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I HOI.I SERIOUS IS THE DISASTER ?

Ethiopia is being ravaged by another famine. In the background

of the demagogic and triumphant display of the ttachievementsrt of

the nilitary regine, millions of Ethiopians are at grips with one

of the nost deadly fanines in the countryrs history.

Today, the whole world knows how serious and devastating the

hla11o famine was in L973. Unfortunately for the Ethiopian people,

the world and the rest of the country learnt about that horrible
situation after it was too 1ate. The result rÿas a staggering to11,
claiming the lives of 200,000 peasants. But, however tragic that
situation vas, a combination of natural, economic, political and

nilitary factors norü makes the situation in this ruined and ravaged

land more disastrous than in L973.

1. Three times more vic tims now than in 1973

During the L973 disaster, a total of 1'700,000 people were

threatened by famine.Out of those,200,000 died. The famine strick-
en areas were limited to the regions of I'lo11o, Tigraye, Hararge

and northern Shoa. Today, according to figures given by the Ethio-
pian Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC), the famine stricken
population is well over 5 million and 9 out of L4 administrative
regions of the country are exposed to the disaster. 1 This figure
makes the Ethiopian famine the worst in contenporary history. A

UNICEF statement made on 24 May 1980 has established that out of
20,000,000 people threatened by famine in Africa, well over 5 ni1-
lion are Ethiopians.

Even when the allowances are made for the regine I s evident
efforts to minimize the problem, these figures (which do not include
the 2 nillion refugees who have fled the country Èo escape famine
and repression) show that the number of victims has increased three-
fold since 1973.

The L973 famine was accompanied by an inevitable variety of
epidemics. 0utbreaks of cholera, smal1 pox, typhus dysentery and

tuberculosis which were rather common under normal circumstances,
reached epidemic proportions. They claimed the lives of whole commu-
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nities and destroyed most of the cattle in the affected regions.
The RRC statement does not say anything about hunan suffering and

the number of people that died as a result of the present famine.
It only says that tta nunber of people and cattle have already diedtr

and warns that the Ethiopian people can be exposed to tt.E!. untold
miserytt if no imnediate help is obtained to ffavert impending cata-
strophett. 0ne does not have Eo read between Èhe lines to understand
thaÈ for the Ethiopian people the situation is very dark indeed !

2. Famine is constantly on the lise

A glance at the figures given by different sources during
the last 4 years also shows that Ehe number of people and regions
threatened by famine is constantly on the rise.

Year no. of
affected

people
by famine

regions affected
by famine

t97 7 1 ,040,000 4 regi.ons : Gondar, Shoa
Tigray, hlol1o

197 I 2,280,000

t97 9 3 ,000,000 7 regions : Ba1e, Eritrea
Hararge, Shoa, Sidamo
Tigray, tlo11o

9 regions : Bale, Gamogofa
Gondar, Eritrea, Hararge
Sidamo, Shoa, Trigraye,
hto11o

I 980 5 , ogg, ooo

These f igures speak f or themselves. I,Ihat the table does not
show however, is that in all of the above regions, except Shoa

and Parts of hlol1o, there are armed conflicts caused mainly by

the regine I s repressive policies againsL the oppressed nationa-
lities.

6 regions : Eritrea,
arge, Sidamo, Shoa,
graye , \,lo11o

Har-
l1-



3. Pol: tical causea are nore j_Elollant nov than ln 1973

The 1,973 famine vas a resulÈ of natural calanities and the
socio-economic set-up imposed on the Ethiopian people by the deca-
dent feudal order. It uas aggravated by the corruption and greed
of the ruling classes and their irresponsible attitudes towards
the suffering of their compatriots. These same age-o1d elements
have certainly contributed to create Lhe present situation, but
political and military factors are infinitely more important now

than in L973. The benefits of the partial ellmination of the feudal
land-holding system have been more than offset by adverse political
developments and their socio-economic consequences. It must be

said at the outset that the socio-economic transformations that
took place during the years 1974-77 can in no way be held respon-
sible for the present situation. Rather it is the counter-revolu-
tionary developments, the scorched earth policies of the military
dictatorship and the Soviet block countries, the unprecendented
repression against the Ethlopian people, that have completely ruined
the Ethiopian econony and disorganLzed the distribution circuits.

As early as L973 a confidential report entitled rrExpected

famine in Ethiopiatt was submitted to the Ethiopian governmenÈ by

Dr. Lars BONDESTAM3. The Swedish economist, who worked at that
tine for the rrDisaster preparedness Planning Programmett of the
RRC, warned the Ethiopian authorities Èhat there was "an inevitable
risk of famine in Ethiopiarr and thaÈ ttas the conflicts which contri-
bute Èo the deteriorating econonic and food situation are of a

political nature, it obviously follows that solutions to alleviate
these problems are also basically political" (p . 23). But the regime
has never tried to solve these famine generating conflicts by peace-
fu1 means. The trsolutiontt opted for is rather an lntensification
of war and repressionr ês if the regime is out to ttsolvett the pro-
blens by destroying the country and wiping out its people. Today,
trar is raging in more than half of the Ethiopian administrative
regions and these are precisely the areas where famine hits hardest.
The revolting fact is, that the meager and belated assistance in-
tended for the victimes is embezzled by the regime to perpetuate
these same scorched earth policies that have so direly contributed to
creating the disaster. I{hat is even more serious to the Ethiopian



people is that as long as the military dictatorship holds on to

Addis Abeba, there is no end in sight to these adverse political
developments and the famine they generate.

4 The perspectives are f fi:ht_eni_U-g

I'le have seen how famine has increased in Ethiopia during the

last four years. Behind the rising figures, there 1ie t.he incal-
culable consequences of the disaster in terms of human suffering
and social dislocation. No one yet knows the number of people who

have already died as a result of the famine. No one knows hor+ trany

will die before the world discovers the horrors of this tragedy
and mobilizes effort.s to curb iÈs effects. But one thing is already
sure. As the fanine generating factors are mainly of the regimers
making, the situation is bound to deteriorate sti11 further. As

one UN expert observer has put it: trEthiopia has for decades been

heading for a disaster that would nake it one of the most 1ike1y
sites for the worldrs first superfamine".4

As things stand at present, the effects of the regimers i.rres-
sponsible policies go far beyond the presenL tragedy. As the same

observer rightly noted: ttThe problem is that the race to rescue
much of Ethiopiars farmlands and nearly all of its seni-arid gra-
zing land is one that has Èo be rÿon r*ithin the next f er+ years.
There is a deadline looming up five or ten years from now

after which ecological decline will be irreversible or reversible
only by methods too costly for a poor country.

In order to be sure of winning the race, Ethiopia needs an

end Èo war and insurrection, and the establishment of settled rela-
tions between government and peasantry. The race could sti11 be

lron even in the absence of such ideal conditions, but the odds
are becoming dangerously shortertt.5

t



II. WHY THE DISASTER ?

The stage for the present crisis was set by the fa11 in the

countryrs agricultural and industrial production and the breakdown

of the distribution nechanisms.

1. The fa11 in agricultural or oduction

of
4,9
and

and

to
was

The first two years after the February movenent vere years

good harvest. Compared to L974/75 when grain production was

nillion tons, production for L975/76 and L976/77 stood at 5.4

5.2 million tons respectively. But nith external agression

internal counter-revolution in L977 /78, production started
drop below the L974/75 1eve1. That year agricultural production

only 4.7 million tons.6

The effect of the fa11 in agricultural production should also

be weighed against the population increase of about 2.52 per year.

This neans less food for more people. Even Inore relevant to the

famine is the breakdown of the food distribution system because

of economic, political and military factors.

2. The breakdown of distribution mechanisms

Both economic and political factors have contributed to dis-
rupting the mechanisms which formerly governed the transfer of
food supplies from the surplus producing rural areas to urban cen-

ters and areas which are not self-sufficient. The following two

factors are the most important of these surpluses cannot flow
to regions that need them until a solution has been found.

a) The ttScissorstr crisis

As was the case in the early years of Èhe Russian revolution,
Èhetrscissorstt crisis is having its adverse effects on the distri-
bution of food in the country. In fact, one important result of the
partial implementation of Èhe land reform bi11, and Èhe rightful
compensation for the peasantsf hard labor, is an increase in food

consumption which has risen by an estimated 5-102 ( 100-200 calories
per day) in the rural areas. (ttExpected Famine in Ethiopiatr)

t
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rrThe combination of a decrease ln total production and an

increase in subsistance consutnption results 1n a much snaller sur-
plus for the market. Assuming constant labor productivity, the

marketed grain per capita (for non peasants) decreases by 25-302.
(rf Expected Famine in Ethiopiarr)

But even when there is a surplus to be marketed the peasanÈs

are reluctant to se11. During the pre-revolution years ' conpara-

tively low food prices were made possible by the heavy exploitation
of the peasantry. In exchange for this cheap food, the Èowns pro-

duced almost nothing for the peasants who lived at bare subsistence

1eve1. Now the peasanLs, who are in an economic position which

permits them Lo conLrol land and produce, demand nanufactured goods

in exchange for their surplus to be marketed.

But as things stand at present, the towns cannot provide these

manufactured goods and services in exchange for food in the rural
areas. This is not possible for the simple reason that in the ci-
ties Loo, the general breakdown of the economy due to repression
and war has resulted in a fal1 in industrial production.

The lack of consumer goods to provide incentives to farmers

to seek higher cash income has resulted in the withholding of
grain by surplus producing peasants. The negative side effects for
non-peasants and specially for the urban poor are obvious. As Dr.

Lars Bondestam warned in his report: ItThe new imbalance bettreen

urban and rural areas implies a transfer of hunger and maybe famine,
from the countryside to the towns o. Unless consumer goods (specifi-
cal1y salt, sugar r oi1, cloths and agricultural implenents, all
preferably 1oca11y nade) are offered to the peasants, this staÈe

will continue and will in fact mean a loss of both health and moneytt

( "Expected Famine in Ethiopiatt ) . Às f or the main vi.ctims of this
situation the report singles out the urban poor. ttThe upPer and

higher brackets of the niddle classes manage to satisfy their de-
mands by hoarding grain, which together with the inevitable ener-
gence of a widespread black narket further aggravates the supply
of food for the urban poor now trore alienated from the basic
necessiLies than ever beforerr (rrExpected Famine in Ethiopiatt).



0bvious political considerations have however spared

the towns the horrors of the famine that is ravaging the coun-

tryside. Even if severe shortage of grain and mounting prices

are ratrpant in the cities, rrThe partial transfer of hunger

fron the periphery towards Lhe population centers of the country
has implied an increasing auareness of the problens and an

increasing motivation to tackle them, conditioned by hunanita-

rian motives as well as by the fear of hunger riots and conse-

quent political turnoil, which are more 1ike1y in the urban

than in the rural areasfr (ttExpected famine in Ethiopiâtt).

But even when the surplus
tor is that the distribution
has been so disrupted that food

where they are needed Eost.

is available, another key fac-
process, i. e. transportation '

supplies do not reach the areas

b) Transportation

In a country like Ethiopia, where about half the popula-

tion lives 30 or more kilometers away from any road' this bot-
tleneck to social and economic development becomes disastrous
when urgent relief is needed to save lives in renote areas.
The 1973 catstrophe was a very cruel experience in this sense.

Even when relief material was available, communication difficul-
ties prevented iÈs being distributed. Àfter L974, some efforts
were made by the RRC, the I{or1d Food Programme (}IFP ) , the Ethio-
pian road Authority and by the poeple themselves to increase
the road network and the capaciÈy of the truck fleet in the
country.

According to I{FP, there were some 3,500 heavy trucks
in the country with an estimated capaciÈy of 73,000 Lons in
197 4. Assuming that LOZ have to be renewed every year, over
more than 1,000 new trucks should have been bought during the
last three years to maintain capacity. But only 570 new trucks
were imported in this time capacity has dropped by some

l5Z. At the end of L977, the National Transport Company

(NATRACO), the hIFP and the Agricultural Marketing Corporation

t



imported 700 trucks. This was not enough to neet the urgent
need which the I.IFP estimated at 1 ,500 trucke. During the years

lg78 and Lg|g, international assistance brought in 168 trucks
and 124 trailors and the Ethiopian government boughÈ as many.

By the end of L979, the UN DisasLer Relief Coordination 0ffice
(UNDRCO) estimated that frThe existing capacity of the truck
fleet was sufficient for the transportation of grain, ferti-
lizers etc. fron the ports to the principal storehouses in

7the country. tt'

Even if this assessment is accurate, this solution of
a technical problen did not mean an end to the crisis. Other

economic, political and military factors make even greater
demands upon the organization of transportation of food, thus
reducing the relief distribution capacity of the existing f1eet.

The ttscissorstt crisis that we have already noted and

the increasing demands of the peasants for consumer goods as

a counterpart for their food surplus naturally inplies a greater
demand for transportation. Moreover, as supplies have to be

organized for the more than 2 million people (displaced persons

in temporary shelters in the country, peasants in Èhe ttpeoplets

militiatr, etc.) who are separated geographically from their
land, the already strained transport facilities are burdened
with a supplementary task.

Political and military factors have

capacityttof the existing truck fleet and

cient utilization.

reduced the ttrelief

prevented its effi-

In L977, the Somali invasion forced the country to divert
a fu11 252 of the total civilian Èruck fleet for use by the
military. hle have no reason whatsoever to believe that the
Ministry of Communications regulaÈions for priority use of
civilian trucks have been altered. Active guerilla war is sti11
going on in the 0gaden, the struggle of the Eritrean people

t



continues and revolts have now spread to more than half the
administrative regions of the count,ry. The regine, which per-
sists in seeking rrnilitary solutionstt to all these political
problems, has not been able to take the country ouÈ of the
ttwar economytr situaLion of 1977 /78.

The different conflicts have also resulted in the break-
down of the transport network, âs the existing roads are da-
maged, bridges desLroyed, etc. Even when roads are available
the problem is to move through what are effectively war zones.

Road transporta tion has to be escorted by military convoys

thus causing delay and underutilization of the existing truck
f1eet. If we add to this the fact that the Djibouti-Addis Abeba

railway is regularly sabotaged and cannot be considered a re-
1iab1e means of transportation r wê see how very serious the
problem is.

Given these transport.ation difficulties, storage facili-
ties, which are crucial in the struggle against famine could
have played an important role in conbating the disaster. I{hi1e
a number of African countries are establishing cereal reserves
as a question of policy in order to offset poor harvests, Ethio-
pia under Haile Selassi or under the present, regime has always
stood as an exception. During the I'lo11o f amine, lack of sto-
rage facilities resulted in the grain I s rotting when it was

not destroyed by bad ldeather, consuned by insects, rats or
birds. Drawing the appropriate lessons from the L973 disaster,
the FAO and other concerned organizations ca11ed upon the Ethio-
pian government to pay attention to this aspect. of the problem
and to provide the country with a fairly distributed network
of sLore houses. According to Lars Bondestam the estimated
total government storage capacity 'das 280,000 tons in 1977 .

Not only is this insufficient but the network suffers fron
seriously biased distribution. Addis Abeba and Asmara have
about half of the storage capacity, whereas the regions of
Ba1e, Sidamo and Gamogofa which are among the mosL struck by

Èhe present famine have less than 7Z (rrExpected Famine in Ethio-
piatt ) .

t
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To Sum uP, we can Say that a co6bination of various natu-

ral and man-made factors have 1ed to a drop in agricultural
production; distribution of what 1ittle surplus is available
and international assistance is hampered by political and mili-
tary factors. In the absence of any coherent policy to combat

famine and iÈs fundamental causesr the l-ast three years have

witnessed an alarming increase in the number of people affected.
The famine generating facÈors are rnore polit.ical than natural.
Trying to elude the political problemr âs the regime is now

doing, will not help relief efforts, 1et alone provide durable

solutions for fanine in Ethiopia.

III. I{HO IS RESPONSIBLE ?

Faced with a diversity of causes, many well-meaning people

find it very difficult to pinpoint the naln factor that has

generated the present crisis. Comparing the present situation
with the socio-economic order t.hat rras held responsible for
the 1973 disaster, some even tend to think thaÈ with the feudal
land-holding system now partially abolished, only natural cala-
mities can be held responsible for the present problems. But

this is far from reality.

It is Lrue Èhat natural factors have done their share
in creating this disaster. In the northern part of the country,
specially in Shoa, hlo11o and Tigraye, Èhe last two years suf-
fered from deficient and unreliable rainfal1. In Èhe southern
and eastern regions a1so, prolonged drought has affected agri-
cultural production and the pastoral population. IL is also
true that, deforestation and overgrazing and certain forms
of cultivation that are ratrpant in the heavily populated nor-
thern high lands make these regions particularly vulnerable,
and one or two bad rainy seâsons plus drought can be enough

to provoke disastrous famines. A Lelling example of the effect
of natural calanities on agricultural production is the hlo11o

harvest in L977/78. According to figures given by the ttNatural

Disaster Aid Coordinating Central Conmitteetr in earl y L979 ,
ttln L977/78, crop producEion comprising barley, wheat and Teff
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were totally destroyed in the four provinces of W"g, Lasta,

Irladela Delanta, and hlorahimanou of 1{o11o by Pests, f rost, rust
and heavy or inadequate rainfal1. During that year 757. of the
production of the major crops tras destroyed in most of the
I{o11o provinces. At the same Lime, the consunption of barley
affected with a fungus knovn as trErgotrr was poisoning humans

and aninals"8. As early as the beginning of the 1970ts experts
warned that if these problens were not tackled quickly and

efficiently, a single poor rainy season would be enough to
tip the balance betneen subsisÈance and famine in these chro-
nically overpopulated, overgrazed, deforested and eroded re-
gions. However r oo effort worth mentioning was undertaken by

Haile Selassie I s governnent or the present regime to institute
programmes for forestaÈion, crop rotation, deeper and rational
til1ing, or development of drought resistant crops in these
critical areas.

Irrespective of the graviÈy of the natural calanities,
however, what we can say is: had it not been for the irres-
ponsible attitudes of the present regime and its other rrpriori-
tiesrr, the consequences of these natural factors could have
been minimized,

Famine has developed at an alarming rate during the last
three years and is now taking disastrous proportions because
the abolition of the feudal land-holding system has stopped
halfway before the logical supplementary I[easures, that are
an integral and indispensable part of coherent and democratic
land reform, were developed.

Econonic and political measures aimed at ensuring balanced
economic growth both in the cities and rural areas and setting
up a democratic order should have accompanied the land reforn
bi11. This is precisely what the regimets counter-revolutionary
policies failed to achieve. For example, so long as land reform
is not accompanied by an increase in manufacturing and urban
employnenÈ, the lack of consuner goods to provide an incentive
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to farmers to seek higher cash incomes becones a serious obsta-

c1e to agricultural production. As we have aLready noted, not

only are farmers reluctant to produce more, but what littLe
surplus is available is withheld and does not reach the cities.
What the regime did to ttsolYett this economic probl-en is to

resort to force t.o squeeze out this surplus from the peasants.

In order to do this, it resorted to a series of anti-democratic
actions aimed at ensuring the regime t s tight control on the

peasants t produce and its political hold on their denocratic

associations. In the process, the regine did not solve the

problem, rather it touched off a series of peasant revolts
as they were determined to stay nasters of their production

and to defend their associations which uere fast becoming organs

of 1oca1 self-adninistration during the revoLutionary years.

As all ttpeacefultr attempts were frustraLed and as the

regine failed to work out a functioning denocratic relationship
with the peasants, fron an ecoomic or a political standpoint,
it stepped up its vicious anti-peasant propaganda campaign

in early 1978. The goverment aLtacked ttpeasant individualisntr ,

trrightist peasantstt (read peasants r+ho supported I'{EISONE) ttnar-

row nationalistsrr (read progressive militants of the oppressed

nationalities), etc. Unprecedented rePression against the pea-

sants promptly fo11owed. Thousands were summarily execuÈed,

arrested or dismissed from the posts of leadership Èo nhich

they had been elected. Hundreds of thousands were also forced

in to exi1e.

trlhaL is even more revolting is the fact that as early
as 0ctober L977, the regime was warned of the catastrophic
consequences that would fo11ow if Èhe trmilitary solutionstr
were pursued to ttsolveI all the political problens that are

facing the country.

The

gorically
confident ia 1

warned that
report
trThere

Lhat we have quoted earlier cate-
is an inevitable risk of famine
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in Ethiopia possibly of the same magnitude as the one in 1973.
By acknowledging this, the risk tray be diminished and a dis-
aster Eay be avoidedtr. Af ter warning Ehat ttDenogagy and pre-
tended ignorance i.e. deliberate avoidance of sensitive fact,s,
resultlng in the withholding of information and in not taking
the appropriate measures to prevent unnecessary suffering (as
in L973) is too high a price to tsave onets facet and can under
no circumstances be defendedtr. The report recomnended that
tta rrar be officially declared also against famine and misery
and consequent measures be Èaken to relieve the current and
potential victimstr (rrExpected Fanine in Ethiopiatt).

The warning was c1ear. But the crininal military regime
did just Èhe opposite.0nly one month 1ater, the regime ttoffi-
cia11y declared wartt not on I famine and misery I , but on the
Ethiopian people. rn November L977, it officially declared
a so-ca1led red terror campaign during which the regimets hench-
tren were 1et loose on the people and indulged in wanton ki1-
lings of thousands of innocent workers, intellectuals and
youths. This was followed by mass arresÈ of 30,000 of the re-
maining progressives and patriots who were thrown into the
the reginers overcrowded prisons. All the feeble attempts which
had been made to solve the Eritrean problem peacefully were
completely abandoned. In July 1978, the regime rejected the
historical call made by the two Eritrean fronts to ttnegociate

without any preconditionstt. Instead iE publicly announced that
the only solution to the Eritrean problem was military and
intensified its devastating policies there. As it betrayed
the National Democratic Revolution progranne of Apri L Lg76,
and embarked upon a policy of untold chauvinist repression,
the opPressed nationalities rose in revolt and more than half
the administrative regions of the country became Èhe scene
of arned conflicts. This repression also 1ed over two million
people to flee their homeland.

I
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1 I,lar and reDression reduced aericultural pro duction

The effects of war and

dictatorship is responsible,
production.

TABLE 2. The increase
(by region L978

repression for which the Present
were devastating on agricultural

The link between the current famine and the various armed

conflicts can be easily established by noting that it is pre-

cisely those regions where var and chauvinist repression 1s

raging that are the hardest struck by this disaster and which

have undergone an alarming increase of famine during the last
three year s.

in persons affected by famine

1980)9

Region No of persons affected
by famine in 1978

No of persons

by famine
affected
in 1980

Ba 1e

Eritrea
Harar ge

Sidemo

Tigraye
LIo11o

600,000

500,000

250,000

200,000

1 , 200, ooo

515,000

1 ,002,000
1 ,001 ,000

2 70,000

963,000

950,000

It is worth noÈing that in the region of l,/o11o, which has been

the most affected by natural calanities, the number of people
threatened by starvation has ttdroppedtr fron 1 ,200,000 to
950,000, whereas in the regions where armed conflict is taking
p1ace, the number of victims has risen, sometimes as much as

fourfold in as the case in Tigray.

I



Hararge was the region most affected by Èhe Somali inva-
sion in 1977/la. The destruction caused is well known. In addi-
tion to the thousands of people who were slaughtered, many

peasants and nomads rr,ere made destiLute. Development pro jects
in eastern and southern Ethiopia, worth millions of dollars
were destroyed. Schools, hospitals, bridges, farms, power

plants, water supply systems and industrial plants were not
spared. Irthole villages were razed to the ground. If f amine

is raging in the regions of Hararge, Si.damo and Ba1e, it is
partially due to wanton destruction by the Somali army and

the socio-economic dislocation that fo11owed.

But the defeat of the Somalis in early L978 did not mean

an end to the sufferings of the people in these areas. 0n the
contrary, the above table shows that famine in all of these
regions has increased at an alarming rate ever since. The rea-
son is simple. In addition to the Somali-backed guerrilla war
that is sti11 actively going on in the Ogaden, the chauvinist
and counter-revolutionary policies of the nilitary regi.ne have
touched off a series of legitimate revolt.s in these and other
regions. The regime I s chauvinism has 1ed Lo the intensifica-
tion of the national liberation wars in Eritrea and Tigraye.
Resorting to its favorite scorched earth policies the regime
has unleashed the fu11 force of its Soviet-backed repressive
machinery against these legitimate national movenents.

In addition, these wars and repression have contributed
to the fa11 in agricultural production by reducing the produc-
tive peasant force. They have forced over two million people
to flee their homeland and to seek exile in neighbouring coun-
tries. According to figures given by the RRC, another 1.8 mi1-
lion people have seen their homes burnt, their livelihood de-
stroyed and are now living in temporary she1t"r".10

Beyond the problems in terms of social dislocation and
human suffering, the adverse economic consequences are c1ear.
0uÈ of the nearly four million people that lrere forcibly up-
rooted from their 1and, well over half are able-bodied men

1



and women L,ho participated f u11y in production. l,lar and devasta-
tion have also taken a heavy to11 of the productive peasant

force as the regime has launched a policy of forced recruitment
of about 250,000 peasants inLo iÈs "peoplets militiafr. The

combined effect of all these are alarming specially when we

compare the situation with that which prevailed in 1977,

Lars Bondestam estimated in his report that as of 0ct.ober L977,

the rural manpower withdrawn from production (refugees, peasant
militia) represented about half a million people, ie. 5Z of
the productive peasant force. The assumption was that out of
a total of 25 million people in the rural areas, only 407"

10 million people directly participated in agricultural
production. If we maintain the same assunptions we find that,
out of the 4 million people that are geographically separated
from their land, the number of people r+ithdrawn from agricul-
tural productlon is 1.6 nillion or L6Z of the productive man-

power in agriculture.

2. l{ar and re DT essi-on have reduced industrial production

A look at the geographical distribution of the industrial
activities shows that a fu11 307. are in Eritrea. There has
been a very sharp fa11 in industrial production during the
last four years as 26 out of the 30 factories in Eritrea were

affected by the war there. But, whatever they may produce,
the industries in Eritrea cannot supply manufactured goods

anymore and will not do so as long as the war conLinues. Ano-

ther l0% of the countryrs industrial activities are in the
Hararge region which was devastated by the Somali agression
and now by the regine I s undeclared war on t.he oppressed nation-
alities of the region.

fn Addls Abeba and the surrounding areas r r€pression
against workers and intellectuals, merchants, etc. has also
contributed to the general breakdown of the modern sector of
the economy. hle have seen how the trred terrortr campaign has
claimed a heavy toI1 of these forces. In some factories as
many as LzO qualified workers uere execuÈed or arresLed and
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in most cases, such criminal acts 1ed directly to a drop in

production. The arrest of more than one thousand intellectuals

(economistsrdoctorsragronomistsrengineers'geologists'vete-
rinarians, lawyers, etc. ) and the Èerror under which those

who have escaped arrest are forced Eo 1ive, have contributed

to Èhe disorganization of the economy and stiffled all spirit

of initiative and the will to assume responsibility. In addi-

tion, thousands of intellectuals have fled the country or re-

fused to return from abroad for fear of the anti-intellectual

repression in the countrY.

ThelackofSpareparts,theabsenceofanynewinvesÈ.
ment to replace o1d machines, the corruption, incompetence

and sabotage of the bureaucrâcÿr the breakdown of the trans-

portation system, etc. have all contributed their share in

reducing industrial Production

The economic crisis in the urban centers has provoked

mass 1ay-offs, closing down some factories and incapacitating

others. Recent examples are the disnissal of 400 employees

from Ethiopian Airlines, the dismissal of 4,000 daily workers

from LZ coffee exportlng firms, the closure of a shoe factory

in Addis Abeba, and the lJo11ega fana Transport Co. etc.

the
the
of

The breakdown of the modern sector of the econony and

subsequent fa11 in industrial Production have provoked

ttscissors crisistt that we have noted above and the transfer

famine to EthioPiars cities.

3 Demaqo q v and irresp onsibility

If the fundamental causes of the present disasLer are

war and repression, the demagogy and irresponsible attit'udes

of the regime only further aggravated the sit.uation.

As we noted earlier, the regime knew about Ëhe impending

catastrophe as early aS 0ctober L977. In spite of the recommen-

dations of the report which said that "The magnitude of the

problem demands internaLional aid of humanitarian nature' But

f or such aid to be given in time requests have to be made nol^rtt
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(Expected Famine in Ethiopia), neither the Ethiopian people

nor the International community were alerted of the Srave situa-
tion. It is true that since 1977, the regine has revealed on

several occasions that people in various regions were ttaffected

by droughttt. But in spite of the alarmingly rising number of

the rrdrought affected peoplett, the regime never spoke of loss

in human life and cattle. Haile Selassiers regime also admitted

in mid- Lg73 that people were affected by drought and other

natural calamities. It even revealed that the number affected
was nearly 2 nillion people. But Haile Selassie only spoke

of ttsome loss of human lifert, which in the end, meanL the death

of 200 r 000 poor peasants. The present regime I s atLitudes are

no different. It could not hide the fami-ne for the simple rea-

son that over 2 ni-llion people have already fled the country

with their grim stories of fanine and repression in the prison

state of Ethiopia. Unlike the case in L973, the famine situa-
tion has spread to the urban centres, and, as was noted by

Dr. Lars Bonestam, this has resulted in an ttincreasing aware-

nessrr of the population and made it nearly impossible to attenpt
to hide the state of af f airs. The ttembarassingtr situation f orced

the regime to admit that there was famine in Ethiopla and that
it is increasing at an alarming rate. But here again, the regime

only spoke of "some loss in human lives and cattlerr without
giving any figures as to the number of people that have died

as a result of t.he present famine. Instead the regimets propa-

ganda emphasized the endless series of frfinal solutionsrr being

worked out to solve Lhe problem rather than the alarming gravity
of the famine itself. In an attempt to minimize the problem,

the over 2 million downtrodden peasant refugees were dismissed
by the chief of State himself astta handful of exploiters who

fled with money stolen from the Ethiopian peoplett (Statement

on May L4, 1980). Empty talk about the far away but "brighttt
future is taken as a substitute to present solutions. Thettgreen
canpaigntt ponpously launched in 0ctober 1978 was supposed to
do away with hunger and poverty once and for all. At that time,
it was announced that indusÈrial production would grow by 45.62
(!) in one year (Ethiopian Herald, 15 Jan. L979). At the same

Eime r âs if the RRC was not enough, the regime created the
ItNatural Disaster Aid Coordinating Central Committeefl .
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\ This supposedly started to ttpour huge relief assistancerr Èo

the famine affected areas. Among the final solutions projected
by this ttCentral Committeefr ve find the resettlement of 250r000
peasants from I{o11o into the southern regions of Ethiopia.
Thls solution is of course less an economically sound project
than a political move intended to give the regime Itreliablerr

outposts in the lands occupied by the ttunreliablerr oppressed
nationalities in the southern part of the country.

That the regime is not taking the crisis very seriously
and is trying to minimize the disaster can be shown by two

recent exanples.0n ApriL 24th, it announced that 5,089,000
people were threatened by famine and that tt"ny delay in provi-
ding items for the relief of the affected populace would soon
result in yet untold misery and destruction of humanitytt. But
hardly a week 1ater, Èhe regime ttforgottt all about the ttimpen-

ding catastropherr . rn his may-day speech, the chairnan nade
no reference Lo the starving mi11ions, let alone declaring
war on famine and nisery. Instead, the regine declared war
on illiteracy and appealed to Èhe Ethiopian people to mobiLize
en mass to accomplish the neu tthistorical tasktr by participa-
ting in the rrgreat literacy campaigntt! Another example of such
political windos dressing : In June 1980 r oo the occasion of
the first congress of its rtConmission to 0rganize the party
of the hlorking People of Ethiopiatt, it ordered the residents
of Addis Abeba to organize the most extravagant festival in
the city t s history. It has been estimated that these celebra-
tions (including the free distribution of cakes and pepsi cola
to each and every child in the city anong other things) cost
over $2.5 mi11ion. A statenent by MEISONE nade on the occasion
of those festivities noted Èhat ttsuch waste would have at best
been disnissed as a macabre joke, had it not been for the fact
thaÈ at the same time millions of Ethiopians were at grips
nith the most deadly famine in the countryrs historytt.

As may be expected and notwithsÈanding the periodic issue
of inpressive looking statistics and reports minutely detailing
Sovernment relief efforts, the regime was not able to alleviate
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the sufferings of the masses 1et alone do away with sEarvation
in the country t

As for international assistance, the regine has its own

reasons for disclosing the famine and even capitalLzing on

the seriousness of the situation. It needs this assistance
not to alleviate the sufferings of the people but for its fa-
mine generating wars. It is now an open secret that Ëhe regime
is diverting international assistance. This embezzlement has

grovn so flagrant that the UN disaster relief coordinating
office was forced to pass a resolution denanding international
relief organLzaEions ttto see to it that Èhe assistance given
is used for relief purposes onlytt (UN General Assembly, A-34-
198, Sept. I 1 , 1979) . Basing itself on docunentary proof sub-
mitted to it by the EPLF and establishing that food provided
by UNICEF was used for the army fighting in Eritrea, the Perma-

nent, Peoplesr Tribunal (Mi1an, May 1980) condemned the Ethio-
pian government for such criminal actions.

MEISONEIS APPEAL TO THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

1. As we have tried to show in this memorandun, the pre-
sent disaster in Ethiopia is generated more by war and repress-
sion than by natural calamities. !üe appeat to all friends of
Ethiopia and the Ethiopian people, and to the international
community to demand an end to the famine generating policies
of the military regime. I'le consider this as an indispensable
step towards creating favourable conditions for efficient relief
work and curbing the effects of the famine.

2. I{e appeal to the internaÈiona1 comnunity to demand

that the regime provide fu11 details of the disasLer by dis-
closing the number of people that have perished up Èo now and

to put an end to the embezzlement of relief funds.

tions
their

3. I,le appeal to all humanitarian individuals and organiza-
to realise the graviEy of the situation and to increase
assistance to Lhe Ethiopian famine victims.
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4, I{e appeal to relief donors to see to it that this
assistance effectively gets to the people by chanelling their
aid through international relief organizations working in Ethio-
pia, rather than through the military dictatorship.

5. MEIS0NE is launching a campaign to raise funds and

other relief material (clothes, Lents, nedicines, etc. ) in
order to help the starving. It has contacted sone of the relief
organi-zations operating in Ethiopia who have expressed willing-
ness Èo distribute relief assistance obtained by MEISONEf s

relief committees through their own channels. hle therefore
appeal to all friends of Ethiopia to participate in our life-sa-
ving canpaign by contribution to our relief fund and by giving
other relief material to our relief committees established
in their respective countries.

July 1980
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