politicization of famine and starvation in Ethiopia needs 

to be mentioned in brief. Where a full-fledged democracy is lacking, the politicization of 

famine and starvation is by no means evident. Opposition political parties in Ethiopia are 

still weak and fragmented. Until recently, not many included prevention of famine and 

starvation in their political agenda. It is only after the recent starvation that opposition 

political parties started paying more attention to the issue. For instance, the establishment 

of a new coalition of opposition political parties, the UEDF109 (United Ethiopian 

                                                 
108 Vaughan and Tronvoll (2003: 132) noted that “the [EPRDF] regime has built a party structure that 
retains a degree of control to the extent that in practice it would be difficult to use these democratic 
institutions effectively to challenge the power of the ruling party”. Also Pausewang et al. (2002) have 
assessed elections under the EPRDF regime and have concluded that election practices were not uniformly 
free and fair over the whole country.  
109 The UEDF is a coalition of 15 opposition parties, namely the Afar Revolutionary Democratic Unity 
Front (ARDUF), All Ethiopian Unity Party (AEUP), All Ethiopian Socialist Movement (MEISON), 
Council of Alternative Forces for Peace and Democracy (CAFPDE), Ethiopian Democratic Unity Party 
(EDUP), Ethiopian Democratic Union – Tehadiso (EDU- Tehadiso), Ethiopian Medhin Democratic Party 
(MEDHIN), Ethiopian National United Front (ENUF), Ethiopian People Federal Democratic Unity Party 
(HIBREHIZB), Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party (EPRP), Gambella People’s United Democratic 
Front (GPUDF), Oromo National Council (ONC), Oromo People’s Liberation Organization (OPLO- 
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Democratic Forces) in 2003 was one step forward to solving the fragmentation of 

political parties. The AEUP, which is one of the 15 member parties of the UEDF 

coalition110, has included the prevention of famine and starvation as a top political agenda 

and it has been promoting the idea that the EPRDF could have done much more to 

prevent the recent starvation111 (AEUP, 2003). We shall see to what extent opposition 

parties in general will include the prevention of famine and starvation in their campaigns 

and make the issue an electoral question.  

 

Politicizing famine and starvation also includes the participation of civil society 

organizations, among others. Similar to opposition parties, it is only after the recent 

starvation in the country that extensive debate on the issue has been started. The 

government is definitely now paying some attention to the issue, especially in view of the 

fact that famine in Ethiopia has ignited the 1974 revolution, and that elections are 

upcoming in 2005. As discussed earlier, the government has responded to the food crisis, 

among others, by forming a coalition for food security (NCFS). Such coalition, if it is 

meant to be worthy of its name, ought to have been made with civil society organizations 

at least (possibly including opposition parties as well). A coalition that is made with 

donor governments/institutions is very far from the idea of a political contract advocated 

in this thesis. Apart from its catching name, it is no different from the attempts of the 

previous government in treating the issue by relying on donors112. This would lead us to 

the next section, which analyzes among other things, the extent to which the government 

can and should rely on such external assistance.  

 

External Challenges 

External challenges are those that go to a large extent beyond the control of the 

government – they are circumstances that emanate from (economically and politically) 

more powerful/influential countries, institutions, and organizations. In the context of 
                                                                                                                                                  
IBSO), Southern Ethiopia Peoples’ Democratic Coalition (SEPDC), Tigrean Alliance for Democracy 
(TAND) (Source: UEDF, No Date).    
110 Though there has appeared a rift between AEUP and UEDF leadership recently.  
111 In the AEUP Political Program document, famine alone has been referred to 15 times (AEUP, 2003).  
112 As Narula (2004:8) noted, foreign dependence is part of the Ethiopian Food Security Strategy through 
the establishment of the NCFS. This is no way of attaining food self-reliance, which is a necessary 
component forming the sovereignty of a country.   
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Ethiopia, these would constitute Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs), International 

Trade, and some aspects of Humanitarian activities.  

 

To begin with the first, the outcome of SAPs in countries like Ethiopia is debatable113. 

What is not debatable is that SAPs and other policies of the IMF/World Bank have not 

prevented poverty, nor have they been able to check ‘world hunger’ from reaching to its 

current magnitude of 800 million people.      

An overview of the record in Africa suggests that both adjusting and non-
adjusting countries have suffered an increase in poverty. Factors such as 
debt, the international terms of trade, and internal political crises all played 
their role. The criticism of the World Bank and the IMF is less that their 
policies intensified poverty, but rather that, contrary to their claims, they 
failed to prevent this deterioration (De Waal, 1997: 53). (Emphasis mine) 
 

Not only did SAPs programs prove incapable of checking famine and starvation (which 

are corollaries of poverty), but they also had a negative consequence on the nature of 

governments. Specifically, they did not encourage democracy114 and were unable to ‘help 

people help themselves’ when it came to famine and starvation. The role of the 

government was reduced to the extent that it was difficult for it to prevent famine and 

starvation. SAPs attempted to treat economic symptoms to otherwise political causes. 

Even more, neo-liberal doctrines of SAPs, coupled with the internationalization of 

‘emergency public welfare’ have not encouraged the creation of any contract between the 

people and the government. The 1990s saw a turn towards ‘governance’ and 

‘democratization’, but as mentioned earlier, they were to benefit well-organized groups 

that, for different reasons, were none other than urban groups rather than the rural masses. 

                                                 
113 For instance, the Food First Institute for Food and Development Policy, a US-based think tank group, 
blamed the World Bank and IMF policies for forcing the Ethiopian government to pay down its debts by 
cutting social service provision, exporting crops, dismantling crop reserves, and devaluing its currency, all 
of which somehow contributed to the present starvation and famine threat. On the other hand, the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), another Washington based think tank funded by the 
World Band and the Inter-American Development Bank among others, stated that there is no external party 
to blame in the case of Ethiopia; “nobody was pushing Ethiopia to sell extensively. Food surplus was short 
term, so let’s not look for external culprits” (Von Braun as cited in Mekay, 2003).  
114 According to de Waal (1997:57), International Financial Institutions legitimized a new form of external 
interventionism in African affairs and this had a bearing on how these governments dealt with their people: 
“African governments became, simply through the routines of dealing with the IFIs, more externally 
accountable than ever before. […] In turn, implementing the new economic policies required national 
governments to be resolute to the point of authoritarianism, even when newly elected by popular vote”. 
(Ellipses and Emphasis Mine) 
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On the whole, instead of providing alternatives, SAPs had the effect of dismantling 

whatever contract might have existed between groups and the government; as such, SAPs 

were not beneficial for preventing famine and starvation (de Waal, 1997: 49-64).  

 

Related to SAPs and other World Bank and IMF conditionalities, is the issue of 

international trade. This topic is beyond the scope of the study, but it deserves at least 1-2 

paragraphs, again because of its bearing on preventing famine and starvation. It is very 

difficult to state that international trade is at present free and fair. There is in fact nothing 

free about ‘free’-trade. On the one hand, international financial institutions dictate 

economic policies in less developed countries, more so in ‘least’ developed countries like 

Ethiopia. While the governments are forced to scale down their size, put their hands off 

the market, and open up their doors, agriculture in the developed world is heavily 

subsidized and the market protected. There seems to be an understanding that 

comparative advantage theories encourage the division of ‘labor’ at the global level; 

while developed countries produce finished and industrial products,  African countries 

have been encouraged to stick to agricultural production. At the same time, agriculture in 

the developed world is heavily subsidized that products from Africa for instance cannot 

compete in the international market, and this has led to the sharp fall of prices on 

agricultural products and raw materials. For example, this meant that African countries 

had to export 30% more in 1987 just to maintain the same level of import as in 1977 

(Rau, 1991: 84). For some products, the change has been even more drastic: the price of 

coffee (one of the major exports of Ethiopia) for instance has decreased from 3$ per 

pound in the 1970s to 0.62$ per pound in 2001115 (Frank, 2004).  

The most important single thing they [industrialized countries] can do is 
since they are preaching free trade they must make trade free. Eliminate all 
subsidies, especially from agricultural products, because that is where the 
developing countries are competitive. Not only the direct subsidies but also 
the hidden subsidies. For example, […] to produce one unit of food in the 
U.K. it costs about six hundred times more energy than it does in subsistence 
agriculture in rural Africa. Somebody is paying for that energy. […] Trade 
agreements are so cleverly designed that the industrialized countries can say, 
“We don’t want to import,” for example, maize this year, or indefinitely, or 

                                                 
115 The international price of sugar provides another example of a sharp decrease following subsidized 
sugarcane production in industrialized countries (FIAN, 2004: 14)  
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whatever commodity. And there is nothing to stop them. But the markets of 
developing countries have been forced open from that kind of protectionism 
through the World Bank and the IMF when it comes to goods. […] That is a 
very, very unfair system. […] What chances does a least-developed country 
have in a level playing field of the free market. It’s neither free nor can the 
field ever be level so long as there is inequality of capacities (Tewolde as cited 
in Paget-Clarke, 2002). (Ellipses Mine)  

 

In such an international trade that is far from free, it becomes very difficult for 

governments to cope with famine and starvation threats, yet not impossible.  

 

Regarding international humanitarianism as it exists today, the impact it has been able to 

bring about, especially in relieving people from famine and starvation, is very minimal. 

In the case of Ethiopia for instance, the largest share of assistance to the country is 

devoted to emergency food relief and not to development aid. Had the same amount of 

money spent on emergency food relief been used for development purposes before the 

‘emergency’ occurred, the impacts could have been better at least.   

Ethiopia is one of the largest recipients of food aid in the world, yet is one of 
the smallest recipients of development aid even though it is among the 
world’s very poorest countries. Africare President Julius Coles, the third 
member of the delegation, noted that U.S. Government emergency aid to 
Ethiopia was 50 times greater last year than its agricultural development 
assistance ($200 million versus $4 million). Aid experts calculate that $1 of 
long-term mitigation aid is worth $7 of emergency relief (Frerichs, 2003).  

 

Food aid also has a negative impact on the domestic food market. As discussed in section 

4.4, it is often the case that there are food surpluses in some regions in Ethiopia while 

there is drought in other areas. In such situations, food aid has the effect of taking away 

the potential ‘market’ from those who have produced surplus food and it depresses the 

local food market. The government is aware of this negative aspect of food aid and it is 

trying to convince donors to give aid in the form of cash (to be distributed in cash-for-

work programs) so that aid recipients can buy the food from the local market. 

Alternatively, donors can also buy the food from local markets and distribute it 

themselves (FDRE, 2001: 115-6). Surely, all this rests upon the good will of donors, who 

often use food aid to dump their agricultural surpluses. In this regard, Ziegler (2004:10) 

noted that for instance, “the whole rhetoric of the Bush regime is very ambiguous. First of 

all, they should give money to WFP [World Food Programme] and not use WFP to dump 
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their agricultural surplus. What should be done ideally is to get money to buy the food 

locally”.  

 

On a more serious note, international humanitarianism by itself has become more 

intrusive and influential in domestic politics of states. For instance, donor countries and 

institutions (not least the World Bank and the IMF) have been constantly pressuring the 

EPRDF government to privatize land. Whatever the merits of land privatization, such 

crucial issues as land ownership should not be decided in far remote countries and 

institutions but in Ethiopia and in consultation with the people. International 

humanitarianism has not assumed all the responsibility that goes with such intrusion; and 

this has had some negative impact on movements from within the state that aim at 

preventing famine and starvation.     

How can so many well-educated, cosmopolitan and to a fair degree well-
intentioned people [the ‘humanitarian international’116] work within 
institutions with such noble goals, to such little effect? ‘Actually existing 
humanitarianism’ is a disappointment. […] [T]he expansion of 
internationalized humanitarianism in the 1980s and 1990s reflects a retreat 
from accountability, akin to the dominance of neo-liberalism. This is no 
coincidence: the internationalization of social welfare is closely linked to the 
decline of state authority, which is central to the neo-liberal project. The 
humanitarian international may be the ‘human face’ of neo-liberalism, but it 
is a charitable face with little accountability. Moreover, both neo-liberalism 
and international humanitarianism are justifications for foreign institutions 
to intrude into the domestic politics of African countries. Usually, they have 
intruded when things were going badly wrong, but even when the intrusions 
have succeeded on their own terms, they have rarely supported progressive 
political contracts (de Waal, 1997:65-6).  
 

The international media for instance plays definitely a role in famine and starvation, but it 

prefers to confine its coverage to exposing food crises (after they have occurred) for the 

purpose of prompting relief, instead of reporting on situations leading – and prior – to 

famine and starvation with the objective of preventing the latter. NGOs, too, have 

provided emergency relief in times of crisis but none have indeed tried to take up a 

politicized campaign on the issue of famine and starvation. In practice, they end up 

contradicting the aspirations of the ‘humanitarian international’; that is, rights, 

                                                 
116 What De Waal calls ‘humanitarian international’ consists of “the international elite of the staff of 
international relief agencies, academics, consultants, specialist journalists, lobbyists and also, to an 
increasing extent, ‘conflict resolution’ specialists and human rights workers” (Ibid., 1997: 65).  
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democracy, accountability, and empowerment of the poor. NGOs have become more and 

more influential entities over the last two decades, and if they are to continue holding 

decisive power117, they need to be politically accountable (De Waal, 1997).   

 

As to institutions within the UN that deal with ‘disaster’, it is possible to state arguably 

that they have contributed to the internationalization of responsibility for famines. In 

consequence, governments are being made less accountable which in turn would bring a 

negative impact on preventing famine and starvation. De Waal (1997:70) explains as 

follows. 

The establishment of disaster institutions at the UN has contributed to the 
internationalization of responsibility for famines. This may seem a mundane 
statement but its implications are easy to overlook. Internationalizing 
responsibility means giving an indefinitely wide array of people (theoretically 
the whole population of the globe practically the concerned citizens of aid-
giving countries) a stake in disasters and disaster relief. UN institutions, 
international NGOs, foreign governments and any citizen of any country in 
the world become, by implication, stakeholders in any famine happening 
anywhere in the world. This process of internationalization is the key to the 
appropriation of power by international institutions and the retreat from 
domestic accountability in famine vulnerable countries. Moreover, the 
‘responsibility’ of UN agencies, NGOs and foreign governments is a vague 
and easily evaded moral responsibility – nothing more than an aspiration – 
rather than a practical obligation for which the ‘responsible’ institution can 
be called to account. Moral outrage plus technical proficiency does not equal 
accountability for results.  

 
Another related challenge to the prevention of famine and starvation is the impact of aid 

on government accountability. With the government falling at the mercy of donors, it will 

sooner or later be more responsive to donors than to its people. The following two 

quotations without doubt ascertain this. Though such statements are politically incorrect 

these days, the officials in question were blunt enough to state how food aid is used as a 

weapon in the eyes of donors, sad to say still today. 

I have heard ... that people may become dependent on us for food. I know 
that was not supposed to be good news. To me, that was good news, because 
before people can do anything they have got to eat. And if you are looking for 
a way to get people to lean on you and to be dependent on you, in terms of 
their cooperation with you, it seems to me that food dependence would be 

                                                 
117 De Waal (1997:85) noted that “[w]ith each big relief operation, the humanitarian international becomes 
more powerful and more privileged”.  
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terrific. - Senator Hubert Humphrey, on the U.S. Food for Peace programme, 
1957.  
 
Food is a weapon but the way to use that is to tie countries to us. That way 
they'll be far more reluctant to upset us. - John Brock, during confirmation 
hearings as Secretary of Agriculture, 1980. 
(quoted in Rau, 1991: 76). 

 

Not only will such a donor-recipient relationship create dependency, but it will also kill 

any flame that might have existed to bring about a political contract. In brief, there has 

been an increasing trend of donors identifying both the problems of, and solutions to, the 

recipient country, and this is not a healthy relationship to say the least. Certainly, aid has 

saved the lives of millions during famine and starvation; but it has done little to make 

sure that these lives do not face famine and starvation anymore. Benevolence in aid 

should not undermine processes leading to, and sustaining, political contracts (De Waal, 

1997; 2000).  
 

In short, the purpose of this section was to demonstrate that there are indeed great 

challenges the government is facing and that they are not insignificant. Internal 

challenges revolve around how shortage of resources has affected the ability of the 

government to prevent famine and starvation. More importantly, such challenges also 

include the political situation of the country, which is one major determinant in the 

equation of eradicating famine and starvation. The external challenges go even beyond 

the realm of what the government can do. True, the Ethiopian government faces these 

challenges, but it is not the only government facing them. History has recorded too many 

successful attempts (of governments freeing themselves from the scourges of famine and 

starvation) that the Ethiopian government in particular has no reason to fall short.    
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Chapter V – Conclusion and Recommendations                                                  

5.1 Conclusion: a question of resources or entitlements?  
This thesis has shown the different approaches to famine and starvation at the theoretical 

level. Starting from the FAD approach, to entitlements, then to rights, and finally to 

contracts, the shift indicates an evolution in thinking and analysis on the subject area. We 

shall see below to what extent these different approaches rhyme with the reality in 

Ethiopia, particularly post 1991. In that process, research questions will be answered too, 

and the hypothesis will be checked against the findings.  

 

The FAD approach mainly relied on human beings’ interaction with nature and how that 

has led to famine and starvation. The most famous version of this theory is 

Malthusianism, which assumed famine and starvation to be nature’s checks to high 

population growth that is not in line with resources. The approach has many 

inconsistencies, but the central theme is not so erroneous; there is indeed a limit as to the 

carrying capacity of the earth, though no one knows for sure how much is ‘full house’. 

For the particular situation of Ethiopia, what is more relevant in this connection is the 

carrying capacity of land for agricultural purposes to a population that grows at 2.8% 

annually. It will be foolhardy to ignore the problem of decreasing land-size holdings for 

agricultural purposes in the country. At present, there are many countries in the world 

that are much more densely populated than in Ethiopia, so there is no need for panic  – 

but unless people shift from agriculture to other sectors of the economy for livelihood, 

then the problem would be difficult to tackle. The average land-size holding per person is 

less than 1 hectare, and with the present farming system, this has rendered subsistence 

farming the major characteristic of the country. Coupled with droughts and other 

unfavorable weather conditions, which are also part of the explanations to 

famine/starvation according to the FAD approach, the number of vulnerable people to 

famine and starvation has been on the rise. The FAD approach, though it has many 

inconsistencies, still provides a very partial explanation of famine and starvation in 

Ethiopia.  
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The debate on famine and starvation was revolutionized with the introduction of the 

entitlements approach. As such, there was a shift from the supply side to the demand side 

in the sense that access to food became the center of attention rather than availability of 

food. Often enough, some regions in Ethiopia produce surplus, while others are starving. 

There are of course infrastructural problems in the country to link the surplus producing 

regions, to the food-deficit ones. But the question goes beyond that level. Some people do 

not have enough entitlements to have a share in the ‘surplus’ food. There are around 4-5 

million ‘chronically food insecure’ people every year, regardless of weather conditions. 

The last starvation affected 14 million people, whose entitlements failed to have a 

command over food. Since the focus of this thesis is on the agricultural sector, the matter 

is best analyzed through direct entitlements to food as a tool of analysis. Accordingly, 

there are entitlements failures in 3 counts at least: these include problems over 

endowments, production possibilities, and exchange conditions.  

 

(i). Endowments refer to the ownership over productive resources. Endowment problems 

are best explained by the land tenure system of the country. While ever person has a 

constitutional right to get land for agricultural purposes, land is owned by the government 

which has the power of redistributing it. With the growing population, either land will 

have to be redistributed, or people will go landless, or else people will have to be 

resettled in ‘unused’ lands, until people start to engage themselves in other sectors of the 

economy. The first option, land redistribution, increases tenure insecurity and thus 

affects the investment over the land. The recent land certificates, though meant to boost 

tenure security, still do not prohibit land confiscation upon a ‘long term’ absence of the 

peasant. Furthermore, land redistribution has not been outlawed, so regardless of the land 

tenure certificates, there is always the possibility of land redistribution. Land-size 

holdings have thus decreased (and are expected to decrease even more if there is no 

policy change) to the point where peasants cannot (or barely can) sustain their livelihood. 

The mildest climatic change can then cause famine and starvation. While the aim of land 

redistribution is to give access to land for the new generation, ironically it is not 

compatible with access to land for an adequate standard of living; land redistribution is 

zero-sum, in order to provide land for newcomers, land will have to be taken from 
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previous lessees thereby making the latter even more vulnerable to famine. On the whole, 

by emphasizing on the equity aspect of land, the constitution has given every person the 

right to access to land for agricultural purposes – this by itself is to be commended. 

However, this equity comes at the expense of increasing vulnerability to famine and 

starvation because of the ever-diminishing land-size holdings of peasants that the policy 

tolerates. The second option, of people going landless, is in principle against the 

constitution. It is a challenge to the government to balance the increasing demand over 

land on the one hand, and the limited arable land on the other. Landlessness, seems to be 

correlated to vulnerability to famine, according to a scientific research by Alemneh 

(1990). Without ownership over the means of production (that is, land in our case), it is 

difficult for landless peasants to scrap a living out of shared cropping or rented land, 

adding another burden on their earlier problem. The last option of resettlement 

theoretically seems logical. If there is unused arable land in the country, and peasants are 

congested in some areas (becoming susceptible to famine and starvation), then 

resettlement could provide an answer. However, one needs to ask oneself why the land 

was unsettled in the first place; if there really was arable agricultural land, and a livable 

environment, then chances are people would have settled there by themselves a long time 

ago. The recent government resettlement program has been started and there are reports 

that conditions for living are harsh, and that diseases like malaria are rampant among 

others. It is too soon to judge the new resettlement program, but the previous government 

had taken the same way out of the 1984 famine and it ended up with disastrous results. In 

short, there are problems related with endowments and these have led to failure of 

entitlements. 

 

(ii). Production possibilities are also proving problematic. Production possibilities refer to 

the way by which endowments are changed into food; in our case, that would be 

agriculture. While the previous two governments ‘toyed’ with the idea of agricultural 

development, it is the EPRDF which has taken the issue seriously as one of the major 

government strategies, and for that, it deserves all the credit. It devised the ADLI which 

is meant to bring about agricultural development first, then industrialization. ADLI 

adopts a labor- and land-intensive strategy, and, in addition to the land tenure system, it 

 99



has been criticized inter alia for tying the peasantry to the land. This is a contradiction as 

compared to the situation before 1974, where the imperial regime was accused of 

alienating the peasantry from the means of production (including land). Nevertheless, 

people will have to engage in production possibilities other than agriculture (the sooner 

the better), and the practice so far indicates that this has not been encouraged except 

through rhetoric. Farming techniques in the country are still archaic, despite attempts 

through ADLI to modernize the sector. Subsistence remains to be the main feature of 

agriculture in the country, and it would not be incorrect to state that this sector is in crisis, 

as evidenced by the repeated famines and starvations over the last 3 decades only. The 

next section on the problematic in exchange relations will further indicate how there is no 

incentive for peasants to work harder because there is a limit (land) beyond which it is 

difficult for them to emerge; and that limit is set for subsistence and not more.  

 

(iii). Exchange Conditions feature the degree to which one has the ability to buy/sell and 

to determine relative prices as well. ADLI mainly focuses on increasing productivity, that 

is output per unit of land, and this constitutes the supply side of the story. This increase in 

productivity is to be brought about by using modern agricultural inputs. However, with a 

largely subsistence peasantry, the demand (consisting of an urban population of 

only15%) did not increase as expected. In the absence of government backing, the prices 

fell so sharply that peasants were unable to pay back their loans. Coupled with a high 

price increase in agricultural inputs as a result of the government’s withdrawal from 

subsidizing it, peasants had to sell their assets to pay back their loans. The government 

simply watched these peasants fall hard and did not provide any safety nets, thereby 

increasing their vulnerability to famine. It is therefore a joke to claim that peasants have a 

command over the price of their products. At home, since there is no adequate storing 

facility, almost all peasants offer their products in the market at the same time, and this 

will depress the price. Only few merchants will reap the surplus. Internationally, 

whatever surplus peasants might have produced cannot compete with heavily subsidized 

western food products. Peasants in Ethiopia are far from being in a good bargaining 

position for their products. They can determine neither the price of the agricultural inputs, 

nor the price of their products. In this new ‘free’-market economy, where the ‘invisible 
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hand’ is supposed to take care of everything, one thing is for sure; that hand has not 

relieved the poorest peasants from famine and starvation. Thus, exchange conditions are 

not favorable to peasants at the moment, and this has led again to the failure of their 

entitlements. In short, the entitlements approach is a very useful tool to analyze famine 

and starvation in Ethiopia. Entitlements have failed in the country specifically as a result 

of problems relating to endowments, production possibilities, and exchange conditions.  

 

There is surely a problem of resources in the country; lack of infrastructure, linking food 

surplus regions to food deficit ones; lack of information facilities to enable food to move 

where there is a demand; lack of a strong market and safety nets to absorb price shocks; 

lack of credit for a larger number of beneficiaries to help peasants improve their land and 

perhaps engage in other sectors of the economy as well; lack of capacity at regional and 

local levels of the government to oversee the implementation of government policies; 

lack of capacity on the part of the government to support the peasantry through subsidies 

and other measures; etc. The list can go on and it is innumerable. Ethiopia faces a lot of 

problems related with lack of resources. However, it is one thing to acknowledge the 

problem of resources; it is quite another to justify all economic, social, and political ills 

through such problems. There are plenty of countries in the world that face similar 

resource problems as those in Ethiopia, yet some of these countries are now leading 

examples of success. Ethiopia cannot afford to be any different than such countries; 

hence despite resource problems that it is facing, the country cannot attribute all problems 

to resources. With the present resources at hand, a lot more can be achieved.  

 

In light of the arguments presented above, I will conclude by saying that entitlement 

failures explain famine and starvation in Ethiopia much better than lack of resources. The 

question of famine and starvation in Ethiopia is primarily a question of entitlements 

rather than one of resources. The following last section will deal with the 

recommendations. Now that famine and starvation have been identified as entitlement 

failures, it is important to discuss viable and possible ways to prevent famine and 

starvation; in other words, the normative guidelines will be the subject of discussion in 

the next section.  
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5.2 Recommendations 
This section will suggest general guidelines through which famine and starvation are to 

be prevented. Specific, detailed, and technical recommendations cannot be given 

following only the arguments raised in this thesis. Further research (among others, by 

consulting the peasantry and other vulnerable groups, and involving researchers from 

many disciplines) is definitely needed; only then can such specific, detailed, and technical 

recommendations make sense. For the thesis at hand, the recommendations will revolve 

around two normative guidelines; namely, the notion of food as a right, and the concept 

of an anti-famine/starvation political contract.  

 

The notion of food as a right is a relatively recent development, but one that has gained 

momentum in the last two decades. It has significant implications and it consists of 

international human rights law, international humanitarian law, and international criminal 

law. In relation to preventing famine and starvation, international human rights law 

provides particularly for the freedom from hunger. It puts the state as the primary duty 

bearer of that right, and the individual as the recipient. Violation occurs when the state 

fails to ensure the minimum threshold of freedom from hunger, but inability should be 

distinguished from unwillingness. Ethiopia has already ratified all the relevant human 

rights conventions relating to the prevention of famine and starvation; nevertheless, there 

is a gray area in the Ethiopian legal system (that is, the proclamation and the constitution) 

which is hindering the justiciability of freedom from hunger (right to food) in practice. 

 

As a recommendation, domestic laws should be made compatible with international 

treaties that Ethiopia is party to. There is no such thing as an all-inclusive constitution 

that contains every right and freedom; in fact, that idea subsumes a constitution as static 

instead of progressive. Therefore, even if food as a right is not included in the 

constitution, the ICESCR has clearly elaborated on that right. What is expected from the 

government is to remove all obstacles from implementing the ICESCR. In this regard, 

issuing the ICESCR (and other human rights treaties ratified by Ethiopia) as a 

proclamation is useful, if not to deprive legal practitioners of any pretext from applying 
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the ICESCR in court, at least to increase awareness among different institutions and 

individuals about their rights and freedoms.  

  

International Humanitarian Law deals with the use of food as a weapon in times of war. It 

criminalizes the creation of famine and starvation on people as a method of warfare. This 

can be useful in prohibiting such acts as were carried out by the Derg regime. As 

discussed in chapter three, it is no secret that the previous government used food against 

northern dissidents as a method of warfare. The results were disastrous. After the change 

of government in 1991, former government officials were put on trial (known as the Derg 

trials). However, there have been no charges on grounds of starving people or using food 

as a weapon; while that trial provided a good opportunity to set an example for future 

leaders, it fell short in that respect. International Criminal Law also attempts to deal with 

deliberate government policies that aim at creating or sustaining famine and starvation in 

times of peace. Both International Humanitarian Law and International Criminal Law 

complement (and give stronger teeth) to International Human Rights Law. So far, these 

provisions (that is, the first two) do not concern the EPRDF government, which was itself 

once the victim of such criminal act while fighting as the TPLF. However, considering 

the past history of the country, the possibility of their occurrence anytime in the future 

should not be ruled out until the country becomes a full-fledged democracy.  

 

The most important recommendation with regards to the notion of food as a right is to 

increase the awareness among the people. Unless people start conceiving food as a right it 

is highly unlikely that they will claim that right. Democracy and human rights surely put 

states in a better position to cope with famine and starvation, but they do not guarantee 

that the people will claim these rights. There is still a long way to go before people in 

countries like Ethiopia start claiming rights and benefits when famine and starvation 

occur; still, in the minds of many, these are not man-made problems. The political 

consciousness of the society also matters when it comes to upholding a political contract, 

to which we will now devote our attention.  
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The concept of an anti-famine/starvation political contract is a useful guideline in the 

fight against famine and starvation. As such, it builds upon the concept of food as a right, 

and adopts the entitlements approach as a tool of analysis. Its major significance lies in 

providing governments incentives to prevent famine and starvation; unlike the legal 

methods which mainly prohibit government action/inaction and set minimum standards. 

The idea of such political contracts, carried out between people and the government, is to 

politicize famine and starvation to the point where the government’s stay in power 

becomes dependent on its pledge and fulfillment of preventing famine and starvation. In 

other words, by making famine and starvation electoral issues, among others, it is 

possible to make the government sensitive over the matter – with such government 

efforts, famine and starvation can be prevented.  

 

However, this requires that organized groups like civil society organizations and political 

parties effectively mobilize the people in that direction. The government’s role will have 

to be largely reactionary to such demands in the sense that the government is not 

expected to make the offer (the government has nothing to lose before famine and 

starvation are politicized); rather, the offer should come the other way, from the people or 

organized groups. Of course, the notion of an anti-famine political contract works best 

where people have some leverage of control over their government – in the current world 

political context, that would mean mostly where there are free and fair elections118. In the 

absence of such elections, it is very hard to say that an anti-famine political contract will 

have a meaning, regardless of whether there are strong organized groups.  

 

As regards the applicability of this guideline in Ethiopia, there are some constraints.   

There is a lack of strong organized groups to make famine and starvation a 

political/electoral question. There is surely no shortage of political parties for instance; 

there are officially around 72 of them. The same is true for civil society organizations.  
                                                 
118 The idea of an anti-famine political contract is a refinement of Sen’s hypothesis that famines do not 
occur in democracies; the former is much more specific and narrower than the latter (de Waal, 1997). It is 
indeed very difficult to think of such a political contract in a dictatorship for instance, where people have 
minimum – if any – control over the government. The Famine Codes of India were not enacted in a period 
where free and fair elections were carried out in the country, but at least it was in the interest of the British 
rulers to meet the basic demands of the people (in this sense, the people had some leverage of control over 
the government).    
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But most of these groups are not strong enough to put forward such demands to the 

government. Without strong organized groups capable of effectively politicizing famine, 

there is neither pressure nor incentive to the incumbent government for preventing 

famine and starvation.      

 

As a recommendation, improving on the freedom and fairness of elections is crucial to 

bring about an anti-famine/starvation political contract, not least because it helps to a 

large extent the reinforcement of existing groups or the establishment of newer and 

stronger ones. Hence, a political contract is definitely an appropriate guideline to prevent 

famine and starvation in Ethiopia. As stated in the second chapter, it takes at least two to 

make a contract. The immediate role of the government is to clear any hindrances to free 

and fair elections. Then, it is up to the organized groups to mobilize the masses and 

politicize famine and starvation, making the latter inter alia electoral questions. By 

making famine and starvation the concern of not only those who are affected by it, but 

also a concern of those who are not, a political contract can help in providing the 

government with an incentive thereby complimenting on the notion of food as a right, and 

pulling out vulnerable people in the country  from wretchedness.    

 

As a final point, such endeavors to prevent famine and starvation in Ethiopia are 

primarily the responsibilities of Ethiopians and if any attempt is to be successful, it 

should come from within the country.  
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