
Assessing the Attribute of Land Security to Agricultural Growth in 
Ethiopia

Ethiopia is a country that has implemented successive land reforms to correct rural inequalities 
and stimulate growth in the agricultural sector. Historical and contemporary literature on the 
impact of these reforms makes different arguments. The most contested issue has been state 
ownership of land which causes land insecurity with negative implications for agricultural 
productivity and land use management. For instance, farmers’ perception of frequent land 
redistribution by the state discourages agricultural innovation, since land redistribution can result 
in the lose of a portion of landholdings and investments, such as cash crop trees, irrigation 
systems and even terraces that prevent soil erosion. There are evidences to support such 
arguments at theoretical and practical levels, but too much generalizations can also lead to 
misguided conclusions as there are cases, including Ethiopia, where agriculture sectors have 
achieved growth under state land ownership systems.

In 2005, Ethiopia enacted a new land law that allowed farmers to have indefinite land use rights 
including the right to transfer land to children and dependents, while still retaining state 
ownership of land. The law also required every farmer to possess a land certificate proving the 
size and location of his/her land holdings.  According to one report by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development, by 2011 seven million out of 13 million farming households 
in four major agricultural regions (Amhara, Tigray, Oromia and Southern Nations, Nationalities 
and Peoples) had obtained land certificates that would be further upgraded in the future by 
including more systematized administrative information (such as cadastral surveys). Recent 
studies suggest that the new land certification system has created land tenure security for 
farmers, resulting in increased crop production, better land use management and reduced land 
disputes. 

Should agricultural growth in Ethiopia be solely attributed to farmers’ land tenure security (by 
means of land certification)? This does not question the role of land tenure security in pushing 
growth in the Ethiopian agriculture. It is meant to add (not necessarily contend) that, in fact, land 
security is one of the factors in stimulating agricultural production growth, the other factors 
being, among other things,  overall macroeconomic growth and persistent government efforts to 
promote new agricultural methods.  To support this argument, I consider the experience of 
Vietnam where land still remains under strict state ownership, so that farmers are allowed land 
use rights of only 15 to 20 years. Yet, today Vietnam is the second largest rice exporter in the 
world. If state land ownership is a barrier for agricultural growth (by creating tenure insecurity 
for farmers, for example), what has helped Vietnamese farmers to increase agricultural 
production and turn their country into major rice exporter? The answer is simple: effective 
government policy support and favourable macroeconomic conditions that have enabled the 
country to emerge as one of the fastest growing economies in Asia. This would then suggest that 
the outcome of land policy (i.e., agricultural growth) is dependent on agricultural support 



systems and favourable market conditions, as much as on the type and appropriateness of land 
allocation mechanisms (by market or state). The late Meles Zenawi on many occupations had 
made similar arguments during policy discussions with international organizations (with neo-
liberals often furiously arguing against continued land ownership by Ethiopian state). 
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Ox 3,500 8,000 128%

Cow 2,000 7,000 250%

Sheep 200 3,000 1,400
%

Goat 150 1,500 900%

Chicken 3 75 2,400
%

100 Kg of 
teff

500 1,500 275%

100 kg 
wheat

300 700 133%

1 kg of 
gesho

3 17 466%

1 eucalyptus 
tree

5 65 1,200
%

1 kg of 
banana

2 12 500%

Let me explain my argument further as to why government policy and market conditions have 
been important in the growth of Ethiopian agriculture. In 1996, I observed, during rural Kebele 
meeting in Gondar, young agricultural extension worker struggling to convey the message that 
fertilizers would improve crop productivity. Another extension worker had gone once or twice to 
Kebele meetings with her husband, a former member of Derge’s Workers Party and an 
experienced orator, to help her make persuasive arguments about the benefits of fertilizers. Today 
farmers would rush to get fertilizers from suppliers, because they know about its benefits - 
thanks to persistent government efforts to educate them. As well, a decade or so ago, planting 
vegetable and cash crop trees used to be on-the-side farming activity, normally during spare 
times. Today farmers grow fruits, vegetables and spices during all seasons, since there are 
booming domestic and export (Sudan) markets.  They plant geshos (used to make traditional 
beer), eucalyptuses and other high value cash crop trees, both on crop lands and lands that are 
less suitable for crop production (riversides, gullies, steep slopes, and on).  All this is the result of 
good market incentives. The table compares current (August 2012) agricultural producer prices 
(randomly selected) with those of ten years ago in Lay Armachiho Woreda, Gondar (information 



documented from conversations with local farmers).  The average price increase over the ten-
year period for all farm produces is 694%!  The increases range from 133% for wheat to 2,400% 
for chicken. 

Some may call this trend of rising producer prices the result of an inflationary economy. I call it 
a good time that puts more and more money into farmers’ pockets. When I was a kid, the price of 
100kg of teff could have been 50 Birr and the price of a goat 15 Birr. With such low price levels, 
government workers and traders, the only middle class people in society, lived a good life, while 
the peasant masses languished in poverty.  Alternatively, a decade ago, a farmer needed to sell 
one goat (for 150 Bir) to buy a radio. Today a farmer sell one goat (1,500 Birr) to buy a radio, 
clothes, salt, sugar, oil, medicine and transport. Knowing that the sales from two chickens would 
earn him/her 150 Birr (75 Birr each), a farmer is motivated to raise chickens to cover the cost of 
school supplies for his/her children next year.  In today’s Ethiopia, farm work pays well. 
Increased income for farmers means increased purchasing power for rural society, a major step 
towards achieving equitable development.  

In sum, the attribution of growth in the Ethiopian agriculture solely to the new land certification 
system is not necessarily wrong, but it does not tell the whole story. Government policy and 
market forces are playing important roles as well. There are two challenges, however. The first is 
declining livestock production due to shortages of grazing lands. Farmers are downsizing the 
number of their livestock animals, with preferences for oxen (ploughing), donkey (transport) and 
goats or sheep (for cash income). This may mean that, in a few decades, Ethiopia will no longer 
be one of the countries in the world with the largest livestock populations. In economic terms, 
this may also mean that meat and dairy products can be scarce, especially if the growing middle 
class population creates an increasing consumer demand for these products. The government 
should pay attention to this area by supporting research on fast growing and nutritional grasses 
and by promoting better livestock management practices among farmers.

The second challenge is establishing an effective land administration system. One leader of rural 
militia told me that most of Kebele and Woreda court cases have to do with land disputes.  Of the 
studies of land policy in Ethiopia that I have reviewed, only that by Birhanu Adenew and Fayera 
Abdi (2005) in the Amhara region identifies rising levels of land disputes.  Other studies rather 
appear to suggest that the new land certification system has resolved the problem of land 
disputes.  My own finding from Lay Armachiho Woreda is consistent with Birhanu and Abdi’s. 
The most intriguing issue is informal land selling and buying. And, in most cases, disputes arise 
when a previous owner (the seller) comes back years later demanding additional payment 
(arguing that the land value has increased) or trying to re-possess the land altogether taking 
advantage of the law (courts do not recognize informal land deals), even without repaying the 
money. Issues like this lead to confrontational situations. It is important to realize that many of 
the land buyers are poor young farmers who want to acquire land that is sufficient to ensure their 
own household food security. Somehow, the government needs to find some sort of flexibility in 
the current land administration law, on case-by-case basis; otherwise, ongoing land disputes have 



potential to destroy social capital in rural society with dire consequences for social stability and 
economic growth in the long run. 
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