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THE DEBATE OVER RURAL LAND TENURE I'OLI CY 
OPTOINS IN ETHIOIA: REVIEW OF THE POST-1991 

CONTENDING VIEWS' 
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ABSTRACT: This article examines competing views over rurallantl tenure policy 
options in Ethiopia in the post.1991 period, /t is stimulated by Ihe currellt claim 
that private tenure, ill contrast to the existillg public ownership of land will, ill fer 
alia, provide peasants with tenure securilY and render Ihem strollg jncellfives to 
invest 0 11 their land and thlls improve agricultural pe,formallce, 77, is study is also 
a response to 'the assertioll thai the Ethiopian peasal/ls will not sell their 101/{1 
under private ownership: alternatively, land marketing couftl be ,.estricted through 
various cOlltrolling mechanisms under private tenure. While assessillg both 
arguments fo r the rete;lfion of the exis/ing public tenure ami the restolllfion 
(mai"ly in the case of southern regioll~) of private o\\lfIership, the article 
challenges the advocacy of privatisalioll of rural lalld. This is simply because 
there exist lillie or 110 empirical data, above all, that show farmers' opil/iO/ls abollt 
the existing tellure system alld their at/ill/des towards the suggested ten lire policy 
options. /11 other words, the current argumenl for IO lld leI/lire policy 
transformation ill Elhiopia is more theoretical Iha/l experiential, It is thllS 
concluded 'hat the recel/t advocacy of a policy change il/ land ownership is 
essentially based 011 theoretical aSSllmptions rather than 011 empirical data that is 
collectedfrom Ihefield 10 substantiate the,claim thaI the existillg system is illferior 
to the sought pri\'Ore tenure. The article recommends rigorolls field researches. 
which represelll 01/ parts of llle country, particlilarly SOl/them regions Ihat 
experienced severe advers~ ejJecls of private t~lIure alld the associaIe(J land ~·ales. 
Thorough studies are IIseflll in narrowing down the exisling research gap olld ill 
creating better ullderstanding of the possible rural land tenuf'e policy optioll(s) i~, 
the futllre . 
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INTRODUCTION 

The mode of land ownership has been one of the burning political issues in 
recent political history of Ethiopia. This was more so prior to the Ethiopian 
RevolUlion of 1974 and the subsequent Land Refonn Act, i.e., Proclamation 
No. 31 of 1975. which nationalised all rural lands. It is to be recalled that 
this was the period when the contradiction that existed between the feudal 
landlords and the masses of the p<!asants, especially in southern parts of the 
COUl:ltry, reached its climax. Given the predominantly agrarian nature of the 
country and considering the remarkable role of rural land as a basic 
economic resource in this society, it is not surprising that land tenure has 
become a sensit ive and contentious political (and economic) issue involving 
not only divergent views but also conflict of interests. There are a number 
of reasons for this; however, it suffices to mention the following: The first is 
the issue of property ownership. i.e., as to who owns land and who does not. 
The pattern of relationship bel\veen the owners and non-owners of land is 
the second factor to be considered. The third point that should be kept in 
mind in the discussion of tenure policy issue is the presence of gainers and 
losers, i.e., a zero-sum-game, in the process of resource distribution through 
government intervention. The possible impact of such a discriminatory 
policy in land allocation on agricultural development is the fourth point that 
requires attention. Finally, and pe.rhaps most imponantly, one should take 
seriously the ro le of government in substantially determining and 
legitimising the mode of land ownership and the assoc iated interactions 
among the concerned actors in the field. 

The debate Over rural land tenure: policy option appeared to have been 
sett led in the afternlath of the land reform that made possible public 
ownership of rural land and thereby eliminating private tenure, along with 
its adverse effects such as tenancy. peasant eviction and the like. This has 
been considered as a fundar:nental refonn measure that emancipated the 
majority of the peasants from the bondage of landlordism. This was true, 
above all, for peasants of southern mgions. 

Although it has made a wider range of changes of the policies of the 
previous government (commonly known as the Derg), including the patterns 
of property ownership, the present government that is led by the Ethiopian 
People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) has retained rural (and 
urban) land tenure policy of its predecessor. At present. public ownership 
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of land has received a constitutional recognition. As it was under the 
pervious government, private tenure and land sales that it entails are 
prohibited. Nevertheless, some Ethiopian political t'arties and scholars do 
not seem comfortable with the existing tenure policy option. Consequently, 
they have been advocating a policy refonn in favour of the revival of private 
tenure, which they believe is superior to the current land policy. 

The main purpose of this study is thus to assess the current debate over the 
issue of rural landholding policy options in Ethiopia. The article 
specifically addresses the following research questions. What are the 
rationales for retaining the public tenure system? What are the main points 
of argument in favour of privatisation of rural land (no matter under 
whatever facade that it is presented)? Is the current advocacy. of policy 
alteration valid? What do the experiences of other Sub-Sahara African 
countries suggest in this connection? 

The main thesis of this article is that the bulk of the existing literature that 
advances rural land tenure policy reform in Ethiopia has provided, beyond 
asswnptions, little or no empirical proof that the existing tenure system is 
actually inferior to the sought private ownership of land. The article, thus, 
questions the validity of the advocacy of the restoration of private tenure 
and attempts to show its inadequacy in view of lack of empirical data to 
substantiate this position. 

The paper begins with an overview of the pre-and post- Land Reform tenure 
policies and their respective effects, as related to the current debate. It then 
looks into the main points of contention forwarded in defence gf the existing 
tenure system. The article proceeds to analyse critically the major points of 
argument advanced by the protagonists of the reinstatement of private 
owtfership of rural land. 

The article is mainly based on secondary data. It has also incorporated 
viewpoints of some fanners and other key infonnants with whom tbe author 
held discussions, during the period between April 2000 and February 2001, 
while conducting field trips to some parts of the country. These areas 
include Bale Zone, in the Regional State of Oromia, Gedeo Zone, in the 
Regional State of Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples and Liben 
Zone, in Ibe Regional Stale of Somalia. 
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The scope of this stcdy is limited. It focuses on the post- 1991 contention 
over rural land policy options. Moreover, it does not intend to provide 
adequate empirical data that requires a profound field research. Yet, it is 
assumed that the study is pertinent. It deals with one of the topical and 
controversial issues in the country, i.e., rural land tenure policy. It attempts 
to challenge the mainstream view in the current debate over land tenure 
policy options, which underestimates the rationale. for the continuation of 
pub lic ownership whilst overstating the role of private landholding system. 
Moreover, the article intends to provoke a rethinking over the issue of land 
tenure policy options in Ethiopia.and calls forM intensive empirical study. 

BACKGROUND 

It is beyonq the scope of this article to discuss in detail the Imperial and 
Derg's rural land tenure policies aIJd thJ;ir respective effects Nevertheless, 
in order to appreciate the essence of the current controversy and its 
implications, it becomes necessary ' to have a look at the previous polities 
and their major effects as a general background to the current contention 
over a viable tenure policy option(s) in the country. This section briefly 
outlines the situations pertinent t'o both the pre-and-post Land Refonn 
periods. 

The Pre- Land Reform Period 

It is to be recalled that in the pre-revolution period, more specifically prior 
to the land refonn of 1975, there were distinct fonns of tenure systems in 
the north. Amhara-Tigray areas, including Beget1)eder and Semen, Gojjam, 
Tigray and some parts ofWello and Shewa provinces and the rest part of the 
country, which is conventionally considered as south. . The following 
paragraphs briefly outline the patterns of land ownership and the resultant 
status of the peasants. in northern and southern regions, respectively. 

In the north communal [.onn of land tenure, where the rist, in Amhara areas, 
or risti, in Tigray province, was prevalen{ Risl was a land use right and 
access to land involving all individual members of a particular community 
who could Claim a common property of their ancestors (for example, mizir 
abat in Gojjam and nay kidm abo or akni abat in Tigray) to which these 
individuals belonged (Bruce, 1976: 32; Hoben. 1973: 131; Imperial 
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Ethiopian Gove!'l1l11ent, 1969: 4; Markakis, 1975: 75). This was a hereditary 
right that could neither be abridged nor abrogated under different pretexts 
such as absence of an individual from the locality (Markakis, 1975: 75). 
However, no person was entitled to sell hislher possession (Bezuwork, 
1992: 2; Bruce. 1976: 41; Imperial Ethiopian Government. 1970:6; 
Lulseged, 1975: 11), since the land was a common property of the village 
community and not a private property of an individual. Whoever had the 
right to the land was considered to be a ristegna, a person who exercised 
hereditary ris! right. A ris!egna had almost absolute use ri ght over hislher 
holdings. 

Hence, a nort1;lern peasant, in most cases, enjoyed an unchallenged right to 
hislher possessions. That is, as far as government intcrycntion was 
considered, there was no tenure insecurity or fear of being evicted (Cohen 
and Weintraub, 1975: 50; Imperial Ethiopian Government, 1970: 6; 
Markakis. ibid.: 76-77; Weissleder. 1965: 108-109). The reason fo r this is 
that, "customary laws require that ris! be honoured if p'roof of kinship can 
be established" (Cohen and Weintraub. 1975: 31). Although there had been 
periodic land redistribution in order to accommodate all claims, particularly 
by the generation of young peasants, this was done within the concerned 
community. It was not something that was imposed from above or from 
outside through government intervention. Some scholars (for example, 
Bruce, 1976: 250; Weissleder, 1965: 109) contend that even in thi s context, 
tenure insecurity should not be exaggerated. Because the very notion or r;sl 
in both Amhara and Tigray societies had had the perception or tenure 
security, j:;.Ontrary to the general assumptions. 

In contrast to the dominant pattern or landholding in the north, i.e. , 
communal ownersh ip of land, there emerged private and government 
tenures, along with CHurch land (samon) in the south (For ex tensive 
discussion of a variety or tenure systems in southern areas, see ror instance, 
Cohen and Weintraub, 1975: 34-43). It is maintained that such romls or 
ownership were alien to most of these territories until the advent of 
MeneIik's rorces towards the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning or the twentieth century (Cohen and Weintraub, 1975: 34; 
Shiferaw, 1995: 76). These imposed foms of tenure systems represented, 
by and large, dominant-subordinate relationships berween the privileged 
northern sett lers and political authoriti es, assisted by the co-opted loeal 
chieftains (balabats), and the disadvantaged majority of the indigenous 
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peoples. This interaction generated a situation whereby the newly arrived 
northern elite owned a vast tract of arable land ranging from two-thirds to 
three-fourths of the total land (Cohen and Weintraub, 1975: 35; Pankhurst, 
1968: 154). Consequently, the majority of the local population were 
marginaliscd and prevented from having proportional access to land 
ownership. It is important to note that the alteration in property rights led to 
fundamental changes in the status and dignity of the masses of the southern 
peoples who were reduced to the status of gabbar. This was the term that 
stood for a "peasant with no rights, subject to growing exploitation and 
arbitrary power of the nefetegna. More and more, the term was used to 
characterise the tillers as tenants, subjects, even slaves" (Pausewang, 1990: 
44). Studies (Bahru, 1991: 191; CQhen and Weintraub, 1975: 51 ; Markakis, 
1975: 117) have shown that such a fundamental alteration in property right 
and the associated reduced status of the southern peasantry were the 
outcome of government intervention in thi s vital resource, i. e., rural land 
red istribution. Obviously, this discriminatory policy was directed against 
the best interests of the masses of ~he indigenous population. According to 
the same sources, 'thi s process of land ali enation was facilitated through 
various mechanisms. nles~ included land purchases, conversion of 
landholding rights from temporary to permanent forms, inaccurate land 
measurements that increased plivate ownership, government grants, 
deception, intimidation and even forcible seizure, which transferred 
ownership of tracts of arable lands from the local peoples to private hands of 
dominant government officials and their supporters. 

Ccrtainly, these situations eventua lly subjected the peasants to landlessness, 
tenancy, eviction and so on. Of these, the prevalence of tenancy was a good 
examplc of the adverse effects of landlordism on the peasantry in southern 
provinces. This is explained by the fact that tenancy covered between 39 
percent (Sidamo) and 62 percent i(Keffa) of the total rural land in those 
areas. In an extreme case, as the experience of Illubabor province has 
demonstrated, the rate of tenancy re:ached as high as 75 percent (Cohen and 
Weintraub, 1975: 51). This means that, "a majority of fanning households 
worked as sharecropping tenants of the landlord class composed of 
northerners and local notables many of whom had acquired land rights as a 
result of conq uests occurring around the tum of[the) century" (Bruce et ai, 
1993: I). Closely associated with tenancy was, of course, sharecropping, 
which economically and politicall y exposed the tenants to the power of the 
class of landowners. -The landlords received a lion's share of the produce of 
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the landless fanners. Cohen (1974: 668-69), for instance, found thaI the 
amount of the produce that the landlords obtained from their tenants ranged 
from one-fourth to two-third.3 According to Dawit (1989: 266), however, 
the share that the landlords received was even as high as three-fourth of the 
produce. The point here is that substantial amount of sharing ·of the crop 
with the landowners, which did not directly participate in the production 
-{'rocess, undoubtedly was a heavy burden for the tenants . In fact , as Ellis 
(1993 : 14) contends, sharecropp ing is not just an economic institution that 
subjects the non-owner till ers to severe exploitation. It is also an important 
political instrument, which provides the landlords with the power to 
dominate the tenant farmers as well as the landless labourers. 

Another adverse consequence of private ownership of land was eviction of 
the tenants. The landlord could discontinue his! her relations with tenants at 
will. This. among other things, created fear and tenure insecurity to the 
landless fanners . One of the important causes of the displacement of the 
tenants was the introduction of mechanised fanning that emerged in the 
second half of the 1960s. In Chilalo Awraja of Arsi province. fo r instance. 
the newly introduced fanning system led to a massive dislocation of the 
tenants and other fanners as well (For detail s. see Bezuwork , 1992: 22-23; 
Bruce et ai, 1993:I;Cohen and Weintraub, 1975:56; Shiferaw, 1995: 116-
17). It is not difficult to understand the insecurity and fear such state of 
affairs had created and the potential danger that would have fo llowed if the 
revolution of 1974 and subsequently the Land Refonn of 1975 had not taken 

place.4 

The adverse effects of the pre-revolution tenure policy were not limited to 
the above issues. There was still another fonn of exploitation and 
subjugation of the peasant masses by the landlords, namely. labour service 
rendertd to th'e landowners. Studies (Bezuwork, 1992: 19; Dawit, 1989: 
266; Shifcraw, 1995: 18) reveal that the landlords had full power over their 
tenants to force them to render all kin4s of labour services without 

compensation. 

All these factors were considered to have exacerbated the agrarian cri sis in 
the country. The resolution of those contradictions required new forces and 
radical policy transfonnation in the pattern of land ownership. resulting in 
the outbreak of the Ethiopian Revolution of 1974, which eradicated the 
system of landlordism. This was done essentially through the refonn 

I~slation. 
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The Post~Revol ution Period: The 1975 Land Reform and Its Effects 

The explo itative and discriminatory land tenure policy, above all, in 
southern provinces, of the pre~revolution period and the associated 
contradictions that exi sted between the ruling classes and the peasantry were 
considered to be among the important factors that contributed to the 
outbreak of the 1974 Revolution. The Provisional Military Administrative 
Council (pMAC - the Derg), which (eplaced the Imperi al Government. 
introduced a new type of land tenure system, Proclamation No. 31 175, that 
changed the pattern of relationships between the owners and the cultivatars 
of the land by "making land to the tiller for the firs t time a reality in 
Ethiopia" (Ellis, ' 1992: 254), The land ' reform has eliminated many of the 
basic problems of the pre-revolution agrarian system. It eradicated private 
land tenure system and replaced it with public ownership (article 3. sub­
articles I and 2), and has made transfer of land by sale. lease. or mortgage 
illegal (article 5), The legislation abolished tenancy (article 4, sub-article 5) 
and emancipated the poor peasants from all types of obligations to the 
land lords (article 6, sub-article 3). Obviously, this was a fundamental 
departure from the pre-land refonn dominant-subordinate patterns of 
relationships between the landlords and the peasants, which was the 
characteristic feature of southern provinces.. Nc;;vertheless, the refonn act 
provided the fanners only with use 'rights, and not with private ownership 
rights, 

An important point to make here is that the signi ficance of the land re fomi 
did not as such lie in the magnitude of the land redistributed to the poor 
peasants. Pausewang (1990: 45) observed that the refonn did not reallocate 
a large amou.nt of larid to the fa~ers. It was of a vital importance to the 
peasant masses because of other factors such as tenure secunty. the 
obliteration of the obligation of the peasants to the landlords in its entrre 
forms, etc. That was why the overwhelming majority of the peasants, 
especially in southern provinces, welcomed tt-.e reform measures with great 
enthusiasm and, by and .large, the reform act was implemented successfully 
(see Clapham, 1988: 161 , on the manner with which the refonn act was 
imptemented.).5 Such a freedom Was important both materially and 
psychologically. In fact, the peasants felt that they were free to consume the 
fruits of their labour and no one would evict them arbitrarily from their 
possessions. 
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There were also some indications of the ex istence of positi ve effects o f the 
land reform on the lives of the fanners. According to one source 
(Pausewang, '1990), the fact that they were freed from all sorts of feudal 
obligations made it possible for the peasants to consume more in the early 
years of the land reform. "In I ~76, it was easy to see that the peasants in the 
villagcs had more to eat and also more to drink" (ib id., p. 46). This 
indicates that these achievements, along with other gains of the land refonn, 
outlined above, built peasant confi dence in the government and produced 
the badly needed support to the Derg. The reason for this was that the 
government's land reform act initially enabled the peasants 10 become the 
owners of the fruits of their labour and improved thei r lives in relative tenns 
almost immediately. However, the extent of such materia l benefits and 
whether or not the majority of the peasants experienced these material 

benefits is a 'subject of further research. 

Unfortunately, such healthy government-peasant relations did not last long. 
This was the result of what we term here as austerit y policy measures that 
the Derg introduced gradually. Of these, the formation of Agricultural 
Producers' Co-operatives and the introduction of grain marketing and 
pricing policies are considered to be the major ones. The issue is that the 
establishment of co-operatives led to tenure insecurity to the non-members, 
i.e., the majority of the farmers who did not belong to the co-operative 
societies, while the quota-based grain marketing policies and lower prices 
paid for their produce created di sincentives to the bulk of the peasants. 
Hence, those fanners who did not join the co-operatives were the victims of 
grain marketing policy, which in effect favoured the members of the co­
operatives as well as the urban dwellers. The problem with these policies 
was, thos, twofold: (1) they benefited ~he insignificant portion of the 
Ethiopian population at Ihe expense of the masses of th~ peasantry; (2) they 
were imposed through admini strative decision on the vast majority of the 
farmers. These were the main sources of the agrarian crisis under the 
military regime (for detailed study of these policies and their adverse 
effects, see Alemneh, 1987: 84; Baker, 1995: 57; Dess.legn, 1993: 42; 

Eshetu, 1990: 94; Hussein, 1997: 169-72). 

One can thuS argue that there emerged N 'O contradictory effects of the post-
1975 agrari an policies. On the one hand, the refonn measures obtained 
peasant support for the government and contributed to the consol idation of 
its power. On the other hand, the inappropriate agricultural policics, which 
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were imposed on most of the peasants and the consequent government­
peasant unheahhy relationships, became some of the major factors that 
contributed to the collapse, in May 1991, of the previous regime.6 

ARGUMENTS FOR THE RETENTION OF PUBLIC 
OWNERSHIP. OF RURAL LAND 

TQc argument for the retention of the existing public tenure policy is 
essentially the position of the current government, which is shared by some 
Ethiopian academics in the field. The ruling party (EPRDF) is consistent 
with the issue of land tenure system in the sense that its present policy is a 
continuation of its economic policy of the transitional period (1991-1994). 
The EPRDF-Ied Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) in its 
economic pol icy speci fied that during the transitional period the previous 
government's policy, i.e., public ownership of land, would be maintained 
without changes (TGE, 1991: 21). Nevertheless, this document proposed 
that land tenure policy would be detennined by a referendum after the 
insti tution of a popularly elected government. This implies the intention of 
the government to make the question of land ownership a popularly 
supported legitimate issue. No referendum has been undertaken, however 
(See below for the "alternat ive" method that the EPRDF employed to treat 
the problem following the formation of the current government). 

The issue of land holding system has been incorporated into the Constitution 
of the Federal Democratic Repub lic of Ethiopia (FORE), which entered into 
force in 1995. The new Constituti'on confinns and legitimises public tenure 
policy of the transitional period and, in effect endorses the Dergs land 
refoon policy of the mid-1 970s. The inclusion of the idea of public 
ownership of rural land in the Constitution (articl e 40) is the outcome of an 
extensive debate that lasted ", 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 
recommendat ion that the Council of Representatives forwarded. After long I 
discussions were carried out between supporters of public ownership and 
those who sought the reinstatement of private hold~ngs, the problem was I 
"settled" through vote, where adherents of the existing tenure policy won the 
battle. Accordingly, the controversial article 40, as amended, was endorsed 
by a qualified majority vote, i.e., 495 out of 499 total number of votes (For 1 
detailed di scussion of the debate, see Const ituent Assembly, 1995: 12-51 ). 
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Confirming this assertion, Girrna and Zegeye (1996: 194-95) contend thai 
constitutional recognition of the idea of public tenure was based on the 
consideration of the views of the majority vis-A-vis the intention of the 
minority who argued in favour of the restoration of private tenure system 

As a consequence, Article 40 sub-article 3 of the present constitution 
specifies that the state and the peoples of Ethiopia have an unchallenged 
ownership over both rural and urban lands, along with all natural resources. 
The Constitution funher states that being a common propeny of nations, 
nationalities, and peoples of Ethiopia, and not a private propeny of 
individuals or group of individuals, land wi ll not be sold or exchanged by 
any other means [FDRE, 1995:98).7 The Constitution has thus endorsed the 
preservation of public ownership of land. As stipulated in the preamble of 
Proclamation 891 of 1997, Federal Rural Land Administration Proclamation, 
this confirmation of the continuity of public ownership, along with 
prohibition of land sales, is based on the recognition of "the bitter struggle 
waged by the Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples of Ethiopia" (FORE, 1997. 
628). One can argue that this position is, in essence, an extension of the 
ruling party's policy as outlined in its current programme (EPRDF, 1991 : 
30). This document stipulates that land would remain state propeny and 
would neither be sold nor mongaged. This suggests that the same 
explanation for the nationalisation of rural land in 1975 holds true for the 
post-1991 period in spite of the change of government. There is continuity 
in transformation, viewed in the context of EPRDF Government's overall 
attitude towards Dergs policies and practices. This political stance is an 
interesting issue to take into account. 

It is worth noting, however, that the defence of publ ic tenure should not 
imply that individual fanners are denied land use rights within theIr 
communities. This is not the case as long as constitut ional provisions are 
concerned. Article 40 sub-articles 4 and 5 of the existing Constitution state 
that peasants and pastorals have land use rights free of charge for cultivation 
and grazing purposes. In addition, they are. granted constitutional rights 
against displacement from their possessions (FORE, 1995: 98), although the 
Constitution is silent about the right to inheritance of land. However, since 
constitutIonal provisions are too general, it is indicated in this document that 
relevant laws will specify the implementation of constitutional provisions. 

One of such legislation that deals with land administration issue is 
Proclamation No. 89 of 1997. According to this legislation. anyone who is 

4S 



Hussein Jemma: The Delx:te Over Rural Land Tenure Policy Options ... 

given rural land far agricultural purposes has the rights of possession, rent, 
and inheritance to fami ly members. Besides, unless in the case of land 
redistribution, a person will have legal protection from displacement. 
Arguably, the presence of legal recognition of land rights is in itself 
important but equally, if not more, important is the implementation of such 
provisions. It is imperative to ascertain that cons.titutional provisions and 
other land-related legislation are carried out adequately and sincerely to 
guarantee peasants' security over their possessions. Nonetheless, whether 
these legal rights have been and will be executed sincerely and efficiently 
remains an issue to be scrutinised in its own right. 

As it stands now, some recent research findings (Hoben, 2000, 2001; Molla, 
1999; Yared, 2001; Yohannes, 2001;Yigremew, 2001b) reported the 
emergence of some implementation problems in the Amhara Regional State 
concerning I'arld redistributions that took place in 1996/ 1997.Accrding to 
these sources, the main problem, however, is not with land reallocation eer 
se as with the" poiiticisation" of this process. This can be seen at two levels. 
The first is the categorisation of peasants along" class" lines, labelling some 
as bureaucrats and remnants of feudal farmers vis-a-vis the poor peasants, 
and thus "snatching" land from these groups of farmers and redistributing it 
to the latter category of peasants. This category concerns some farmers who 
were either associated with the impenal regime or those who served under 
the Derg as PA leadership or as members of the Agricultural Producers' Co­
operatives. These are the categories of farmers who were considered to 
have possessed excess holdings as compared with the rest of the peasants. 

According to the critics, this approach IS unfair not only because it 
discriminates against sO'me members of the fanning community but also it 
fa iled to consider family size in the process of land reallocation. It is 
contended that, in theory, one of the arguments of the regional government 
for redistribution is to obtain equity and growth objectives. In reality, 
however, there was political' motive behind this practice. "As 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 ofland, 
while others could keep up to three" (Hoben, 2000: 3). The second, and 
perhaps, more serious weakness of recent land redistribution in the Amhara 
Regional State is that it failed to adequately involve: the masses of the 
peasantry in the concerned PAs in the redistribution programme. Some of 
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the critics (see ror instance, Yared, 2001: 17) consider this practice as a top­
down or authoritarian approach, which is inappropriate in tenns of both 
equity and security for farmers. 

On the other hand, there are mixed effects of the 1996/97 rural land 
reallocation in the Amhara Region with regard to lenure security and 
fanners' incentive to invest on their holdings. Yigremew 2001 b: 9)) 
reported that a good number of hi s infonnants were not sure whether or not 
there would be another round of redistribution (although some hoped that 
the farmers would retain their Current possessions for the coming five years 
when the ruling party's and government's development programmes wi ll 
remain operat~onal). Hoben (200 1; 18) shares this claim of tenure insecuri ty 
and adds the presence of the ensuing tendency of negative effects of land 
redistribution on land conservation. Yared (2oo); 18), on the other hand, 
observed some different results of land reallocation in this region. While 
gossips about the imminent land redistribution created initially tenure 
msecurity, after the redistribution has taken place, tenure' security improved, 
however. The reason for this was that the interviewed fanners believed that 
there would be no future land reallocation. According to the same 
researcher, perhaps, this was reinforced by the provision of certificates that 
woreda and kebele authorities issued showing holdings of the fanners. Such 
confidence of possessions encouraged peasants to invest on thei r land so as 
to raise productivity. Constraints for some househo lds to invest were, 
rather, associated with other factors' such as poor quality of land or 
inadequacy of land to cultivate, and so on. Clearly, these mixed reports hint 
at the neeA for further empirical research to find out whether or not there 
exist correlation between land redistribution and fanners' motivat ion to 
invest on their land under the existing tenure system. 

It is also important to note that the post-1991 land reallocation and the 
perceived tenure insecurity should not be considered as a universal incident 
in Ethiopia. There' is no report on the presence of impacts of land 
redistribution that the Tigrean People's Liberation Front (TPLF) carried OUI 

in Tigray Regional State. We do not have reports on the post-Derg land 
redistribution in southern regions. For example, Workneh (200t: 8) found 
that in Adamitulu-JidoKombolcha Woreda in East Shewa Zone of the 
Regional State of Oromia, the last redistribution took place in 1987 under 
the previous governmenL The reallocation of 1992 was a minor adj ustment, 
which did not affect individual holdings. It was just an allotment of land to 
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the demobilised soldiers from a "communal holding." According to the 
same source, the problem in this a.rea is not tenure insecurity that is 
associated with land redistribution as with a shortage of land that some 
households faced, while others possess a relatively higher amount of land 
(cf. Yared's findings above). The author of this article observed that in 
Gedeo Zone (see below for the details) there has never been a sense of 
tenure insecurity or fear of land redi stribution after the first redistribution 
foll~wing the Land Refonn act of 1975 . Therefore, one should be cautious 
not to make genera l assertions that tenure insecurity associated with land 
redistribution is a common practice across the board. 

On the other hand, where there is ample evidence that is based on intensive 
empirical research that there exists skewed pattern of land holdings, and 
where it is deemed imperative to redistribute land. the size of a family of the 
concerned household should be taken into account. Moreover, and perhaps 
more importantly, the decision for land reallocation and its implementation 
should be a democratic and participatory process that involves the fanners 
themselves. That is, it should not be done arbitrarily or imposed on the 
peasants fTom government authorities. Farmers have their own values and 
culture of accommodating one another and sharing resources with their 
fellow fanners . The government must thus focus on the provision of 
technical assistants and expert advice. 

It should also be underlined that land redistribution can hardly be a lasting 
panacea to landlessness. One cannot keep reallocating land, the size of 
which will continue to diminish vis-a.-vis an ever increasing number of the 
younger generat ion seeking land to·farm. A possible alternative to continual 
land redistribution is to try to create off-farm employment opportunities, 
help the poor peasants develop their skills and engage in self-employment 
activities such as handicrafts and petty trades in their localities. Also, it is 
needed to develop the non-agricultural sectors in and around small towns, 
which could create some jobs for the landless or land-poor peasants. These 
measures, which need time and resources, may' graduall y release an 
increasing pressure on rural land, particularly in the high land areas. 

Returning to tenure policy options issue, some may argue that the present 
government is contradicting itself by allowing and u'pholdiRg the socialist­
oriented public ownership policy of the Derg government. while pledging to 
pursue market- orir;nted economic policy. However, given the 
predominantly agrarian nature of the Ethiopian society and considering the 
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extent to which the mode of ntralland tenure is a contentious political issue 
in contemporary history of the country, one should not be surprised with the 
government's decision to maintain the existing landholding system. Viewed 
from the perspectives of the proponents of public landholding system, there 
seems to be good reasons for retaining the present lenure policy although it 
was originally the antecedent government that designed it. The defence of 
such type of tenure system, regardless of its origin, emanates from the 
prediction of the potential adverse effects of private ownership of land on 
the poor peasants. 

There is strong fear that all the concerned share in common. That is, land 
privatisation will lead to social stratification, the eviction of a wide 
spectrum of poor fanners and the resurgence of tenancy institution. Fekadu 
(1997: 21) asserts that privati sat ion means the rcinstitution of feudal-type of 
system, which will lead to the return of peasant dislocation and tenancy 
under the guise of modernising the agricu ltural sector. Gebru (1998: 14) 
while appreciating the achievements of the Land Refonn of 1975, has 
reacted against the advocacy of privatisation of rural land as follows: 

Now, the proposed agenda of privatisation of land 
will indeed open the floodgate for a massive eviction 
of peasants and the displacement of pastorolists. The 
poor peasants, who comprise the overwhelming 
majority of the rural population, wiJI be the first 
victims of that policy. Moreover, the pre-reform 
period land lords, who battened on the meagre 
'surplus' produced by the peasants, mostly tenants, 
will now be replaced by 'capitalist' farmers who will 
alienate smaJl peasant[s} from their land. The 
'thoice' jar those peasants will be what is caJled the 
'Hobson's choice' or, a 'choice' to be eaten by a shark 
or by a lion. 

In a discussion held on April 28, 2000(see Reponer, 2000: 7) with some 
government officials and business people, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi 
outlined some anticipated negative effects of privati sat ion o:-ruralland. The 
Prime Minster was sure that if land were transferred from public ownership 
to private hands, there would be a large-scale dissociation of the peasant 
farmers from agricultural activities. To him this practice, in tum, wi ll lead 
to ~ocial problems such as the emergence of massive unemployment. 
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Moreover, it is diffiauh to create job opportunities outside of the agricultural 
sector. 

II can be argued, in this regard, that where there is no much option for 
peasants to obtain jobs in the rural areas, the possible alternative will be to 
migrate to the urban centres in search of jobs and a better life. In reality, 
however, the Ethiopian cities and towns are !lot well developed to 
accommodate many of the possible new comers. .They can hardly provide 
these "unwanted guests" with adequate job opportunities, housing. nutrition, 
water supply, electricity, health services and~.education for the children of 
the new arrivals, Obviously, urban life without these faci lities is very 
difficu lt to lead. Certainly, this problem will add fuel to the fire, i.e., it will 
exacerbate exist ing social problems in the urban areas. It should be added 
that, as we all know, the majority of the Ethiopian peasants are not skilled 
enough to compete for pay-ofT jobs in the urban sector. It is hardly possible 
for many of them to engage in business activities, for they do not have 
enough resources and skill to undertake their own businesses in the urban 
centres. Clearl y, the public sector can hardly be expected to be a majpr 
employer, as its role is dwindling in view of Structural Adjustment 
Programmes (SAPs). What is more,.the private sector is not well developed 
or cannot be expected to expand sufficiently in the near future to absorb the 
possible large number of rural-urban m,igrants. ' 

Interestingly, it is against all this background and despite all these odds that 
some Ethiopian scholars argue, without providing adequate empirical data 
to substantiate their positions, for a policy change in favour of privatisation 
of rural land. We will soon return to this issue in the section that follows. 

Some may interpret, as informal conversations with some colleagues of 
mine indicate, arguments of this article as a manifestation of the author's 
intention to defend an official policy of the ruling party or of those scholars 
who share simi lar views over the issue from ideological point of view (and 
nothing is wrong to support 'any policy if there are good reasons to do so). 
The intention of this study is, indeed, more than such possible assumption. 
The author, rather, maintains that the eradication of the tenure system that 
was based on nepotism and exploitation of the majority of the peasants, 
notably in the southern provinces, fo rms the yoke of landlordism a 
fundamental issue for which peasants fought stubbornly against the Imperial 
regime. Peasant rebellions in areas such as Bale and 5idamo provinces are 
casql in point. The land question was a key political issue, which the Addis 
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Ababa University students struggled for under the motto, "land to the tiller" 
that was aimed at getting rid of problems associated with private ownership 
of land outlined above. Hence, it is a matter of necessity for the previous 
government to introduce the radical Land Reform of 1975 as an answer to 
one of the basic political questions of the revolution of 1974. And, as 
argued earlier, the current government's decision, although it has begun to 
embark on market economy policy, to retain public ownership of rural land 
should be understood in this context. Ln other words, tenure policy issue 
must not be boiled down solely to the interests of the party in power. 
Instead, it has to be appreciated in the framework of an array of complex 
social, economic and political situation of the country. 

One can argue with a degree of confidence that no party that may come to 
power in this country can afford to ignore this intricate issue and decide 
arbitrarily to dism~tle the existing public ownership of rural land. The 
point of departure in this article is, therefore, that, prior to concluding that 
public ownership of land is inferior to the proposed private tenure, the need 
for alteration of the current tenure policy should be established on the basis 
of profound nation wide empirical research. This is the crux of the 
contention of the author as suggested elsewhere in this paper. It is not, 
hence, a matter of supporting the official policy and rejecting the options 
forwarded by proponents of policy transformation, as a matter of principle. 
His contention here is that we should not put the cart before the horse. To 
be sure, this is a methodological concern rather than an ideological issue. 
The next section examines at some length, some limitations in the post-1991 
argument for rural land tenure policy reform in Ethiopia. 

MAJOR ARGUMENTS FOR POLICY AL TERA n ON ON 
RURAL LAND TENURE: SOME REMARKS 

I am strongly cOflv;'lced that the present [public 
ownership] land sysrem must be reformed, though 
under the present Circumstances reforming the system 
will entail reforming the constitution which will be a 
difficult task. Despite that the debate 011 the alternative 
options should continue (Dessalegn Rahmato, 1999). 

Ln ¢e previous section, we have assessed opinions of adherents of the 
continuance of public tenure of rural land and looked at some limitations 
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involving the implementation of the current policy. In this section, we will 
examine arguments of the propoflentS of the revival (this concerns mainly 
the south) of private ownership of land as some Ethiopian academics and 
politicians presented it. As stated in their respective programmes, some of 
the major opposit ion political parties that are operating inside the country 
(see for instance, Ethiopian Democratic Union Party, 1994: 18-19; Southern 
Ethiopia People's Democratic Coalition, 1994: 15) advocate private 
ownership of land, along with land sales and mortgage. The Council of 
Alternative Forces fo r Peace and Democracy in Ethiopia likewise promotes 
this position. However, since these parties have not yet elaborated on the 
issue, apart from expressing their political stance, we will not intend here to 
further comment on the position of these entities. We will, rather, 
emphasise the assertions of those scholars who are the protagonists of 
resurgence of private tenure of land. 

Nevertheless, it should be clear at the outset !,hat the author of this 311icie 
does not perceive land tenure policy as something that is static nor does he 
view the existing public ownership of land as an alpha and omega. He 
respects the opinions of scholars (and politicians) who have forwarded 
policy options opposing to the existing official policy on the issue. In other 
words, it is not taboo to demand changes in a public policy, including tenure 
policy. What is suggested here is, as mentioned .in the previous section, that 
the current call for rural land privatisation no matter how it is presented, is 
premature. This means that advocacy of the alteration of property rights 
regime in land without conducting intensive empirical study and 
understanding the real interests of the overwhelming majority of the 
peasants is tantamount to assuming that we know about what is good for the 
fanners more than what they know about what is good for them. As Tekie 
(2000) underlined, "It is seldom, if ever, that fanners are actually asked how 
they feel about these issu~s, controversies and the ' policy options, all of 
which are entertained and created by outsiders [the el ite} who are usually 
out of touch with the farmers' realities "(ibid. ,: 89). He cited the current call 
for land privatisation in Ethiopia as a case in 'point. This is the main 
problem with the post-1991 arguments for policy transfonnation in rural 
land holding pattern in this country. This section, hence, attempts to reveal 
some limitations in the current quest for tenure Policy reform, which, in 
essence aims at dismantling the existing public ownership of rural land. 
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In their criticism of the present public tenure policy and in the proposition 
for transfer of land from public to private hands, the scholars advance some 
points of argument. However, for the purpose this article. we will discuss 
the frequently cited and more controversial issues, including tenure security, 
peasants' inducement for investment on their land, and land marketing.8 

Ownership Pattern and Tenure Security 

Major critics of the current land tenure system (Dessalegn, 1994: 11·12, 
1999a: 9-10, I 999b: II; Mesfin, 1993: 13) contcnd that private ownership, 
in contrast to the existing mode of land holding, will provide peasants with 
supreme tenure security. In his discussion of the Derg's rural l3J}d tenure 
policy, Oessalegn claims that the interest of the peasantry was not to be 
protected from the capitalist or urban elite as from government interference. 
To him, government intervention and public ownership of land failed to 
provide tenure security to the peasants (Dessalegn, 1994: II) . "In contrast 
[to the existing public ownership], freehold is the best means of ensuring 
absolute (italics added) tenure security. Security of holding and pride of 
possession will restore peasant confidence which has been shattered by 
fifteen years of state ownership and socialist agrarian policies under the 
Derg" (Dessalegn, 1994: 12). Seen closely, however, . this claim is 
inconsistent with the hard realities of the situations of both pre-and post­
revolution periods. 

As noted earlier, there was no tenure security during the pre-revolution 
period as witnessed in the southern provinces, where government policy 
allowed and encouraged private ownership and land sales. At that time, 
land grabbing, tenancy and peasant eviction, among others, were 
widespread phenomenon in the south. In a number of instances, both the 
indigenous smallholders and tenants were put in a state of insecurity and 
uncertainty about their holdings and their future. Hence, one can hardly 
tall4 without distorting the reality, abou't restQration of confidehce of 
possession for the majority of the pea'iants, which, by and large, was non­
existent prior to the Land Reform Act of 1975. (This is in spite of the fact 
that there existed, essentially in the south, private ownership ofland). To be 
sure, "The land tenure system that prevailed on the eve of the 1974 
Revolution was not without problems. Lack of security was common with 
tenancy holdings as well as the communal tenurial systems" (Dejene, 1999: 
;4). However, as noted earlier, there were distinct sources of insecurity in 
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land for the tenants of southern provinces and the smallholders III the 
northern rist system areas. 

Therefore, the issue is not as such with the form of the prevalent tenure 
system as with the nature and interests of the dominant groups in power and 
the policy makers. Yeraswork (2000: 281) argues that, '''In the absence of 
the rule of law or a democratic order, access of the people to land under 
complete state ownership can become extremely precarious. Effectively, all 
individuals and groups can be evicted at shOrt or long notice" . The autho~ of 
this article agrees with Yeraswork's contention, which suggests that tenure 
security is assoc;:iated with the presence of the rule of law and a democratic 
political environment. Nonetheless, it is difficult to accept his claim that 
public ownership is solely responsible for tenure insecurity. As discussed 
elsewhere in this study, there had been tenure insecurity in Ethiopia both 
under private and public land holding' systems. Consequently, eviction of 
poor peasants or uncertainty of holdings is not peculiar to public tetmre. 
The issue is whether or not the policy makers are accountable to the people, 
whether or not they represent the interests of the majority of the population 
of a given COuntry. That is why there is no tenure security elsewhere both 
under private and public ownership, where power holders lack these 
attributes of a sincere and democr~tic government. Therefore, one can 
hardly reduce the issue of tenure security or insecurity, as the case might be, 
to the mode of land holdings, i.e., public versus private ownership, per se, 
without considering the nature of the prevailing political system. 

In the Ethiopian case, it can be argued that it was the Dergs land policy that 
initially created tenure security and pride of possession although some of 
these achieve'!lents ha've been gradually undennined through unfavourable 
agricultural policy measures. Hence, the central point to make about the 
previous government's agrarian policies and peasant reaction is as follows. 
The majority of the peasants resented the imposed agricultural policies that 
eroded some of the gains 'of the land refonn. and definitely they were not 
against the radical reform itself, which liberated them from the sway of 
landlordism. Indeed, it is unfair and misleading to ignore or underestimate 
these obvious facts.' One should be careful not to mix up public tenure 
policy, which the majority of the peasants welcomed with enthusiasm, with 
the ill-advised austerity measures that the govenunent introduced later on. 

Experiences from two woredas (districts) of Gedeo Zone, namely, Wonago 
and Kochorie, for instance, reveal a contrary situation to the argument that 
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the Ethiopian farmers are insecure as a result of public ownership of rural 
land. Fanners interviewed in six-peasant associations reported that they 
have never felt insecure of their holdings ever since the Land Refonn 
Proclamation of the mid-1970s. No one has th reatened or attempted to 
either red istribute land or displace them from their possessions. 
Redistribution is done only within a household to accommodate the young 
members that seek fa rmland. The interviewees thus underlined that their 
problem is not with the fear of land alienation as with the concern about 
diminution size of the plots in view of an increasing number of people 
working a share of avai lable land. Two members of the Executive 
Committee of the Zonal Administration, including the first secretary, do 
share these assertions of the fanners. Yet ev idence from Gedeo Zone is not 
adequate to make general assertions about the issue under discussion and 
further empirical evidence from other areas of the country is needed. 

As it stands now, however, it is tenuous to claim that private ownership is 
superior to public tenure in furnishing the peasants Witll utmost security in 
land. Researches from other Sub-Sahara African countries have 
demonstrated that private land holding system would lead to land grabbing 
by the rich and powerful and 10 the disp lacement of the poor and weak 
fanners. The experience of neighbouring Kenya is a good illustration in this 
regard. Summarising a number of assessments of the negative impacts of 
privatisation III Kenya, Migot-Adhotla and Bruce ( 1993: 9) underscored 
that: 

Several ex-post evaluations 0/ Ithe state-imposed 
tenure conversion program in Kenya have obs~rved 
that illdividualisation has led to land concentration. 
illcreased marglnalisatioll alld landlesslless as people 
ill positions 0/ ecollomic alld political power rake 
advanrage o/the less powerful. 

There is further evidence to support the above finding concerning adverse 
effects of concentration of land in the hands of the el ite in Kenya as a result 
of land marketing associated with private holdings. Yigremew (2001: 62) 
reported that in this country, only five percent of the landowners are in 
control of nearly 70 percent of lhe agricultural land. On top of this, 
absenlee landlords own' 90 percent of the country's total famls that are above 
three hectares. In consequence, it is not difficult to appreciate the extent to 
which the overwhelming majority of the country's population is devoid of 
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the right to own land as a resull of privatisation and the ensuing land 
marketing. It can be said, therefore, that private ownership of land is not 
necessari ly an omnipotent instrument that provides poor peasants with 
tenure security. In the Ethiopian case likewise, private tenure if introduced, 
may have adverse effects for the poor farmers, as it was the case with the 
pre·revolution situation in southern parts of the country. 

On' the other hand, the existing public tenure itself is not free from some 
problems, as discussed in the previous section. The current tenure may, 
thus, need some internal adjustment so as to provide the fanners with 
enhanced tenure securi ty and also to faci litate efficient land use in the 
contex t of pub lic ownership . This objective can be achieved, for instance, 
·by exercising what Dejene and Teferi (1995: 332) tem as state . Ieasehold, 
which if exercised dynamica ll y and in a flexible fashion can more or less 
serve ident ica l purpose with that of private holding. As Feder and Feeny 
(1991 : 137) observed: 

/11 mallY societies, some or all lalld is constitutionally 
the property oj the state [the governmelll?}. but 
exclusive use rights are given to individuals Wider 
cOlltractual arrangement with the state. If these use 
rights are trallsJerable with Jew limitatiolls. and if the 
cOlltract is sufficiently 10llg ·term (for example. Il inety 
-nille years). thell Jor most oj the colllracts duratioll 
there is very little difJerent;e between possessio" oj 
use rights and full property rights. 

The above quotation suggests that it will be appropriate to allow farmers to 
exercise adequate and more reliable use ri ghts on their land in the context of 
public tenu re system so as to encourage further investment and rise in 
agricultural producti vity. The Chinese experience is a case in point. As 
Dejene (200 I: 32·37) pointed out, in China, there ,js a leasehold system, 
where individual fanners obtain land on contractual basis from the 
government for thirty years. While land sale is prohibited, the leaseholders 
are free to contract out their plots to other household$ fo r the lease period. 
Such an arrangement provided peasants with long -term tenure security, 
which in . tum encouraged them to invest on their land and increase 
agricultural producti vity. Accordingly, China regi stered an outstanding 
perfonnance (annual growth of 7.4%) in its agriculture. Clearly, this 
remarkable achievement was witnessed under public ownership of land. 
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Consequently. "China constitutes a formidab le challenge to the view that 
only the complete dismantling of the state (government?) Control of the 
economy and its replacement by unfenered market mechanisms can 
overcome limitations of the 'shortage economy' and provide sufficient 
incentives to assure sustained growth "(Dejene, 2001: 32). Hoben (2000) 
also suggests contractual arrangement so as 10 create better environment that 
would reinforce fanner ' s confidence of land possession in Ethiopia. 

These arguments do suit the existing rea lity in the country. That is to say, 
some poor peasants have already begun to transfer their plots onc way or 
another. This practice is being exercised at fWO levels. First, some 
households are currently compelled by pressing ci rcumstances, to 'sell their 
holdings informally. Secondl y, studies in some Amhara and Oromia 
woredas (Workneh, 2001; Yared, 2001) have shown thaI poor peasants are 
already engaged in contracting out thei r land 10 those who have a capability 
to work the land, i.e. , those who possess better resources. The problem, 
however, is that this practice is carried out "underground" in fear of local 
officials who would consider land transaction as an illegitimate activity. 
The author of this article, too, observed similar state of affairs whi le he was 
conducting field research in Bale Zone. To address this pro.blem, it seems 
necessary to accommodate interests of poor peasants who ~e not in a 
position to cultivate part or all of their land themselves due to lack of 
resources such as oxen and seeds, for instance, and those of the relatively 
better off households who have the capacity to fann the land. Such a 
realistic approach may be useful in contrast to "Unnecessary ' restrictions 
[that] may deny efficient fanners' access to farmland and would [thus] 
contribute to under·utilisation of available land "(Dejene, 1999: 45). To this 
effect,. laws could be promulgated to allow land transactions such as 
contract and sharecropping activities within the public tenure if deemed 
necessary to continue with the ex isting policy option fo r the future. 

However, such policy decisions and their implementation have to be based 
on intensive nation·wide survey of the real situation in the countryside. 
Here, it may be useful to address some research questions such as the 
fo llowing, fo r inst~ce. How many farmers are engaged in land sales or 
contract and what are the trends in this regard? Why do peasants sell or 
cOntract out their holdings? Pue there altemalive ways of supporting these 
fanners, e.g., through the provision of rural credit so that they will be able to 
cultivate the land if they want to? What are the potential areas of off·fann 
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employment for the smallholders who would like to deal with their 
possession on the basis of either land contract or sharecropping? On the 
basis of such empirical research findings and analysis the government can 
introduce optimal policy implementation mechanisms, which strike an 
appropriate balance between equity and efficiency considerations in the 
peasantry sector. 

[f these conditions are met, it is possible to anticipate that the existing land 
tenure will render the peasants more incentive to invest on their land and 
raise productivity .without plunging into t~nure policy transfonnation. which 
carries with it a great deal of adverse effects. In other words, Uland tenure 
policy is not a magic bullet that can jump-start a rural economy. Land 
refonn cannot make more land. But appropriate land policy can facili tate 
and encourage 'agricultural intensification, investment and the growth of ofT­
farm employment in small-scal~ enterprises" (Hoben. 2000: I}). 
Unfortunate ly, some proponents of privatisation of rural land in Ethiopia 
appear to fail to understand or reluctant to accept this reality. It is erroneoUs 
to consider private ownership of rural land, above all, in an agrarian country 
like Ethiopia. as an alpha and omega remedy to all economic ills of the 
society. It will. thus, be unfair to ignore a wider range of options that may 
make public ownership to be more efficient and accommodative that fills 
the gap between equity and efficiency in land use. 

4.2 Tbe Mode of Land Ownersbip versus Investment and Land 
Improvement 

Another point of argument that the supporters of privatisatiQn of rural land 
rai sed in the proposition for tenure policy changes in EthioRia is based on 
the asswnption that there is always a positive correlation between the mode 
of landholdings and ~ pea:;:ants' motivation for investment. Dessalegn 
(1994:11, 1999a: 10, 1999 b: 11); Mesfin (1999: 13) claim that private 
ownership of land, in contrast to the existing public tenure. will render 
strong incentives tQ the farmers to inves~ on their land and improve 
agricultural. pr~duction, accordingly. In reality. however. the correlation 
between pnvate ownership and peasant stimulus to invest is disputable. 
Bruce (1993: 25), for instance. contends as follows. Firstly. it is unfair to 
conclude that private ownership and the perceived 'security in land will 
create motivation to peasant farmers t~ invest on their possessions without 
seriously examining other pertinent factors that could render disincentives to 
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the farmers even if land is owned privately. Secondly, in the Ethiopian 
contex t, investing in their land in itself is a· means through which the 
p~asants hope ~o sec~re that land and thus reduce the possibility of being 
dlsplac~d .. Thirdly, m the present situation in the country, it is a hasty 
generalisation to argue that if land is privatised it will assure peasant 
investment promotion. 

A number of studies from other Sub-Sahara African count ri es reveal mixed 
results regarding the patterns of relationship between tenure system and land 
an~ agricu ltural improvements. In their study of the Kenyan experience, 
Mlgot-Adholla et al (1993: 137) found that while in one study area (namely, 
Lumakanda) there were significant land improvements as a result of more 
individualised land rights, this was not the case with the rest of the study 
areas. In other study localities, the researchers did not find positive 
relations between land rights or land title and tree crops and terracing 
activities. In their 'analysis of other pertinent factors, these researchers 
reached the conclusion that their study fa iled to suppoo the proposition that 
tenure security is a guarantee fo r improved agricultural production. "The 
hypotht::sis securi ty of tenure leads to higher yields through its effects on 
credit, inputs, and land improvements was not supported by ev idence 
provided by our data and analysis" (ibid.,: 138). This is what the Kenyan 
experi ence demonstrates. 

Another study conducted on the Ugandan condition (Roth et ai, 1993: 194) 
suggests that greater securi ty of property in land alone is not a determining 
factor in encouraging peasant investment and agricultural growth. There are 
many other aspects that should be taken into consideration, while dealing 
with the issue ofland (enure and peasant Imotivation for investment. These 
include access to or adequate use of agricultural inp1J{s such as fertilisers 
and improved seeds and presence of roads to transport agricultural inputs 
and outputs. Other researchers (Carter et ai, 1993: 166; Place el ai, 1993: 
17-18), while holding similar views, added other pertinent attributes such as 
access to market and financial resources, and the possible unpred ictabi lity of 
investments or the potential risk on investment returns, and so on. Having 
considered all these realities from different perspectives, Bruce et al (1993) 
concluded that, "From these vari ed findings, it is not possible to make any 
general assertions regarding the effect of land rights on land improvements" 
(ibid.,: 255). The researchers further pointed out that they did not find 
significant correlation between land rights and yields in any of thei r study 
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regions. However, they acknowledged that there were some positive 
correlation between land rights and productivity, along with land 
improvements, in the case of Rwanda (ibid.). Generally speaking, however, 
research findings from different African countries have not con finned that 
private tenure is an indispensable means to provide fanners with strong 
inducement to invest on their land, and thus, improve agricultural 
productivity. Therefore, as Zeeuw (1997: 594) pointed out while analysing 
the situation of Burkina Faso; in view of inadequate generali sation about the 
corcelation between tenure security and land use and considering 
complications associated with private tenure, care must be taken in an 
endeavour to alter tenure system in favour of private land ownership. 
Therefore, one can contend that hasty generalisations based essentially on 
theoretica l assumptions than on empirical studies, will result in confusion 
and possible emergence of an i11·advised policy option(s). 

In Ethiopia, the association between land tenure and peasant incentives for 
investment is even more obscure. This is because there is no adequate 
empi rical and comptehensive research supporting the c laim that private 
tenure system is more advantageous than the existing public ownership in 
motivating the peasants to improve their land through investment. That is to 
say, "The relationship between tenure, perceived risk and investment is 
important and unclear and urgently requires further, in·depth study" (Bruce 
et ai , 1993: 26). It is true that Yeraswork (2000: 279) has attempted to 
establi sh the correlation between the patterns of land ownership and peasant 
motivation to invest. In this study, he found that the majori ty of the farmers 
interviewed suggested that they were in favour of privati sat ion, for this type 
of tenure will provide them with iiJcentive to invest on their land. This 
finding is a good input to the deba~e over the issue of tenure policy options 
in the country. The problem, however, is that Yeraswork's study has some 
obvious limitations in scope. This can be seen at two levels. First, it deals 
with only few PAs in two northern zones, namely, North' Shewa and Wollo 
of the Amhara Regional State, and thus does not encompass even the 
majority of northern regions of the country. Second)y, and perhaps more 
importantly, the researcher has not considered the views of the southern 
peasants, which in most instances have been the victims of private tenure 
with the entirety of its adverse consequences. in a nutshell, Yeraswork's 
find ing does not represent the real situation in the country, although it is a 
good beginning in an endeavour to scrutinise peasants' attitude towards 
tenure policy options. 
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The realities in some southern regions reveal contrary situations to the 
above finding in the north. For example, the peasants and government 
employees interviewed in Gedeo Zone agree that public ownership has 
never discouraged the farmers from invest ing on their land and conservmg 
their holdings. This is to say the peasants in these areas have never 
hesitated to grow any kind of plantation including coffee, \~hich is a 
p,ermanent cash crop. A college instructor, who is a lawyer by profession, 
even contended that in actuality, a peasant in Gedeo Zone is an owner and 
not just a possessor of land. To him, this is simply because, de facto, a 
fanner has all the rights of the owner, including land sales. This is 
regardless of the fact that the existi ng legislat ion outlaw land marketing. 

In the context of the prevailing Ethiopian reality, therefore, it is too early to 
conclude that privatisation is to the best interests of the majority of the 
peasants. That is, at present it is not possible to assert that private 
ownership of rural land wi ll provide the poor fanners with motivat ions to 
invest on and conserve their land, as opposed to public tenure. As Yared 
(2001) puts it, "There is therefore a need fo r further empirical research -
regarding the nature of and the relationship between tenure security and land 
conservation in various context, also as a way of moving from unwarranted 
assumptions about them "(Ibid.,: 17). Indeed, comprehensive empirical 
research is of paramount importance not only to minimise the cUlTent 
misperceptions about the issue under review but also to draw an informed 
conclusion and forward viable recommendations on the future tenure policy 

option(s) in the country. 

Land Marketing and tbe Suggested Restrictive Mecbanisms 

The jssue of land sales is another important point requiring close 
examination in the debate over alternative tenure policy, fo r it is currently 
confusing and inadequately discussed . . This section attempts to outline the 
contradictory positions surrounding land .sales issue and to sho~ some 
limitations of the proposed controlling mechanisms. 
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Inc,," s;steltt Prol!ositions 

Some proponents of privatisation of rural land (DessaJegn, 1994: II, 1999b: 
13 ; Me,fin, 1997: 4,1999: 131; Dejene and Tefen, 1995: 33 1-32) appear to 
be in(:onsistent in dealing with the subject of land sales. For convenience, 
leI us first examine Mesfin's and DessaJegn's approaches. These academics 
contend, on the one hand, that it is absurd to retain public ownership land on 
the assumption that the peasants will sell their larid and end up landless, if 
land is privatised. On the other hand, they propose' some restrictive 
meast:lres to discourage land marketing. Mesfin (1997: 4, 1999: 13) even 
goes 10 the extent of claiming that to defend public tenure on the ground that 
the peasants will sell their possessions i ~ to show contempt for the fanners 
and consider them as children. To him, retention of public tenure on this 
assumption is confusing and nonsense, since the Ethiopian peasants had 
been reluctant to sell their holdings even at the time of severe problems. 
Meanwhile, 'th'i s scholar (1999: 13) suggests that it is up to the peasants to 
sell their land, under private tenure, if they found it beneficial to do ",so. 
However, according to him, laws could be promulgated in order to prot~t • 
the pc!asants from being hurt upon selling their land. One may ask, if 
Mesfin is confident that peasants will not sell their plots, why does he 
suggest legal measures to protect peasants from their own "recklessness". 
lndeed f to argue with confidence that the Ethiopian fann '!fS will not sell 
their "beloved" land and to recominend the imposition of controlling 
mechanisms seem to be antithetical approaches. 

The saune is true with Dessalegn's (1994: II, 1999 b: 13) position. He, too, 
criticises advocates of the existing tenure policy for showing their utmost 
concern that privatisation will lead to land mark~ting an,d landlessness of 
peasant fanners. To him, this is a meaningless and 'unfowlded fear, as there 
is little or no proof that the peasants have alienated their holdings. He cited 
the experiences of the then Wollo and Tigray provinces where the fanners, 
he claums, were unwilling to sell their land even at the time of hunger and 
migration (in 1974?). - Leaving aside the issue of whether or not there 
existed market for the land under such a harsh situation, it suffices to state 
the obvious fact that those provinces belonged to the regions where 
communal land tenure was prevalent and where no one was, thus, entitled to 
sell his/her holdings. In those areas, social customs had prohibited land 
sales. On the other hand, Dessalegn does not seem to be in a position to 
explain whether the same experience of being "reluctant" to sell land was 
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true of the souther:- pe.asants. II was a public secretlhat during the pre-J975 
Land Refof?11 peflod m the southern provinces, wh.ere private tenure and 
land marketing were rampant, the poor peasants were compelled by the 
prevai ling circumstances to sell their plots and ended up landless. 
Arguably, it was not to their best interests to do so. This practi ce is identical 
with what Maxwell and Wiebe (1999: 840) term as distress asset sales. And 
in this way, "land passes from di stressed small farmers to landlords and 
money-lenders" (Dejene, 2001: 23). Hence, the advocacy of privatisation of 
land on the supposition that the famlers will nol sel1lheir land under private 
tenure appears to be unfounded. 

This is not, however, to mean that land sale per se played a decisive role in 
land alienation and concentration in southern provi nces areas during the pre~ 
land refonn period. What is suggested here is that land marketing was, it is 
to be recalled, one of the factors that contributed to the emergence of land 
concentration and land lessness in these arcas. As argued earlier, there is 
adequate evidence that the main factor that led ~o land grabbing and 
inequalities of holdings was the politicisation of resource allocation, i.e. , 
heavy government intervention and di scrimInatory land redistribution policy 
and practices. This is what we teml here as "asymmetrical resources 
redistribution", which favoured a handful northern authoriti es and sett lers, 
whi le marginalising the overwhelming majority of the indigenous 
population. Whi le the effects of land sa les in the pre- revolution Ethiopia 
requires further empi rical research, stud ies from many other developing 
countries such as Kenya, Chile, Guatemala, Paraguay and India (Brara, 
1983; Maxwell and Wiebe, 1999) present alarmi ng effects of land 
concentration, including marginalisation of the majority of the rural 
population in the developing countries (LDes). Summarising findings of 
Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) from 83 countri es, Brara (rbid.) 
stated that, "the census brings out startling fact that about 3 per celli of all 
landholders control nearly half the total arable crop land and over three­
fourths of all farm land; conversely, 97 per cent of all landholders accoun t 
for less than a quarter of fannland and slight ly over half the area under 
crops"(lbid. ,: 110). Maxwell and Wiebe (Ibid.,: 843.) in thei r studies of the 
situations in Kenya and the aforementioned Latin American countries found 
that land concentration that has emanated from private tenure and the 
associated land sales led 10 decline in employment and thus in increasing 
rural-urban migration decrease in living standard and food security iIlt the 
rura1.areas. It is in this context that the researchers contended that rampant 
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resource sale, includes rural land marketing, and would aggravate existing 
inequalities in assets redistribution, particularly in perslstently susceptible 
local:ities. Cognisant of this kind of adverse consequences of rural land 
marketing, which is, of course, one result of private ownership of land, 
Hoben (2001) concluded that, "a rapid transition to land market [in 
Ethiopia] would be disruptive, impractical and unacceptable to many 
peasants .... " (p. 20), in addition to the fact that the current constitution 
outlaws land sales. It IS, therefore, essential to conduct comprehensive 
empilical research before concluding that privatisation is to the best interest 
of the. overwhelming majority of the Ethiopian fanners. 

Back to Oessalegn's argument. This researcher, contrary to his earlier 
-claim, seems to lack confidence in the peasants, as ht~ has suggested a 
"mechanism" of supervising land sales. This is what Dessalegn terms as 
"associative ownership" (For details see Dessalegn, 1994: 13-1 6). The 
essence of this proposition, which needs cautious examination, is that while 
there js a freehold/private ownership by individuals, land administration will 
be carried out b'y the concerned community as represented by a Kebele 
(Village) Peasant Association CPA). It is suggcstcd that the rights of the 
freeholder over his/her land will range from renting the land to its outright 
sales. Ln his own words, "Freehold here includes rights of transfer to co­
residents or fellow peasants from neighbouring communities through rent, 
mortgage, sale or other means" (DessaJegn, 1994: 14). The researcher has 
the "vision" that the concerned community, through restrictive measures that 
the concerned PA will undertake, has a role to play in ascertaining that land 
will not be grabbed by the outsiders including the urban elite and their 
"spokespersons" in the countryside. Here, the designed regulation must 
stipulate that land transfer is pennitted only to those individuals who will 
themsdves cultivate the land or who are peasant farmers. We are told that 
through the combination of private ownership and community 
administ ration and by prc;:venting transfer of land ' to the outsiders, land 
ownership will remain in the concerned community. "In this way, land 
belonging to smallholders wi ll remain in the community, but at the same 
time will freely move from those who, for a variety of reasons, cannot use it 
efficiently to those in the community who have the abi lity to do so" (ibid.). 
In reabty, however, as long as there is no restriction to land sale to peasants 
of the neighbouring communities, who are distinct fron:1 one another in 
tenns of boundary, popUlation, resources, etc. (see ibid.,: 14), one cannot 
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talk about retaining ownership "of such a land within a concerned 
communitylP A to whom it originally be"longed. 

It is ,:"orth mentioning that there seems 10 be inconsistency between the 
assertion that the peasants are reluctant to se ll their holding, on the one 
hand, and the suggestion for community supervision of land transacti on, on 
the other. It should be noted that in thi s case, the community woul d restrain 
individual peasants not from sell ing their plots, but prescribe to them where 

oW sell and to whom to sell their land. As Dessalegn sees it, one of the 
significance of private tenure, as opposed to the existing public ownership 
ofland, is that it wi ll facilitate, and not inhibit, land marketing to be carried 
out with more efficiency (see Dessalegn, 1994: 12). Therefore, associative 
ownership, if it is accepted as a policy "option," will provide the PA with 
the "leverage" to protect a peasant's land from "external invasion" and 
definitely not from land alienation as far as an individual owner is 
concerned. 

Furthennore, in his scheme of associative ownership, Dessalegn does not 
tell his readers about the capability of the rural communitylkebele PA to 
withstand manipulation and the possible hann to be done to the peasants by 
land speculators or the urban elite. Nor does he specify about the power of 
the peasant community, especially in the southern regions, where the habits 
of land marketing developed, to control PA leadership so thai the rich, more 
specifically. the urban rich and their rural associates will not 'bribe it. It 
must be stressed that kebele peasant association is represented by the 
general assembly, which is weak: in the face of the rel ati vely powerful 
executive committee and its chairperson. As Dessalegn (1985: 82) himself 
had once observed, "In many instances, it [the general assembly] is used 
either as a sounding board or rubber stamp, to endorse particular decisions, 
or to approve measures already taken." Other studies (Alemneh, 1987 : 59; 
Clapham, 1988: 159) do confinn this contention. 

This is not to deny possible improve~ents in the ability an<¥or 
consciousness of the general assembly and the peasant community at large. 
But PA leadership, too, has to be expected' to develop its skill of 
manipulating or influencing the peasant masses in collaboration with the 
urban elite. That is Iwhy it becomes difficult to take for granted that the 
presence of PA will be a guarantee for an inalienability of poor fanners' 
land, if private ownership is allowed to operate. This is a reality unles~ we 
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expect radical cbanges in the political, economic, and clllltural situations of 
the Ethiopian peasantry in the foreseeable future. 

For atll practical purposes, therefore, the suggested associative ownership 
cannot be considered as the third alternative policy. In actuality, if accepted 
and materialised, it will be private ownership under the g l,l.ise of community 
land administration. There should be no illusion about this issue. 

Furthermore, it is useful to note that there appears to exist some 
contradictions between Dessalegn's earlier argument fo r p.rotecting the petite 
possessors of land from the urban capitalists and his recent stance on the 
issue. Currently, he is claiming that although land tranlsaction should be 
allow,ed, "This does not necessarily mean that the urban capitalist will have 
a fi end day and that the structure of holdings will immediately be 
transf.orrned in which large·scale capitalist fanning will immediately 
dommate" (Dessalegn, 1999a: 10). This is interesting. Because previously 
we were told that through associ .. tive ownership, the community shOuld 
prevent the outsiders from grabbing poor peasants ' possessions. New, 
Dessalegn is suggesting that land marketing will not automatically lead to 
capitalist domination in the rural cu:eas. According to this recent approach, 
the issue is not whether or not land marketing would facilitate urban elite's 
penetration into the countryside, and ~hereby lead to land concentration and 
peasant displacement, but as to how soon this will take place. However, the 
point should not be when; it should be whether this pralCtice ought to be 
allowed in view of the likely adverse consequences of land privatisation and 
the as.sociated land sales. Alternatively, the adherents of policy refonn in 
favour of private tenure should be able to prove through comprehensive 
empirical research that privatisation, along with land salle, is to the best 
interests of the. majority of the Ethiopian peasants. There seems to be no 
third alternative. 

Tbe Qiuest for a Discriminatory Policy Option 

Now let us turn to Dejene and Teferi's views. Although their approach is 
somewhat different . from those of Mesfin's and Dessalegn's, these 
academics, too, appear to have some difficulties in dealing with the issue of 
privalisation and land marketing. On the one hand, they criticise Dessalegn 
for proposing a means of restricting land transactions. (Dejene and Teferi, 
1995: 331). On the other hand, Dejene and Teferi are aware of the 
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possibility of speculation on land and peasant eviction as a result of 
mechanis:<l agriculture under pri~ate tenure. Accordingly, they suggest that 
such possIble adverse effects of mdividualisation of the rura l land could be 
limited through employing different mechanisms. Land taxes may be useful 
to reduce land speculation, while it is possible to Jessen peasant 
displacement through the' use of "appropriate" technologies (ibid.). 
Nevertheless, these scholars have yet to explain how these mechanisms are 
effective in restraining the potential negative impacts of land sales under 
private tenure system. The issue is that their proposition, similar to those of 
the other adherents of land privatisation, is not free from inconsistency. The 
researchers recommend restrictive, but not preventive, measures to lanp 
sales, while criticising OessaJegn for discouraging free land selling. Dejcne 
(1999) added another policy instrument, which is "the spec ification of farm­
size cei lings without inhibiting land market ing" (p. 45). This approach, if 
considered as a policy instrument, may hurt peasants of some parts of the 
country. Whi le their ultimate strategy is to see the revival of private 
ownership9 of land in many areas, Dejene and Teferi , envisage, in the short 
run, three fonns of tenure; namely, private ownership, . state leasehold, and 
limited ownership. According to them, such tenure policies will be 
appropriate to "peri-urban" areas, large-scale commercial famls, and to 
densely populated localities, respectively. Putting aside the first two areas 
and the suggested commensurate landholding policies, let us look at the 
third fo rm of policy option. Limite~ ownership is designated to the regions 
that are densely popUlated and where there exists strong communal 
solidarity. "There, the community can impose restrictions on land market. 
Customary tenure has its own advantages" (Dejene and Tefcri, 1995: 332). 
Dejene (1999: 44) has renewed this earli~r proposition that favours different 
types of tenure systems. 

What is the implication of this polley option? To appreciate this st~t~ of 
affairs, it becomes necessary ~o recall our earlier assessment of dlstmct 
modes of land tenure syste~ that prevailed in the northern and southern 
provinces, respectively, in the years preceding the Land Refo1ll1 act of .1975. 
Then, communal ownership where no one was entitled to sell h.ls/her 
holdings due to strong societal customs was dominant in northe~ provmccs. 
In contrast the habit of collective ownership had systematicall y been 
undennined with the introduction of private ownership and the resultant 
land .marketing practic~s in southern areas. It is to be underJin~ that w~at 
was developed in the south was, by and large, a private ownership mcntahty 
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entail ing the right to sell one's lal}d whenever there was a pressing need to 
do so. 

Consequently, it is not unwise to predict that if the existing public tenure of 
rural land is rep laced by private ownership, the greater majority of the 
peasants will be exposed. to the. possible negative effects associated with 
privalisation and land sales that may ensue. The following paragraphs will 
briefly deal with weaknesses of the suggested means of controlling land 
marketing under private tenure system. 

Inadequacy of the Proposed Restrictive Measures 

As outlined above. the proponents of tenure policy refonn suggest different 
ways of "controll ing" land marketing in the aftennath of privatisation. 
Dessalegn has come up with the idea of c;:ommunitylkebele PA land 
administration and control throughout the country, Dejene and Teferi sought 
community restric'tions in "selected" areas, and Mesfin recommended legal 
measures. Butlhe main question to ask here is: Can the proposed restrictive 
mechanisms (be they community supervision or legal provisions) prevent 
peasants, particularly in southern regions of the country, from selling their 
land if private ownership is reinstated? What do the experiences of some 
other countries suggest in this connection? 

As we have already recorded, community control can hardly be an 
indispensable instrument for rf?Straining land selling. Similarly, legal 
measures cannot be taken for granted to serve this purpose. Experiences 
have revealed mixed results in this regard. There are cases in some African, 
As ian, and European countries where govemments are able to protect the 
interests of the peasant fanners "without necessarily having state 
[government?] ownership' or even without a total ban on. land sales" 
(yigremew, 2001 a: 63). This is one side of the coin, however. Findings 
(Bruce et ai, 1993: 259-60) from some African countries such as Rwanda, 
Senegal, Somalia. and Uganda have illustrated that even with the presence 
of laws prohibiting land sales without the consent of the concerned 
governments, the peasants have managed to sell their plots. Obviously, 
these mixed results hint at the need for rigorous empirical research on the 
possible effects of privatisation on land marketing in Ethiopia. This is 
imperative before concluding that either the fanners will not sell their plots 
or legal measures will effectively restrict land marketing. 
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As it stands now, there are some empirical evidences showing that the poor 
peasan ts in different parts of the country are infonna lly se ll ing their 
possessions although such a practice is illegal. That is "In Ethiopia [like in 
many other African countries], informal land markets widely operate 
irrespective of the official policy" (Dejene, 200 1: 38). The author of this 
article, in his fie ldwork in two woredas (districts) - 00110 Ado and 00110 
Bay - of Liben Zone, has observed that there are opcn practices of land 
sales, especially along the Genale River Banks. Indeed, thi s land marketing 
activity has been an important source of conflict between Digodia and 
Garemero clans of the Somali ethnic group. Similarl y. all our key 
informants in Gedeo Zone agree Ihal the poor fanners arc virtuall y openly 
and increasingly selling thei r possessions in order 10 meel their .dail y needs. 
According to the same sources, a great deal of these farmers have already 
ended up landless and are forced to migrate 10 the urban centres in search of 
jobs. The interviewees mainlain that the presence of legal provisions that 
prohibit land marketing is irrelevant as far as the realities in Gedeo arc 
concerned. When asked as to why the government structures and peasant 
associations tolerated such widespread land sales, which are illegal, a 
member of the Executive Committee of the Administration of Gedeo Zone 
claimed that "everybody had a stake in land marketing" . He was of the 
opinion that the officials at various levels themselves purchase land, and, 
thus, there is no point to expect them to di scourage these practices. 

Yigremew (2001a: 62) found that there are land markets in North Shewa 
and Gojjam Zones of the Amhara Regional State, where social customs by 
and large used to prevent land marketing. Moreover, Demissie (2000: 46) 
reported that some poor peasants have already sold their holdings and ended 
up landless in lirna-Geneti Woreda of Eastern Wollega Zone of the Oromia 
Regional State. Interestingly enough, some of these farmers ha~e become 
agrictlltural labourers to those individuals who have purchased their plots. 
According to the same source, there are many other poor farmers who are 
left with only limited portion of their possessions as a result of 'such 
informa11and marketing activities. luneidy Sadd'o, who was a member of 
the Executive Committee of the Regional Government of Oromia, in charge 
of Economic Affain (the current President of the Regional Sate) while, in a 
way, confirming this finding, cited other zones of Oromia such as Western 
Wellega, llIubabor and Western and Eastern Shewa, which witnessed 

• . 10 
widespread underground land sales at cheap pnces. 
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Admittedly, seen at the national level, these are smali findings. But they are 
undoubtedly good signals that there is a potential hazard that many of the 
poor peasants will be dispossessed of their plots and thus become landless 
farmers, if private ownership of rural land is put in motion. Evidently. all 
this land selling activities' are carried out in spite of the fact that land sales 
are prohibited both by the Land Reform act of the previous government, that 
is still intact. and by the current constitution. 

One may ask that if there are land sales even in the regions ",(here 
communal ownership had ·once prevailed, is it not fair to predict the 
likelihood of. widespread land marketing practices in other parts of the 
country, where there existed rampant land sales emanating from private 
tenure system? To be fair, one needs to conduct in-depth empirical study in 
order to answer this question adequately. However, our key infonnants, 
fanner loc~1 land owners and non-Owners alike, in four PAs in Doddola 
Woreda of Bale Zone, hold the opinion that privatisation will sooner Or later 
lead to land marketing. To them, this will create a situation where a large 
number of poor peasants will end up being landless. One of our key 
infonnants, who had himself once been a iocallandowner, contended that if 
private ownership is reinstated, it is highly likely that the majority of poor 
peasants will not retain lands tp pass ·on to their offspring. As a 
consequence, the farmers suggested the continuation of the existing public 
tenure, which prohibits land marketing, along with greater tenure security. 
i.e., respect for constitutional rights of the peasants not to be displaced from 
their holdings. Again, whether many other peasants in this area and in other 
parts of the country do share similar views is subject to further investigation. 

All in all, Qn the basis of past. experiences and current tendencies, it is 
possible to envisage the likely resurrection of land alienation and tenancy 
and eviction of peasant fanners. among others things, if the currently 
advocated privatisatiqn ~f rural land is accepted as a pohcy choice and 
implemented. Certainly: this is not just an academic dialogue. It is also a 
strong fear and finn belief of the governments of some regional states that if 
it is reinstated private tenure will lead to adverse consequences for the 
majority of the peasants. For example, a senior official of the Regional 
Government· of Oromia is said to have expressed his views, on behalf of his 
government, contending that the proposition for privatisation that entails 
land marketing is directed againsl the best interests· of the peasant masses. 
To him the suggested policy option is, hence, non-negotiable and an 

70 



Ethiopian Journal of Development Research Yol. 23, /If Z, OClOber 1001 

unacceptable !ssue (For details see Girrna and Zegeye, 1996: 96~97). This 
reaction indicates the extcnt to which government orricials are bitter with 
the proposition for privatisation that carries with it the revival of land 
marketing and the resultant land ali enation. However. th is reaction should 
not be considered as something that is directed against a quest for 
privatisation and land sales per se. Instead, the resistance emanates from the 
fear of possible negative effects that may ensue. It is assumed that the 
leaders of other regional governments do also share thi s disappointment 
with the quest for privatisation and the like ly land deal. As Molla (1999: 
20) observed, some other regional governments including those of 
Gambella, Tigray, and Amhara incorporated in their respective constitutions 
(articles 41 , 40 and 40, respectively) public ownership of land by replicating 
article 40 of the FDRE Constitution, which prohib its private tenure and land 
marketing. 

In a nutshell, one can argue that strong reaction against the advocacy of 
privatisation and the associated land alienation siems from the bitter 
experience of the pre.revolution circumstances, and from the prediction of 
the potential hann to be done to the majority of the peasants. Seen fairly, 
this concern is not something to be discarded under the guise of 
"confusing", "unfounded'! fear, as some of the Ethiopian promoters of the 
idea of the reinstitution of private land ownership like to label it. 

Once again, as the Ethiopian experieQ.ces and realities of some other African 
countries have confinned, it is highly likely that privatisation will lead to 
land concentration in the hands of the powerful and the rich. Undoubtedly, 
such a pattern of land tenure will lead to fhe return of a large ·scale eviction 
of the masses of poor fanners, along with other fOrolS of adverse 
consequences of private ownership of rural land. outlined earlier. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The analysis of the disputing viewpoints of the post.1991 period over rural 
land tenure policy options in Ethiopia reveals that the land question has 
once again become a contentious public policy issue. Apparently, there 
exists a wider gap between the perceptions of the adherents of the 
continuation of public ownership and those of the promoters of ~he idea of 
poliCY reform over tpe subject. Advocates of the preservation of the 
existing tenure system seem to have based their arguments, by and large, on 
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the situation of the pre-revalutian periad in Ethiapia and an experiences .of 
same ather African cauntries regarding the adverse effects .of private 
.ownership and the associated land sales. The praponents .of a policy 
transfarmatian in favaur .of privatisatian, an the other hand, tend to ignare 
these abviaus facts and partray the rale .of the private sectar as an 
indispensable means .of rectifying what they believe ta be the defects .of the 
existing tenure palicy. 

The issue, hawever, is that the advacate" .of the resurgence .of private 
.ownership .of rural land need ta prav) e evidence based an adequate 
empirical research ta suppart their claim that the saught type of tenure is 
superiar ta the existing public landhalding system. This means that 
adherents .of tenure palicy refarm have yet ta substantiate their claim that 
the private sectar will assure greater tenure security and render better 
incentives ta the farmers ta invest an their land. Mare.over, and perhaps 
most imp.ortantly, .oppanents .of public .ownership of rural land have to 
convince their readers and the public at .large that the recommended 
alternative polioy, if accepted, will nat lead to adverse consequences, which 
private tenure entails. In ather words, the burden of the pro.of rests 
essentially on the advocates .of the restoration of private land tenure system 
that their policy option is mare advantageous than the existing one. It is not 
enaugh to criticise the current policy and' quest for its change. One needs to 
also attest that the sought landhalding palicy is better and more useful than 
the one it should replace. Indeed, this vital paint is missing in the demand 
far policy alteratian on the mode of land .ownership in Ethiopia. Again, this 
means that a gaod deal .of rethinking is needed in the proposition for tenure 
pali~y transformation. 

As the land questian is an intricate and sensitive political issue, it must be 
handled cautiausly and approached from different perspectives. A complex 
array .of political, ecanamic, and sacial factars shGuld be taken inta account 
while dealing with tenure policy changes. One should treat the land tenure 
issue not .only from efficiency paint of viewj but also in' terms of social 
equity. The subject must be viewed not only in the sense .of growth, but also 
in tenns of the interests .of the majority of the peasants. That is, one needs 
ta strike an optimum balance between efficiency and equity. 

In this process, whether privatisatian or the retentian of the existing public 
.ownership .of rural land is to the best interests of the poor peasants, in 
particular, shoutd be explored and identified. To think or attempt to do 
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otherwise is tantamount to imposing the interests of the elite on the greatest 
majority of the country's population. The land issue should be dealt with in 
the context of development in its comprehensive manner, and nOI in the 
narrower sense of the tenn , which emphasises growth. Moreover, po litical 
and social consequences that might follow fundamental ' alteration in 
property rights in land ownership should be taken into consideration. 

It must be underscored that contending views emanating from 
misunderstandings can be resolved through intensive research and in-depth 
deliberations over the subject involving all concerned parties, above all the 
poor peasants, who will be hurt most by the adverse consequences of 
privatisation of rural land. The trouble is if vested interests or hidden 
motives are attached to the quest for one or another foml of tenure policy. 
After all, land question is essentially a political issue that involves not only 
contentious views but also conflict of interests. This last point is a complex 
matter requiring careful handling as well as sincerity. 

All in all, current advocacy of privatisation of rural land in Ethiopia is 
invalid for the simple reason that it fails to produce sufficient empirical 
evidence. which would otherwise show that it is imperative to replace 
existing public ownership with private tenure. This calls for profound wide­
ranging field research that represents all parts of the country. Such a 
thorough study must be all embracing and consider pertinent i'ssues such as 
tenure security, resource management, productivity, food ~ecurity and social 
equity. 

In sum, the contention of the author of this article is that prior to questing 
for policy options to replace the existing tenure system, we need to 
establish, through intensive nation wide empirical research that (1) The 
existing mode of landholding has (a) created tenure insecurity for the 
majority of the peasants, (b) rendered peasants disincentives to invest on 
their possessions, (c) led to decline in ,!gricultural production aod thus 
contributed to the underdevelopment of the agricultural sector. (2) We need 
to compare such findings from Ethiopia with the experiences of other 
countries both those who experience public ownership and those who 
pursue private tenure so as to identify advantages and disadvantages of the 
two categories of tenure systems. Experiences of other countries may 
supplement the data to be obtained from the field in Ethiopia. (3) All such 
studies must first and foremost focus their attention on the feelings and 
iDterests of the majority of the peasants, who would be most affected by 
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tenure policy, $0 as to make our research findings participatory and more 
reliable. This would, inter alia, provide strong basis for academic debate 
among scholars in the field and may also contribute to policy 
reconsideration. (4) These research undertakings need also to involve and 
persuade the policymakers in order for the research findings to be 
considered .in the policy -making and implementation processes. 

In fact , it is only on the basis of empirical research findings that one can 
fa irly demand alternative tenure policy, which, indeed, would be a 
fundamental change of status quo. Gpmprehensive empirical research 
findings are vital instruments in an endeavour to narrow data gap, iiraw 
informed conclusions and make-via,ble recommendations on the issue in 
question. 
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Notes 

I The line of argument in thi s article is, by and large, idcntical with that ofa paper, 
Defence of Status Quo versus the Quest for a "Second Round Reform": Some 
Remarks on Current Debate over Rural Land Tenure Issues In EthIopIa, Paper 
Presented orally at DPSrR-NIHR Cooperation Programme Launching Workshop, 
11-12 February, 2000, AddiS Ababa. The paper, whIch was wrillen latter on, IS 

expected to appear in the Proceedings of the DPSIR-NIHR CooperatIon 
Programme Launching Workshop. However, much has been done to develop the 
present article. Some observations from the field have been incorporated anew; 
wider ranges of secondary sources are consulted intensively; the length of the paper 
is about tripled; and the level of analysIs has been elevated substantIally. 

2 Along with the prevailing rist system, there existed a gull form of land tenure 
malOly as a grant by the Emperor. Such land was given in lieu of salary for hlgh­
ranking individuals who rendered services with strong loyalty to the Emperor. By 
virtue of hislher social status, rist-gu/tegna had full power over the peasants In the 
concerned locality (For the details, see for example, Markakls, 1975: 83-85: 
Shiferaw, 1995: 73). 

1 Such a distinction was based on the pattern and extent of the involvemen t of somc 
pertinent factors like the quality of land and provision of secds and oxen. 

4 Based on the rate of eviction in Chilalo that was 3.5 per cent of the landless 
fanners in the country per year, it was estimated that in the early 1980's, around 
55,000 households would be dislocated if the same process in that particular 
Awraja spread to other parts of the country (See Shifcraw, 1995: 117). 

S One of the major factors contributing to the success of the land reform almost 
everywhere in the country was the emergence of peasant assoc iations, which havc 
played a vital role as a 'fonn of local government in carrying out the reform 

measures. 

6 It is true that having realised thallts iIJ-designed and imposed agricultural polIcies 
l ~d to the surfacing of severe contradictions between the government and the 
peasant masses, the Derg relinquished some of its policies in 1990 by adoptmg a 
mixed economy policy. However, this retreat came too late 10 help the govemment 

remain in power. 
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7 This poslIlon seems to be in line with the conceptual approach advanced by the 
adherents of public tenure. II is asserted that as land IS not a property created by 
mankind through his effort, it should be held publicly, i.e., it must not be subject to 
private ownership. which promotes individual interests. Moreover, as long as land 
is a common property to be used for the mutual benefit of the community, 
individuals must not be allowed to become beneficiaries by selling or exchanging 
land, which could lead to unfair diffetentiation in income and wealth. This IS true, 
it is argued, especially for less developed countries (LOes) where the livelihood of 
millions is based on agncultural activities. Thus if private ownership that entails 
and encourages land marketing is set in motion, it may lead to eviction of masses 
of the peasants from their possessions. This, however, is not to deny individuals' 
use rights. Rather, individuals who are interested in working the land through 
investment would be guaranteed to have access to the land that they need. 
Nevertheless, the amount of such holding is determined by the availabihty of the 
land itself (For details of these arguments and counter arguments, see 
Constitutional Commission, 1993: 14-15). 

l Owing to space conslraints, I have not dealt in this article with some other 
controversial issues such as government-peasant_ landlord-tenant relationships, and 
land fragmentation associated with land redistribution, that require investigation 10 
their own fight. 

9 However. Dejene very recently (2002) has eventually realised that private 
ownership of land would lead to a wider range of adverse effects for the poor 
peasants, includ ing displacement, tenure insecurity, social conflict and land 
litigatIOn. 

10 The official stated thi s at a meeting held to assess performance of the agricultural 
sector in the region . The meeting took place from February 4 to 5, 2001 , at 
Headquarters of the Regional Government, i.e. , Addis Ababa. 
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