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Introduction and background

Jimma Zone is divided in to 13 weredas (hosting a total population of over 2.2 million) with an agro-ecological setting of highlands (15%), midlands (67%) and lowlands (18%).  The zone is one of the major coffee growing areas of Oromia region well endowed with natural resources contributing significantly to the national economy of the country. Major crops grown, other than coffee, are maize, teff, sorghum, barley, pulses (beans and peas), root crops (enset-false banana and potato) and fruits. Teff and honey production are another sources of cash after coffee. Enset is a strategic crop substantially contributing to the food security of the zone and is especially important in Setema and Sigimo weredas (highlands). 

Jimma Zone reliably receives good rains, ranging from 1,200 – 2,800 mm per annum. In normal years, the rainy season extends from February to October. For  the last four years, however, various adverse conditions have threatened the food security of the zone. In 1996/97, poor coffee harvests and low market prices decimated the income of coffee growers. Excessive rains and hailstorms at harvest time (October, November and December) in 1998 stripped grains from the stalk and induced germination in the field affecting the quality of harvest both for food and for seeds.

Last year, (1999) the belg rains were delayed by three months (started on April 17). This led to delayed land preparation and planting of long cycle crops like maize and sorghum. It also affected quality of land preparation, which in turn will have a negative impact in terms of agricultural production. This kind of weather also favoured weed infestation. The prolonged dry spell resulted in shortage of feed for animals and also created favourable conditions for the spread of livestock diseases like FMD (foot-and-mouth) which, reportedly, has claimed thousands of animals in both weredas.

Other important constraints to production include: crop diseases, mainly Coffee Berry Disease of coffee, Enset Bacterial Wilt of enset; the prevalence of various wild animals; livestock disease, especially trypanosomiasis; and malaria. Last year, 26,489 people from 7 weredas were identified as in need of humanitarian assistance. 

Objective and methodology

This assessment mission was fielded from 10-14 August 2000, by the UN-Emergencies Unit for Ethiopia targeting two weredas of Jimma zone: Sigimo and Setema. The objective of the mission was to assess the impact of the delayed belg rains, the status of meher rains and also monitor the ongoing relief assistance provided by different relief organizations. 

During the assessment Federal, Regional, Zonal and Wereda DPP Officials, NGOs and individual and groups of farmers were contacted. Personal portraits, field observations and analysis of secondary information obtained from various government offices were also obtained.

Weather conditions

Normally, most weredas of Jimma Zone receive belg rains from February, with intermittent rains continuing through October. Sigimo and Setema weredas, however, generally receive rain a month earlier (in January) than the other weredas. 

In 2000, the belg rains were delayed by more than three months, starting 27 April. This further aggravated the crisis and increased depletion of assets of the community.

Crop production

Maize and enset are the major staple food crops in Sigimo and Setema weredas. Enset is a strategic crop substantially contributing to the food economy of these weredas. As coffee is not extensively grown in either weredas, teff is mostly used for cash than for domestic consumption. Maize is planted in November/December using fertile and wet soils in home yards, and is destined  for green harvest in May, while a second planting in January/February is harvested mature in June and July. In the latter case, the same field of maize will be used for planting teff and pulses in July and August to be harvested in November/December.

As a result of the delayed belg rains of this year, timing and quality of land preparation were adversely affected in that maize was planted late in April or substituted by low yielding crops like teff and barley by farmers owning draught animals. Farmers without draught animals, rented their farm plots to better-off farmers on a crop-sharing basis or simply left the plots unrented. 

Enset production is threatened by bacterial disease (Enset Bacterial Wilt), which is exploiting weak performance of the plant due to the prolonged dry spell. The difficulty in controlling this disease worsens the problem. Farmers reported the existence of more than 25 cultivars of enset, which mature within 3 - 7 years. Some of the cultivars were reported to be tolerant (Ganji cultivar was cited repeatedly) to the disease. However, the extended dry weather conditions both last year and this year contributed to the poor  tolerance of the crop against the disease.

Livestock situation

Last year, due to the prolonged dry spell there was a severe shortage of animal feed that led to (reportedly over 6,000 cattle were lost) significant livestock mortality in the study areas. In the same year, livestock became susceptible to diseases like FMD, which increased morbidity and mortality of the animals resulting to a serious shortage of draught animals. This year, however, due to the rains received from April onwards, pasture grasses regenerated and there is adequate feed and hence the condition of livestock was good in both weredas. 

Market situation

Generally, livestock prices had fallen slightly while grain prices had increased in both weredas. The price data obtained from the Zonal Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Department indicates that the average price for a quintal (100 kgs) of maize for the period January to June in normal times was Birr 58 but for the same period this year it had increased to Birr 131. Similarly, the price for teff was normally Birr 104 at this time but had increased to Birr 176 this year for the same period. On the other hand, the average price for an ox in a normal year was Birr 686 but this year the price just decreased to Birr 652.

Food grains are being brought to the markets in both weredas from Wellega (Anger Gutin in Horro Dongoro wereda of East Wellega) and Ilubabor zone (Chora and Bedele weredas) by private traders. Two local markets were visited by the mission: Gatira and Sigimo markets. A large number of animals, including pregnant ones (physically detectable), were being brought to these markets for sale. For example, Weizero Kadija of Setema wereda was observed selling her pregnant doe (mother goat) for Birr 60, which could have been worth Birr 70-80 in normal times. She has to sell her pregnant doe because she does not have anything else at her disposal, other than the goat, to maintain her family.

Health and nutrition

According to a recent nutrition assessment carried out by a team of experts drawn  from federal, regional and zonal DPP Offices, the degree of malnutrition in both weredas was considered severe and requiring an immediate response in terms of grain and supplementary foods if further deterioration in health and nutrition status is to be avoided. Similarly, the zonal DPPD reported severe malnutrition cases in Seka Chokorsa Wereda of the zone.

Relief food distribution

According to the zonal DPPD report, 67,866 people have been identified as in need of relief assistance this year in 8 (including Setema and Sigimo weredas) out of 13 weredas. Furthermore, 66,200 people were placed under close monitoring. Though the amount of food sent to the weredas was not  proportional to the needy population in each wereda, 6 weredas (Seka Chokorsa, Gera, Tiro Afeta, Sokoru, Mana and Omonada), have been receiving relief food. 
In previous times, Sigimo and Setema weredas were among the surplus producing weredas of the zone. Sigimo faced food shortages for the first time this year, while Setema did so for the second year in succession. The affected people in Setema and Sigimo are 12,000 and 20,866, respectively.  The number of people needing close monitoring is 4,800 and 12,000 respectively, according to official reports. 

Reportedly, 5 metric tonnes of grain (private donation) and 53 metric tonnes of grain (borrowed from other weredas’ ration) was sent and distributed to the needy people in Sigimo Wereda. But this is considered a minimal amount of food and no relief assistance in whatever form was sent to Setema Wereda until 18 August 2000.

Facilitator for Change-Ethiopia (FCE), a local NGO funded by the Swiss NGO -SKIP/Ethiopia has donated over Birr 380,000 as revolving fund for the purchase of seeds and simple farm tools to farmers lacking seed and draught animals in Jimma Zone. Over Birr 57,000 was allocated for the purchase of 27 MT of teff  seed (local purchase) and 500 hand tools for distribution to farmers in Setema Wereda. 27.7 MT of teff seed was distributed (14.5 kg/farmer) to farmers in Sigimo Wereda. Nevertheless, it was reported and confirmed that some farmers were forced to consume the seed due to the severity of the food shortage in the area. 

Conclusion and recommendations

The food situation in Setema and Sigimo weredas was reported quite late despite background information available. Both pre-meher and post harvest assessment carried out in November last year and in February this year, respectively, indicated that Setema Wereda would need close monitoring should the belg rains not start on time. As already indicated, the rains were late by several months. The zonal DPPD conducted an assessment in both weredas in June and reported the deteriorating situation to Oromia DPP Bureau on 22 June. The Regional DPPB and the Federal DPPC sent experts to these weredas for further assessment one month later. This team of experts did their own assessment in collaboration with the zonal DPPD and the wereda officials and reported directly to the Regional and the Federal DPPD Officials on 31 July, that the food situation in both weredas was critical and warranting urgent humanitarian assistance. However, lengthy and repetitious assessments have been a substitute for action.

Despite the severity of the problem, no response was provided to the affected people either from the regional nor the federal level until 18 August. Because of the delayed response,  the zonal DPPD has been forced to shift part of food allocations from other weredas to Sigimo Wereda as described above.

The provision of additional relief foods (grain and supplementary food) is urgently required and should be considered shortly if further deterioration of the situation is to be avoided. Moreover, assistance should be continued until December 2000 when some harvest would be obtained. As the affected people did not plant adequate maize due to the reasons already cited, seed availability for next year is an area to be investigated through an effective post harvest assessment. 

Lack of understanding among field personnel collecting and filling-in monthly early warning formats and a lack of personnel at the zonal level has further contributed to the delayed acknowledgement of the very worrying situation in these areas.

The provision of effective agricultural extension services, as reported by farmers in both weredas, is another area that needs to be improved. This is mostly in the form of veterinary services and horticultural development activities including replacement of CBD susceptible coffee mother trees with resistant varieties available but not extensively planted as yet. Bureau of Agriculture could also help the farming community in advocating the possibility of flexibility in shifting to meher crops like teff, barley and wheat, for instance, when belg crops (long cycle crops) maize and sorghum are at  risk or fail due to prolonged dry spell.  

Inaccessibility is another constraint with relief food beneficiaries often required to travel more than 7 hours to the distribution centre. In Setema there are two distribution points while in Sigimo only one distribution point (the main town). 
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