‘Unless you reach consensus on the ground you shaller manage to
climb the tre€  Oromo proverb.

In May 2009 Pete Jones, Director of St Matthew’ddén’s Fund Ethiopia visited the
Community Managed Disaster Risk Reduction Commitid@ire Dawa.

The Committee, funded by Comic Relief and individdenations from the public, was set up to
address the issue of climate change in the sethead fragile ecosystem of eastern Ethiopia.

The meeting took place on a hot and humid eveniity avgroup of twelve people sitting on a
mud floor drinking bottles of Fanta in a tin shamkt to the Committee’s seedling and tree
nursery. Also in attendance were two independenswutants who were in Dire Dawa evaluating
JeCCDO programmes in the city.

The community explained their activities and themissues facing them. The following is an
overview of the meeting using their own words ttatesl into English by an interpreter.

Pete JonesCan you explain how life has changed for you symestarted the
committee?

Tesfay: ‘In previous times we could predict when the nawuld fall and we planted our crops
accordingly. Now we must anticipate new patterns must follow the daily footsteps of the
weather. If it rains we plant. In the past we wdjtnow we do. Previously we only planted when
the planting season was upon us. Now we plant wéiercomes.’

Hirut: ‘Before the CMDRR we used to think we
were cursed by God. There has been a big
change in thinking. Now we know it is not

our fault. We know we can do something to
change our lives. We now meet and brainstorm .
ideas, learn from each other and help each ; 2o 4
other. We meet many times in the week after our
work in the fields, often we are here until vertela
talking. We forget about the time because the
changes we need to make are big. It is exciting but
also tiring?
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Committee members in the meeting

Tesfay:The problem is bigger than us, we have to workhweidbmmunities upstream. They can
warn us of changes in weather, particularly whenréiins come, to prepare us for floods and rain
So we can then sow seeds or take precautions’



Pete JonesWhat made you change the way you live and work?

Bogale ‘When we talked with JeCCDO we realised we wdwde to change our livestock
because of the climate. Traditionally we have abvi@aymed cattle, now we farm chicken and
goats, they are more capable of enduring hardweather. This has made a big difference to our
families’

Mesfin: ‘In the past we would travel 50km toward Harar amolve cattle to the swampy areas,
Now because of the uncertain, dry weather peopla the Harar area are permanently farming
there. Because of this we can’t go there with astock. If we hadn't learnt how to adapt our
children would have died from hunger’

Bogale'But we haven't got rid of all our cows. This istuue.
How can you forget we are now managing community
dairy herds. We conserve the hills and harvesgthss

for the dairy cows. We sell the milk at affordapleces

so that even the poorest person can buy.

The cows we have now are a better breed and azd@bl
cope with the hot and dry weather.’

Mesfin: ‘Yes, but | was talking about goats and sheepy &g !
now more common’

The community dairy herd

Bogale: ‘Maybe but don’t forget about the cows, we hawsedssed this before. It is important to
have a wide mixture of farming, if the cows die nave the sheep, if the sheep die we have the
cows and also now we grow vegetables and cultivaie We are not so exposed to danger from
the weather changes, how can you forget this??

Mesfin: ‘I didn’t forget — | just wanted to talk about gpeand goats. | know what you are saying
and agree with it’

Bogale:‘It is good to argue!
Laughter

Tesfay.' Look, before all of this we lived as nature feccus. We did not protect the hills because
there was an abundance of grasses and trees. Wéglgrar cattle whenever we wanted, we cut
down trees for firewood. We are poor people, thibseys were all we had but the grasses and
trees disappeared. We only realised the dangerbrings when the flood came three years ago.
The rain ran down the hills  like water off a batdn’s head. The flood kildehundreds of our
people and destroyed many houses.

Salam: We forgot that the hills around us are full otual medicines, if the hills die then so do
our medicines. We stopped listening to the peapleur community who knew about the value
of the hills because we didn’t work together, wé/dhought about our own survival. Now we
have come together we realise we need to care (fibrei hills) as it is a fragile ecosystem’



Mesfin:‘Yes, there are 50 — 60 recorded species of mealipliants on the hills.’

Salam: ‘Now we protect because we have seen how it capgear and make us open to flood.
JeCCDO encouraged us to come together. We talkad alor future and soon we realised we
had to work together to survive. Now we join hari8isfore we had no strategy, now we talk and
plan together.’

Tesfay!lt is like this; before we were running in the Haess alone, now we are running together
in the light.’

Fasar:* Daylight hours are not enough now we work inte thght to make up for the lost days.
We spend night after night talking together, anybisdvelcome to come and contribute their
knowledge’

Tesfay: ‘Yes and now we keep our ears and eyes open diinieg we talk together about the
weather and listen to upstream communities. Thiéydevhen it is raining and what direction
the rain is heading. We now sow seeds often. Tihdaw of opportunity is more open now.’

Ichigew: ‘ In the past six weeks | have harvested 6 gesf maize. This is much more than |
would have done previously.’

Bogale!Now (May) we have already reaped one harvesta@vipus years we would just have
started sowing’

Ichigew: “Yes and we have learnt how to retain water iffiedlent ways. The rains fall

differently now, much harder and shorter. We haaerit how to capture the water, we have built
the check dam on the hill and are soon going tltarnother one. We are digging wells. As soon
as we hear about rain from the upstream commuretang out in the fields creating channels for
the water to flow to irrigate our crops.’

Hirut: ‘I want to talk about JeCCDO. They do not tell us
what to do. They show new methods in the demomnstrat
plot and gradually we see the possibilities grovoefpre
our eyes. Some of us understand before the others

and they explain to us during our evening meetings.
We would not have believed it possible to grow

mango in this area and now we see mangos in the
demonstration plot and we ask JeCCDO how this

can be achieved.

The demonstration plot

Salam:‘JeCCDO is a smart organisation. It was the ongjaarsation to talk to us about the
weather changes and start planting trees and iegrtee hills. It always watches out from the
sideline and invites us to talk if we have probleihdoesn’t come to us with the programmes,
they allowed us to develop the programme. So we&@CDO leaves to work with another
community we are ready to shine. This is smart wgrk



Hirut: * This is true, because of this we discus
things and look for opportunities. Previously

we looked for handouts. We were dependent
on government officers. We used to get seed|l
from them. Often they were not the right seed
Now we have learnt how to grow seedlings an
how to choose the most drought resistant and
hardy species.’

The seedling and tree nursery

Tesfay. ‘Now we are taken seriously by local governmentkers. They see what we are doing
and for the first time take us seriously’

Mesfin: ‘We show them how fragile the ecosystem we livesiand now they are now learning
from us’
Much lasghamongst the group.

Tesfay. ‘It is not just the government, do you remembéewthe American army came and dug
wells but only dug 80 metres deep but didn’t fimy avater? We helped them and dug 20 — 30
metres and found it. We know where to look. We ébigow much we know, now we talk
together we realise we have the solutions througtkoowledge of the land. When we were
alone we forgot now we remember and put our knogéed the new problems.’

Mesfin: ‘ This is true, so now we teach the governnamdthe Americans!

Even more laughter

Pete JonesYou seem to have changed the way you think abaufpyoblems.

Hirut: ‘Before this we did not like change. Our familiesed the same way for generations. It
was the way we were taught to live by our pareBits.we understand we have to change if we
are going to give our children a life free from genand misery. We have learnt how to be
strategic’

Bogale’ Yes this is true but also we have moved fromlidgawith our problems on our own to
helping each other and looking to solve our prolsl@asma community’

Hirut: ‘That is what | mean by strategic — we plan togetmd look ahead together’
Bogale:* Oh, ok — yes you are right, if this is what st@it is then that is what we are’

Hirut: ‘Once we see the clues now we solve the riddleferbave weren’t even looking for the
clues. We were blind to change.’



Abebe: ‘We need to build regional network — this issubigger than our immediate area. First
we realise this problem is bigger than us as inldials and we learnt we have to work together as
a community and now we realise this problem is &dban our community we have to work

with other communities hand in hand”

Pete JonesWhat are your relations with local government Iii@v?

Tesfay: ‘Before if there was a problem we insulted (
shouted at the city government officials. Now

we know how to approach them. We learnt by
talking amongst ourselves and from the conflict
resolution workshops that JeCCDO runs. Now

we even bring the mayor into our community.’

Women in the committee

Saba:‘Yes but, our experience is that the governmenbisproactive — if there is a threat they
will only deal with the aftermath. That's why wdkltavith them to encourage them to look at
ways of reducing the risk.’

Tesfay:* We spent a lot of time talking with governmentiahey do listen, don’t forget we have
convinced them of the need to extend the flood.Ws# took them to see the gaps in the flood
wall near our fields and homes, then they undedstao reasons. ’

Bogale:‘This is true but it is only possible because weehshown them we are good people. We
have learnt that we need to show government waarbad people. Development of trust is the
most important thing. Then they respect and listems.’

Tesfay:'Also we inform local government about the riskotar community because of the
changing rainfall. Not the other way around. | thitow they appreciate we are helping. Before
we used this approach if the mayor came into oomgaonity he would come it with a cavalcade
of armed motorcycle policemen. But now since weshaeen he comes quietly on his own and
sits with us. He asks us about our problems.’



Mesfin:‘'The local government came here and wante(
build the flood wall through our orange trees and
tree nursery. It would have devastated our work

and also it didn’t make sense as it didn’t follow

the course of the river. We talked to the Mayor

and government officials and they changed theingla

the rescued orange grove

Hirut: ‘Also recently we needed a bulldozer to prepareestand . It costs 700 birr (E38) per
hour. The mayor lent us one for free for 3 dayss Would never have happened before. It is
incredible, we are real partners’

Saba:’ But, there are still problems. The city governmbas allotted flood plain land for to
people to build on. It is dangerous. There is attdiap in the flood wall in that area, people who
live there will die if there is a flood. We havetgopetition of 500 names and given it to the
mayor, to ask him to reconsider this dangerous. glag city government is taking us seriously,
we think we will stop this dangerous building.’

Tesfay:* Yes, also we are talking to the local governmedmut the excavation of sand in the
wadi and dry sand stream by businesses. It is rgdkmflood potential worse, creating torrential
flows of water and could endanger life.’

Abebe: ‘The next critical issue is regional government. §ve organised at village level. The
village level and regional level needs to be tipd\We need to develop an annual action plan.’

Saba!Government is the biggest problem. Our experigadkat they come into our
neighbourhood and create problems that weren’ethefore.’

Abebe:’ Yes, but since we are talking to them they arigg better,they are now our partners.
We have made them aware that our interests aneitieiests’

Saba! | suppose you are right but they still cause peois’

Laughter

There were many more questions to ask but the lighwas fading and the farmers were
noticeably eager to use what was left of the daye®eral had a long walk back to their land.



Reflections on the meeting

‘ this is the most incredible meeting I've beeintonany, many years. | have been very depressed
about Ethiopia in recent years but what these peapé doing gives me real hope for the future
of this country’ Ato Tadele, independent consultant.

‘ the really impressive thing about this commiteéhe way they have turned a crisis into
opportunity. To do that they have had to change #tdtudes to one another, the government,
the way they work, the crops they growPete Jones, Director St Matthew’s Children’sdrun
Ethiopia

‘ Sometimes, late at night, | decide to check agpess and | arrive to find the committee talking
together, every time they are there, they do thsyenight. | often find myself joining them, the
enthusiasm and commitment to improve is contagioddo Abebe, Manager, JeCCDO Hawassa
Community Development Programme Office

‘
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