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Introduction

This short paper represents the summary of the svofkgraduating students at the
Ethiopian Civil Service College. From the four y&atudents’ papers, it has been learned
that in Ethiopia there are many communities whicveh the tradition of living
harmoniously with nature, by obeying the rules atiune.

Nature provides us with its plentiful resources @eduties. If all creatures have to live
on the gifts of nature, human beings need to adjest conduct to nature's rhythms. The
responsibility to behave in accordance with natests on human beings — the so called
the mostsentient’ creature of our planet, Earth.

It is believed now that it is the activities of theman society, especially during post-
modern period that have caused large scale inqutlye natural environment. Unless the
human society obeys the natural rules, its actddvgao, as time goes by, more and more
in contradiction with the rules of nature. Howeulere are wonderful experiences from
various parts of the world from which we can le&ots of lessons about peaceful co-
existence with the natural world. Most of theses¢ées come from ‘traditional’ societies
who live in many countries. One of these countttied host these people is Ethiopia.

The purpose of the works of students is to:
- Explore what traditional ecological knowledge exiat various societies in
Ethiopia;
Discover the essence of these traditional pragtices
Identify the actual and potential threats to thesditional practices;
Explore if there are any traditional practices whare exercised by traditional
societies but against natural orders; etc.

While writing their theses, students were made tibewon their own communities. The
reason to do this was simple. They speak the layeggoé the communities of the study
area, they know the cultures well and hence theyldvaoot be seen as outsiders by the
members of the community. As a result, it was eliethat they could interact with the
communities without much difficulty. Even if theustents were members of their



communities, for the purpose of writing the thesésyas mandatory to stay in the
communities for deeper discussions with membetee@tommunities.

In Ethiopia, there are more than 80 ethnic groupis different languages. These peoples
have different cultures that have contributed a ilot resource management and
environment protection. Especially the peoples lwe tSouthwestern, Western and
pastoralist areas have deep-rooted attachmentnaitlve. Their traditional practices of

resource management have stayed with them foritme immemorial and they have

accumulated knowledge and understanding of the@oslty.

Their resource management system can better bestodé in close connection with
their traditional belief systems. In the customsabbfthese communities, land is owned
communally, at least in practice. There is no ficacof individual ownership of land in
the legal term of the word “ownership.” Each comityhas its own territory which is
strongly defended and preserved by its members.edexy there are resources such as
rivers that are shared by many communities.

These traditional communities view their territsrias a symbol of their identity. They
have developed, as a result, a strong feeling lohlgeng toward their territory and prefer
other clans/communities stay out. While preparimg summary of the students’ theses
efforts were made to reflect the ideas includedha papers of all of the students.
However, it must be noted here that it is not tineadl copy of their works. | have tried to
include my impressions from my experiences and madings, without basically
affecting their works.

l. Review of Policy and Legal Instruments

The most important legal document in relation t® tights of the communities’ rights in
Ethiopia is the Federal Democratic Republic of & (FDRE) Constitution. The
Constitution in its Article 39 (1), (2) & (3) recoges very wide group rights in the
following manner:

1. Every Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopiashen unconditional
right to self-determination, including the rightdecession.

2. Every Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopias ltlae right to speak, to
write and to develop its own language; to expréssgdevelop and to
promoteits culture; and to preserve its history. (Emphases added)

3. Every Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopiasthe right to a full
measure ofself-government which includes the right to establish
institutions of government in the territory thainhabits and to equitable
representation in state and Federal governmentgpligses added)

The right to self determination is a very wide tigind from the wording of the
Constitution one can understand that the rightegeized by the Constitution are so
many. The right to self-determination may rangerfrthe community governance



based on their customary rules up to secessionCobinstitution clarifies these rights
in the second sub article of the above provisiomoAg these rights is the right to
promote culture of the communities. Article 91 lné tonstitution also provides for:

Article 91
Cultural Objectives

1. Government shall have the duty to support, on #msbof equality, the growth
and enrichment of cultures and traditions that @patible with fundamental
rights, human dignity, democratic norms and ideals] the provisions of the
Constitution.

2. Government and all Ethiopian citizens shall havedbty to protect the country’s
natural endowment, historical sites and objects.

Cultural rights are given paramount importance uanie Ethiopian Constitution and this
has given green light for the community ecologga¥ernance, which is part and parcel
of the cultural norm of many of the Ethiopian conmties.

According to the FDRE Constitution, land ownersispvested in the State and the
Ethiopian people. It is provided under Article 40tloe Constitution that the right to
ownership of rural and urban land, as well as bfnatural resources, is exclusively
vested in the State and in theoplesof Ethiopia. Land is the common property of the
Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia ahdll not be subject to sale or other
means of exchange. From this constitutional priecipt could be discerned that
communal land ownership by the ethnic or linguigtioups is guaranteed. However, this
was not supported by specific law until now. (Tisatstill the specific laws issued by the
government contain expressions as if land belomgghe government only.) The
Constitution also guarantees the rights of thedpilan peasants and pastoralists to obtain
land without payment and the protection againstten from their own lands. Therefore
the communities have a constitutionally guarantegiat not to be evicted from the land
that they have occupied customarily. Even if thayenbeen displaced as a result of State
programs, they have the right to commensurate raonebr alternative means of
compensation, including relocation with adequatgesSassistance.

Respecting the customarily occupied lands of theiet groups (or the indigenous
peoples and their local communities) is one of kag roles that has to be played by
responsible legal systems.

The Environmental Policy of Ethiopia which is adeghin 1997 on its part considers the
importance of empowering the communities to maledr thwn decisions on matters that
affect their life and environment. (Section 2.3)(Moreover, the policy underlines the
promotion of the involvement of local communities planning and management of
natural environment. (Section 3.3 (f)) The policgkdés conserving, developing,
sustainably managing and supporting Ethiopia’s aotl diverse cultural heritage as one
of its specific policy objectives. (Section 2.2)(@he policy, through one of its specific



objectives, has considered the importance of theerse cultures in protecting the
environment.

Both the FDRE Constitution and the policy reflenttbe importance of the customary or
traditional knowledge base of the local communifasthe purpose of optimal resource
management and utilization. This situation is fartheflected in some of the laws of the
country. For instance, Proclamation 542 of 2007 (Forestry Proclamation), emphasizes
on the roles played by the local communities inali@ping, managing and utilizing forest
resources by using indigenous knowledge. Anothgalleastrument is Proclamation

299 of 2002 (the environmental impact assessmeatlgmation) which seriously
considers the participation of the communitieshi EIA process.

A number of international environmental legal instents have also recognized the
significance of indigenous knowledge system asafarconservation of biodiversity is
concerned, although almost all of them are legadly binding instruments. Among these
one is the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBOp the 13 paragraph of its
preamble the CBD affirms that indigenous and lecahmunities have close relationship
with biological diversity and that they must shdvenefits that arise out of their
traditional knowledge of conservation. The Rio [Beation on Environment and
Development, in its principle 22 states that indiges people and their communities, and
other local communities, have a vital role in eammental management and
development because of their knowledge and trawditipractices.

The ILO Convention 169, the Indigenous and Tribabples Convention 1989, is the
most important international legal instrument asds rights of indigenous peoples are
concerned. The Convention is adopted with the cenation that the indigenous peoples
around the world have been marginalized; theiritiaathl institutions and knowledge
were ignored. It is, therefore, appropriate to aesly consider the recognition and
respect of the revival of their customary practidesowledge systems and institutions.
Some of the relevant provisions of the Conventiorelation to this work include:

The social, cultural, religious and spiritual vauend practices shall be
recognized and protected; (Art. 5 (a))

Governments shall consult the peoples concernedugh appropriate
procedures and in particular through their respectinstitutions,
whenever consideration is being given to legistator administrative
measures which may affect them directly; (Art. G&L)

In applying national laws and regulations to thegles concerned, due
regard shall be had to their customs or custonsawg;| (Art. 8(1))

In relation to their rights to land are concerntb@, Convention considers
the cultural and spiritual values and their speattdchment to land; their
collective rights to land; their ownership and Essson rights over the
land they traditionally occupied; their rights owe natural resources
pertaining to their lands; their rights to be cdtesliwhenever any activity
that affects them is conducted; etc. (PART I, &lds 13 up to 19)



Other important international instruments are Detlans of the Indigenous Peoples’
Organizations. The rights of indigenous communittessidered by these instruments
include:
The rights of indigenous peoples on their tradaitynoccupied
lands and over the use of their natural resources;
The elimination of the Concept ®krra Nullius;
Prior informed consent of the indigenous commusitie use
their lands and in such cases to get sufficientpeamation;
The rights of indigenous peoples not to be remdvenh their
lands in order to make it available to settlersotirer forms of
economic activity on their lands;
Indigenous peoples must consent to all projects their
territories;
The sacred and ceremonial sites of indigenous peafiould be
protected as their patrimony.

As it noted above, many of the international legadtruments are non binding
documents. However, governments have moral obtigeth implement them or include
them into their national laws.

I. The Belief Systems and Customary Practices

Many communities in Ethiopia have a belief system spirits. The intensity and
mechanism of manifesting the belief system in weiparts of the country are different.
Irrespective of some differences, the basic cosgietoor the world outlooks of almost
all communities are basically similar. As it is enstood from these senior theses
materials, belief in spirits is much more vigoraushe Southwestern and Western part of
the country than other parts of the country. Masicommunities have different guardian
spirits. For instance, let’s see the followingqiees:

1. The Shekko Communities

The Shekkohave two major spirits: the spirits for natui@oflo) and ancestral spirits
(Miango). They believe that Miango is the source of s i&in and also protects them
from different disasters. Thanksgiving ceremongstitie spirits are common practices in
these communities. During the ceremonies, theyeptesacrifice of ox, sheep, traditional
beer, honey, etc., signifying that they do not amlke from nature but also give back to
nature. This is an example of reciprocity with matu

For the Shekko communities, natural resources ssclorests, hills, rivers and other
water bodies are considered to be sacred. Theyedisved to be places for the spirits to
rest. Since they are places for the spirits to, th&ly are chosen as worshiping places.
Any act that is not justifiable e.g. cutting a tregthout getting a permission from a
spiritual leader such as Miangobab of Shekko Communitywould result in anger of
the spirits. Spirits get angry with such acts #rmr anger has disastrous consequences.



Through sacrifice of oxen, sheep, honey, etc. tigeaof the spirits would be reversed.
The resources are believed to be gifts of thetspamd such gifts should not be abused.
Spirits order them to properly manage and utilizensresources.

The orders of the spirits are communicated to thleraugh the spiritual leaders. The
spiritual leaders are chiefs who held judicial, austrative and spiritual powers. They
have superior authority over natural resources alerareas they rule. They extract
tributes and labor.

For the Shekko communities mountains covered bgstsrare the main worshipping

places since they believe that spirits like to nestuch places. They strongly believe that
the spirits leave these areas when forests areede8efore worshipping is started,

everyone must be purified. For instance, sexuaraoiurse is not allowed for some days
before the worshipping ritual. Menstruating womes also not allowed to go to the

worshipping places. There is also a harvest cergnmwamose purpose is thanksgiving.

In this community, there is another form of belieat shows the interconnectedness in
nature and that humans are not masters but partatofe. That is, they believe that the
dead body of the spiritual leader is converted amteopard and some other kinds of wild
animals. As the result of this it is strictly prbied to kill leopards and some wild

animals. This is also related to the belief of 8teekko that they were originated from
monkeys. The worshipping places and cemeteriegxremely respected and now they
are one of the major places of biodiversity.

One of the main preoccupations of each clan leadeether of higher rank or of lower
rank, is to manage and protect natural resournekiding land. For instance, to get land
for farming, an individual must get permission franclan leader. The one who gets land
must respect the rules given to him by the clarddealt is a generally accepted
customary rule in the Shekko community that no isnallowed to clear forests for the
purpose of farming. Plowing land (animal tractiomgs not known in the Shekko
communities, until very recently. They were usindyohoes and other small hand tools
for farming. Cattle-raising was not known in thesenmunities.

They also believe that the ancestors of the triberged from the Earth of their territory
which is presently occupied by the community. lbécause of this belief that they are so
assertive for their territorial rights.

2. The Oromo Communities

The Oromo people comprise the largest group indpthi There are many different clans
or communities in the Oromo people. These comnesiitiad belief systems long before
the emergence of modern religions such as Chrigtiand Islam. Their belief is called
Waagqeefataywhich believes inVaaga(which means God or sky\Waaqeefataives due
respect td_afe (Earth). According to the outlook d&Vaaqgeefata, WaagaandLafe are
inseparable. It consideWaagaaas father, as he gives rain for his creaturehabthe



Earth grows different plants. The belief also d¢des Lafe as mother, as all things
originate from Earth and depend on the resourcéseoEarth for their survival.

Their belief system also involves spirits. The ispal leaders are responsible to guide the
community in accordance with the rulesvBdageefata

These people, guided by their culture, have managedurvive for long without
damaging the natural environment. Hilltops, hiksdforests and rivers are considered to
be temples or shrines for the Oromo communitiesiléMtelebrating the thanksgiving
rituals, they sing for the Earth, praising her ier wonderful presents she gave to them.
They give special honor for forests. They belielvat tthe spirits rest on and within the
forests. Abusing these areas would cause angbeatirits.

The communities believe that all living beings sdlck breast of the Earth like a baby
sucks its mother's breast. The Earth cares fgratgple just like a mother cares for her
child. Unlike other religionsWaaqeefataloes not require the construction of buildings
for the worshipping purposeWaagaais worshipped on wetlands, under big trees, in
forests and near rivers, etc. These practiceseptioat the traditional religion has close
connection with Earth and natural things.

For most of the Oromo communities, highlands, sagmountains and hills are believed
to be kings of the land. As human kings are dresgssl] kings of the land should also be
dressed well. They say that forests are clothesh®mountains and hills. Generally, in
most of the Oromo traditional communities, sloppgds are not subject for any kind of
agricultural activities.

These communities also believe that, soil is flesmother Earth and rivers and springs
are her blood. Therefore, they say that motherrEsaftesh and blood deserve due respect
from human beings. Their resource utilization ieved to be sustainable for millennia,
guided by such principles.

The Oromo people have a special respect for soraeiesp of trees such #3da tree
(Sycamore fiy The Oromo people have spiritual and ecologattdchment with this
tree. They believe that wherever thereOda, there is water (springOda tree is the
symbol (logo) of the Regional State of Oromia. Regional State of Oromia decided to
make its symbol this tree having considered thaucalland spiritual connection between
the Oromo people an@datree.Moreover, it is very common in Oromo people to name
their children afte©Oda and other indigenous tree species. That is,nibtsuncommon to
find people from Oromo communities whose namesarees of different tree species.

Flag of Oromia Regional State



Killing many of the wild animals is a taboo in manfthe Oromo communities. Any
person who kills such animal has to undergo a oty ritual to clean and get rid of the
sin and in order to escape the punishmewatqa Through the customary ceremonies,
sacrifices toWaagaare presented and the culprit will regain his silegs. Customary
judges would pass decisions on the offenders. Bmalpes range from minor penalties
such as fine and flogging. Flogging is rarely ictiid at present. The Constitution has
outlawed flogging now in Ethiopia. The members dfibunal who pass such sentence
may be subject to punishment as violators of thesGttion.

In many of the Oromo communities, one can usuatig songs, proverbs, maxims, etc.
that praise Earth for her wonderful gifts to alétbreatures live on her. The following
verses are made in praise of Earth by one of them@rcommunity, the Gumaro
community.

“Oh Earth, mother of grasses,

under you is water,

on top of you is grain,

we dig and eat on you,

we produce cattle and lead them out
to the pasture on you,

you carry us on your back,

Please, give us your peace!”

These verses show clearly the relationship betwleer©romo communities and mother
Earth and the relation is not that of equals, bet @ne that exists between a nurturing
mother and a dependent child. For them, land isartbing that is seen as commodity. It
is the mainstay of life of all living creatures.

Most Oromo communities have maxims such as:

A landscape that is not covered by trees (forestsimilar to a nude person.
They refer by this that a nude person is exposeekteeme weather conditions
and that could be dangerous for his health. Theegamg is true for the Earth.
Where trees are subject to fire, the burning oftthman society is inevitable.

By this they refer to the recurrent drought thatitacking their land and the
whole country due to severe deforestation.

In the early 18 century, in one of the Oromo communities (Gera womity) there was
outbreak of a killer plague, which was not knowtiobe. The disease claimed lives of
many and the people finally were forced to migtatether places. Most of the survivors
of the disease migrated to forest areas and stthaeé until the disease disappeared
totally. The survivors of the disease got a hassbn on the fact that they survived
because of the forests. Their age-old respedbofests had been enhanced more as the
result of that incident and even today the membéthe community see forests as life-
saviors.



There are communities where young people are tawedl to cut any kind of trees since
they have not yet acquired the necessary experieintde art of cutting trees. They are
concerned with the regeneration of new shoots aftting. For instance, the timber, pole
or any other product may be attacked by pestsefttee was cut in an inappropriate
manner or inappropriate time. They believe thadrehould not be cut in some particular
seasons.

. Institutions

In most (or even all) of the communities under d&ston, the societies are under general
instruction and guidance of spiritual, judicial &gll as administrative leaders/chiefs.
They strictly observe the instructions of thesehatities. The powers of the authorities
cannot be violated, or if violated, serious punishinsuch as presenting animals (oxen,
sheep, etc.) or products like honey or punishmetié form of fine is inevitable. Those
things obtained due to punishment shall be predeate sacrifice to the spirits. As
indicated above, there are other forms of punisiispesuch as flogging and social
sanctions like ostracizing the culprit.

These authorities also involve in dispute resotutitechanisms. They pass judgments on
those who are at fault and usually paying compeénsab the victim is a common
practice. These customary authorities have theim ovles and regulations that shall be
obeyed and observed. In most cases these custdeaalgrs of the communities are the
elders of the respective communities. They adngnigheir people as a bonus
paterfamilias, since they treat members of the camty as their own children. In turn,
members of the community strictly observe the raled the commands passed by the
customary leaders.

V. Economic Activities

In many of the communities, economic activities dnectly related with the natural
environment. Culturally beekeeping is a widely piaed activity in nearly all
communities. In many of the communities, each dias it own piece of land for
beekeeping and for harvesting other non-timberstopeoducts. Having forest land for
beekeeping is said to @bba Forests are highly valued for their importansesaurces
of honey. As some studies indicate, honey cobactrom Kobbo constitutes 32% of a
household cash income. Kobbo system, the trees under which beehives are keit sh
be considered as private property.

Owners ofKobbo have strong feeling and vigour to protect and gmes the forests due
to the beehives they hang in the trees. AsHKbbbo system weakens, forests are
considered ownerless and shall be exposed to arggkaf deforestation.



The basic economic activities of the people aredbfriendly, such as honey production,
forest coffee, and spice collection and dependingother forms of non-timber forest
products. Crop production and animal ranching aethe major economic activities.
The major crop, especially in the South-western phthe country inset (a plant that
looks banana plantEnsetis an environment friendly crop. Per unit aregitduction is
one of the greatest in Ethiopia.

VI. Threats

As time passes by, the threats and pressures dalitidans of communities are
progressively increasing. Such phenomena in turgatnely affected the whole
environment and particularly forest ecosystems. yTHeave forced indigenous
communities to abandon their sustainable livelihostich ensured food security, etc.
The following are considered to be threats of thestamary practices of many
traditional/local communities in Ethiopia:

1. The influence of the western culture is now greattbe members of the
community, especially the younger members. A chairg lifestyle is being
observed. In the past, they were utilizing natuedources for their own
consumption only when such consumption is justifieBut now some young
people started to sell timbers and charcoals asansof income generation.
Members of the communities in forest areas haveniesuch activities from
settlers who are introduced into their territoridggough villagization and
resettlement programs.

2. Nationalization of communally owned lands and risetent programs both
government sponsored and self-sponsored.

- The communally owned lands were nationalized dutivg socialist
regime, violating their age-old communal land tengystem. Now,
even if there are laws about the communal landhgldor common
forests and grazing purposes, these laws do natetise rights of the
members of the communities, which they traditionddhd on such
land,;
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New settlers have no idea about the customary rofesesource
management of the host area. They introduced them way of

agriculture, such as plowing, which did not existthe forest areas.
They also introduced large number of cattle, a tpracwhich is

unknown in the host area. Moreover, new settleree h@ sense of
belongingness to the area and destroy the envinonmercilessly.

3. Investment projects, which take place without pagsithrough rigorous
environmental impact assessment procedures, althibvegcountry has a nice EIA
law. On the side of the government there are bfgrtsf to attract investors.
Almost all investors need to conduct their investmprojects in forest areas,
which cover less than 3% of the total area of thentry.

4. Some religious institutions such as the Pentecadtalches are involved in
activities which destruct natural environment. Theyainly focus on the
expansion of their religion, even at the expensthefnatural environment. The
highly anthropocentric views of these churches hanagle them to particularly
focus on the elimination of the customary practioéghe local communities.
They even go to the extent of felling trees frora #acred sites of communities
with the view to erecting churches.

5. Population explosion is a big threat in Ethiopiae \&fe now about 80 million.
Fragile environment cannot support many people Bustainable manner. The
extent of destruction of the environment as a testipopulation explosion is
high. In some places the landholding has gone belayuarter of a hectare per
household.

VIl.  Hopes and Opportunities

Irrespective of the threats indicated above, theree some hopes and opportunities in
maintaining the community ecological governancee Tbllowing are some the hopes
and opportunities:

a. Due to intensive intervention by MELCA and othemsembers of the
communities are aware of their rights and they tssged to demand the
protection of their environmental rights.

b. Some of the Regional States of the country havegrdzed the protection
of sacred sites of communities.

c. Some communities have developed bylaws in addtiiothe customary
rules, for the purpose protecting the environmermtt wise utilization of
resources.

d. In some communities, the clan leaders have orgdniaeform legally
recognized entities for the purpose of defendirgy tterritorial rights.

e. With the leadership of the elderly, in some comrasiassociations have
been established for the purpose of Participatooyest Management
(PFM), where members of the association earn incami& protecting
and conserving the forest areas.

f. Wetlands have been consideredwaste lands’since recently. With the
efforts of governmental and non governmental orgdnere is now a
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consideration that wetlands are important resoufoeshe life support
system. This understanding is obtained after thmfydalose of the
Haromaya Lake in the Eastern part of the counteytdunwise utilization
of the lake’s water and due to severe deforestatidhe lakes catchment.
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Too much pumping of water from the lake
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Dead & Buried
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IX. Conclusion

Indigenous peoples are the original practitiondrsustainable development, applying
time-tested practice to establish an ecologicariizd with their environment, similarly,
they are more than to discover what is useful gmdyat to their needsEven if there are
people who argue that there are no indigenous peapl Ethiopia, it should not be the
bone of contention as the rights recognized for ith@igenous peoples and local
communities are identical both at international aational level. The main problems
regarding environmental concerns in Ethiopia areomdy lack of sufficient laws but also
non enforceability of the existing laws. Participatof the local communities has not yet
been developed well. The incorporation of tradiioecological knowledge into the
formal legal system is in its infantile stage. @aucational system still is an outward
looking, although there are recent efforts to miaken inward looking. There are hopes
that children will learn more of their cultures ¢tearly recognize and to have a good
understanding of their environment.
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