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L INTRODUCTION

The drought-prone regions of Wollo and Tigrai have continued to receive
massive relief aid in recent years, The possible recurrence of the drought in that
general area was not unexpected. Unfortunately, the prevention of drought in the
present state of the arts is outside the command of national policy; for the drought
that engulfed Africa was the result of a long-term pattern of global climatic
vanaton,!

It i1s, moreover, well-known by now that the periodic crises of famine are not
the result solely of drought,

“ Drought is a natural climatic phenomenon involving the absence of rainfall
over an extended period of time. Famine is a matter of human beings suffering
from the lack of food and, often in growing numbers, imperilled by starvation.
Not only is there no automatic or direct link between the two, but any analysis
which assumes this misses a major political point. To the extent that there is a
connection between drought and famine, it is mediated by the political and
cconomic arrangements of a society, These can either minimize the human

consequences of drought or accentuate its effects.’™?

Attention would, therefore, need to be focused on the multi-faceted socio-
cconomic factors which have left the population vulnerable and unable to with-
stund the eflects of the natural calamity. It will be shown below that, in the case
of Wollo and Tigrai, this implies the need for the articulation of a long-term strategy
of rural development based on the historical facts and analysis of the multiple inter-
dependent factors, The presence of such a perspective can immensely facilitate
progress. The absence of it, in addition 1o impeding progress, leaves the door open
for misplaced emphasis arising either from failure to make a careful analysis of the
facts and circumstances or even from preconceptions.

Thus, an officially commissioned Survey and Project Preparation Mission of
specialists placed special emphasis and urgency on the need for the implementation
of family planning measures in Wollo and Tigrai, though certainly as only part of
a series of recommendations. The Report of the Mission argued:

“Human population increase, in the areas concerned, where 95° of the
population are agriculturists, can in fact only be dealt with by early intro-
duction of methods to reduce the birth rate to a level at which population
will not increase beyond the real carrying capacity of the land in human
terms. ... The effective permanent measures needed are family planning
(or birth control). . . . Ar present, iI appears that women in the rural areas
of Wollo and Tigrai can have an unlimited number of pregnancies; but very
few of the children born survive, so that the population increases by only
2.5% per year. ... If, however, we assume that better health facilities will
inevitably result in a greater number of children born surviving, then, with-
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out family planning measures, there is the ominous likelihood of the rare
of population increase rising to 3.5% per annum or more. . ..""
{italics added ).

It will be shown in this paper that this is a case of misplaced emphasis which
should be seriously questioned. Such family planning recommendations are often
not based on well-documented evidence or adequate analysis of the socio-economic
circumstances in which they are to be applied.* The general tendency to prescribe
family planning as a basic cure for poverty in developing countries is, indecd, well-
known and has been a major topic of discussion on national and international
platforms alike. The recurrence of the drought in Wollo and Tigrai can, therefore,
lead 10 a revival of the recommendation of such policy prescriptions,

This paper argues, firstly, that the introduction of birth control policy follow-
ing the 1972/73 famine, which resulted in extensive fatalities weighing heavily on
children, could not have found ready acceptance in highly traditional rural Wollo
and Tigrai. Secondly, the spectre of “population explosion™ resulting from a rise
of 2.5 percent or more per annum does not in fact find much support in available
official and independent population estimates.

The data which form the basis of this paper are of two types: (1) those gathered
as part of a _nsra_l socio-economic survey made soon after the 1972/73 famine in
Wollo and Tigrai; and (2) Central Statistical Office (CSO) and other independent

mwrl;:m estimates. A brief description of the background of the survey data is
in order,

Il SURVEY BACKGROUND

The survey data were gathered soon after the 1972/73 famine as part of an
exlensive socio-economic study of rural Ethiopia. The detailed procedures of the
study are described elsewhere.® Briefly, however, the study was based on a random
sample of approximately | per cent of the number of households in the weredas

covered l_sy _thc study. The individuals interviewed were the household heads. the
great majonty of which were men.

N Due to circumstances beyond the control of the investigators, data were success-
; y obtained for only four weredas in Wollo and Tigrai. These weredas were Dessie
!-“ﬂ-‘l :ﬂd:dcrc llu in Wollo, and Adwa and Inda Mahone in Tigrai. The informa-
ion obtained through the surveys is taken as indicative rather than as conclusive.

There is, however, ample evidence in support of the b ings i Emo-
graphic as well as in the other aspects ln::?‘:t'lw sur\rcy.mk e

The number of household heads interviewed i
n the four ; ‘as 554. represent-
ing a total population of 2,707 found in these houe;eI'u‘.;lj:il:.mmS o

The great majority of the interviewees were sedentary farmers The religious
:'fﬁ':::m;:u?; g pop":‘ tian varied from wereda 1o u'ereda?’thc two major rcti_ginns
i h‘mu"'i-d;‘:emr;c:‘hl:dﬂr}::qlan Orthodox Church and Muslim religions,
houscholds was ve row L literacy rate among the population in the survey
5 e seocls whc i 45 15 true for rural Ethiopia generally. Thus, the population

g escribed as representative of “traditional”” communities cf

the four weredas — sedentary farmers : .
faith, and predominantly illiterate, (S.e:d"l[!::;::“sl ?r EORUSttiodek or Jeic
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TABLE |
Characteristics of the Survey Population

Characreristics Percentage

Proportion of sedentary farmers

of sumple houschold heads 86
Religious affiliation of total

houschold population

Orthodox 50
Muslim 49
Other |

Rate of illiteracy among
population 10 years old and over 84

1L THE FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY

The aspects of the survey data relevant to the present purpose are similar to
those referred to as the KAP data (Knowledge of, Attitudes towards, and Practice
of Family Planning),® as well as those pertaining to the demography of the survey
arcas. We shall summarize below the findings in these respects in the four survey
weredas.,

A The KAP Findings.
The respondents were asked the following senies of questions:
(1) Would you like to have more children? Why? Why not?
(2) Are you aware of the existence of modern birth control methods?
(3) Would you or would your spouse make use of modern birth control
methods if such facilities were made available?

I Desire for Children

There was remarkable consistency of responses among the interviewees of
three of the four weredas as shown in Table 2, around 70 per cent expressing the
desire to have a greater number of children. It should be noted that the proportion
of the Adwa respondents responding positively to this question was very different
from the average of a/l other areas surveyed as well.

TABLE 2

Pattern of Responses to Question:
Would You Like to Have More Children?

Wereda Percentage Yes Percentage No
Adwa 36 64
Inda Mahone 70 30
Dessie Zuna (5] 3
Were llu 69 3l

What were the reasons for desiring a greater number of children? The res-
ponses are summarized in Table 3. The most common reason for desiring more
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children was the expectation of assistance in work and during old age from one's
children. Other responses included: “appreciation of God's gift™; “appreciation
of children™; and the desire “to increase the number of relatives and the population™.

TABLE 3

Reasons for Desiring a Greater Number of Children
Reasons Responses (7))
To assist parents in work and old age 46
Appreciation of God's gift 25
Appreciation of children 22
To increase number of relatives and population 9
Other 8

Note:  Often the respondents gave more than one reason:
hence the number of responses exceeds the number of
respondents.

h

2 Knowledge About the Existence of Modern Birth Control Methods

A very small proportion of all respondents had any knowledge about the
existence of modern birth control methods. (See Table 4.) The semewhat greater
proportion of Dessie Zuria respondents who expressed knowledge about modern
birth control methods may probably be attributed to their proximity to a1 major
urban centre. '

TABLE 4

Rnowledge About the Existence of Modern Birth Control Methods

Responses (%))

Wereda Yes .  No
Adwa 2 08
Inda Mahone 3 97
Dessic Zuria 5 95
Were Ilu — 100

1 Willingness to Make Use of Modern Birth Control Methods

The proportion of respondents expressing willingness to make use of modern

birth control methods was also very small. (See T: i p
; S et s able 5.) Again. the percentage of

Dn;:dzum n'.:sponden’:s cxpressing willingness to make use of modern birth control

methods was comparatively greater than those of the other three weredas.

TABLE 5
Willingness to Make Use of Modern Birth Control Methods

Responses (©
Wereda Y;}ﬂo (ﬁ‘g'
Adwa 96
Inda Mahone 3 97
Dessie Zuria 8 92
WBN‘ "ll | 99
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B.  Estimate of Natural Increase of Population in the Survey Areas

The natural increase of the population computed for the four weredas resulted
in the low figure of less than 10 per 1000 population or an increase of less than | per
cent per annum. (See Table 6.) The crude birth rate of 45.5 per 1000 for the survey
area as a whole was not inconsistent with the figures found for rural Ethiopia as
a whole.” On the other hand, the death rate of 36.2 per 1000 obtained for the survey
arca was comparatively high, possibly reflecting the toll of the famine in the region.
In any case, it must be emphasized that the low order of magnitude (rather than
the precision) of our findings is sufficient to raise a basic question.

TABLL &
Estimate of Natural Increase of the Population in Survey Area

Crude Birth Rate 45.5
Crude Death Rate 36.2
Rate of Natural Increase 9.3

IV, ANALYSIS OF THE SURVEY FINDINGS

To recapitulate, a significant proportion of the houschold heads interviewed
capressed the desire to have a greater number of children than they had at the time
of the survey. Only a small proportion of the sample had any knowledge about
modern birth control methods or expressed willingness to make use of such methods
if made available. The rate of natural increase of the population of the survey areas
wis found to be probably in the region of 1 per cent per annum.,

Was 1t correct then to advocate family planning as an urgent matter of pohcy
in the areas of the survey following the 1972/73 famine conditions? We argue that
a family planning programme would neither have been casily realizable, nor were
there sufficient grounds 1o make such a case for the survey arcas of rural Wollo
and Tigrai,

Let us reconsider the evidence. The key pomnts with regard to the KAP data
pertain to the reasons for desiring more children and the attitudes expressed by the
respondents regarding the practice of birth control. It will be recalled that the reasons
given for desiring a greater number of children have their roots in economic, religious
and generally cultural considerations.

It is well recognized that pronatalist atttudes prevail in many traditional
societies, because children provide family labour and are considered as sources of
support for their parents during old age. In the survey areas, it was found that
children in the 59 age-group performed regular duties, particularly herding cattle,
gathering firewood and fetching water, and in many cases assisted in the family
farm activities.® The expectation of support from one’s offsprings during old age
expressed by the interviewees is also a well-known phenomenon in rural Ethiopia,
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Chang has confirmed the expectation of economic benefits from one's children
in his study in both rural and urban Ethiopia:

“Family planning literatures often stress the economic areas as the principal
perceived benefit of higher parity. The study's data was not inconsistent
with such a perspective. By far the highest response was economic, regardless
of geographic area.’™

Under these conditions, the high rates of infant mortality that prevail in many
rural communities reinforce the general pronatalist attitudes, since only a few of
those born in any one family will survive; and under the circumstances of famine,
deaths among children are likely to be extensive. One study based on a survey in
five Awrajas of Wollo showed that the death-rate due to famine was extremely high
in the 0-4 as well as the 45-64 age-groups.!® The study report further noted:

“For the whole of the surveyed population, the proportion of the voung ( those
aged less than 15) had dropped from 63.87, of the total population in 1970
(CSO Survey) to 56.2°,. The decline Jor the very young (under 5) is still
more important. From 17.6%, in 1970, it has now dropped to 11°,. Migration
being much less of a factor for Younger and older people (over 45) than for
adults (15-44), the decline in proportion of these groups might have been
greater if adults had not massively migrated. Hence the decline could mainly
be explained by a higher force of mortality in these groups.’™!!

The implications of the abnormally high rates of infant and child mortality

under the prevailing socio-economic circumstances can therefore be readily
appreciated.

Obviously the economic dimension cannot be considered in isolation from
the broader cultural context. The influence of deep-rooted beliefs deserves particular

attention, hqwelwr. In this respect, too, our findings are in general agreement with
the carlier findings by Chang, who concluded :

“Of those in the surveyed population who specified an acrual number of
children that would be ideal Jor a family, the most frequently noted response
was four. However, thirty, sixty and fifty per cent of the urban, rural and
Muslim vegments of the population respectively noted that the number of
children in the family was determined by God's will'. . . . . In general, the
survey population fended to view contraceptive usage as ‘against God's will".
This response received the highest percentage for each group: thirtv-four

per cent urban, thirty-seven Muslim, and Jorty-four rural.’*12

Certainly, with the spread of health services,

as indicated in the Report quoted at the outset, W
that influence the decline of mortalit ’

mortality will tend to decrcase
g might add that the same factors
el , Y will also tend to make for a rise in the birth-
mulation of -0 an increased rate of population growth, This s a plausible for-
:::t 'o': g tshle problem" of population growth. Tt must be recognized, however,

"o timetable can be set for cither the decline of the death rate or for the rise

of the birth rate. In any case, the prescripti i
e ) ption of birth control can perhaps be a
palliative, but not a cure, for the “problem"; for the reduction of the birth rate can
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. The adoption of modern “technology’ in agriculture, leading to consequent
reduced dependence on child labour;

2. The provision of social security for the aged, again reducing dependence
on one's offsprings for support: and

3. Changes in the culture-based attitudes toward fertility.

These, of course, are not new findings, but they are confirmed by our survey.
Nor are they the only conditions under which the birth rate can decline substantially.
The expansion of educational opportunity for the young will at once tend to reduce
carly marriage and to change attitudes toward a large family, since child labour
will no longer be counted on. Further, the gradual change of the role of women in
a developing society, opening the door for greater participation in industrial life
and in professional activities, will tend to decrease the birth rate because of the likely
late marriage and relatively common non-marriage of women under such condi-
tions, "

In the context of such a long-term process of socio-economic transformation,
birth control can perhaps be considered as an ingredient of an effective population
policy under conditions of serious pressure of population growth, However, in the
particular case of the survey areas of Wollo and Tigrai, we find no evidence of a
particularly rapid rate of population growth.

V. THE EVIDENCE OF RELATIVELY LOW RATE OF
POPULATION GROWTH

We find in fact that the estimate of recent population increase of 2.5 per cent or
more for Wollo and Tigrai contradicts the available evidence.

The rate of natural increase of less than | per cent per annum for the areas of
the survey is admittedly low. Without dwelling on points of precision, since popula-
tion data for Ethiopia remain as gross approximations, and reflect wide local vana-
tions, estimates of as low as | per cent natural increase per annum have also been
made for at least parts of Tigrai in the recent Tigrai Rural Development Study.
(See Table 7.)'*

TABLE 7

Net Growth Rates of the Population of Tigrai
Annual Percentage of Rural and Urban Population

Natural Increase Net Migration  Growth
Rural 1.0 to 1.5 —0.5 0510 1.0
Urban 1.5 to 20 +3.50 to 400 5.0 10 6.0

Source: Tigrai Rural Development Survey, 1976.

The investigators gave the following explanation for the low rate of growth
of the population:
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wlt is unlikely that there has been a rapid growth of the rural popularion
at least over the last decade, or even longer. The present saturation of the
land was probably reached some time ago. Since the *saturation point™ was
reached, increases in population in some years have probably been matched
by decreases in other vears, depending on the Sfavourability or otherwise of
agricultural conditions. In particularly bad years, such as in 1972/73 when
there were Jamine conditions in Tigrai, there were undoubtedly absolute
decreases in the rural population’™'* (iralics added).

CSO estimates of over a decade ago placed the natural increase of the rural
population of Wollo and Tigrai at about 1.6 per cent per annum.'*

In the face of such evidence, the prognostication of a rate of natural increase
of over 2 per cent per annum for rural Wollo and Tigrai was questionable for the
period immediately following the 1972/73 famine.

VI CONCLUSIONS

It appears that relatively strong pronatalist attitudes prevail in the survey arcas
of Wollo and Tigrai. Such attitudes are manifestations of deep-rooted and highly
interdependent socio-economic circumstances. It is in such circumstances that the
dogan “development is the best contraceptive’ can have an appeal.

Despite the fact that population estimates for Ethiopia are not conclusive,
the evidence available indicates that the rate of growth of the rural population of
Waollo and Tt_grni has been relatively low for at least a decade. Under such condi-
pons, emphasis on family planning turns out to be a rather facile policy prescription.

It would seem that, at the very least, a careful assessment of the effect of the
1972773 famine fatalities as well as of out-migration should precede any consideration
of population control in Wollo and Tigrai.

All this is not to deny the large size of the population in these regions relative
to productive agricultural land. It is recognized, for instance, that the population
density of rural Dessic Zuria Awraja (181.8 per sq. km. as compared with 16.92 for
rural Ethiopia) is the hi;hcsl to be found in the country.!” The apparently high
man-to-land ratio, especially where the land is relatively unproductive, as gcl'wmll_\
" the case in the druugh!-affef:led areas of Wollo and Tigrai, must not restrict our
d:‘-‘ﬂ'lﬂﬂ to one side of the picture, i.c. population. This situation rather indicates
that alflc::mrl should be focused on the orher side of the picture, implying in the
L::u:; the areas of the study, the need for a policy of intensifying rural development.
¥ ing efforts to raise agricultural productivity and diversification of employ-
ment opportunities outside agriculture as well as for resettlement programmes. and
not necessanly for an urgent family planning policy.

Diversification of employment opportunities may be possible through. for

::‘t::::t?:l'y p:cb;c'cnd*z:,hmzmmmm and investment in rural industries, but will
i every community and cohr:d itions and circumstances that manifest themselves
S %o thie cnn}rr\:cuo:n the creative design and application of rural development
creases in agricultural pros It must be borne in mind that, over the long term, in-

gnicultural productivity will result in a continuous decrease of the pro-
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portion of the total population engaged in agriculture. This should form part of
the broad perspective of development policy for Ethiopia generally, and for Wollo
and Tigrai particularly.

The solution 1o the problem of Wollo and Tigrai is a long-term one and will
entail a good deal of investment in rural development. It must however be remem-
bered that a family planning policy too is likely to require the allocation of significant
amounts of financial and skilled manpower resources.'® Furthermore, under the
prevailing age-structure of the population of developing socicties generally, it might
take a period of decades for even a family planning policy to have an impact on
population growth, assuming in the first place that such a policy is called for and
finds acceplance.
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