
IRRIGATION COMES WITH BIG CHALLENGES 
AND BIGGER REWARDS
In Ethiopia, a reliable source of water for crops means new opportunities for farmers and their families. 

Hussein Dalecha was in Arsi Negele, a town 
in Ethiopia’s West Arsi Zone, when he felt the 
ground shake. It was an earthquake, hardly 
noticeable, until the call came a few days 
later: a chunk of an irrigation channel high 
near the Gurracho River in the Dawe commu-
nity had collapsed, along with the dreams of 
more than 400 small farmers.

For them, the newly constructed network—
the Ejersa small-scale irrigation project—
was a chance, finally, to break free from 
the hardship of depending only on rain to 
feed their crops. Irrigation enabled farmers 
to plan their harvests and plant vegetables 
that could fetch a handsome price in local 
markets, allowing them to build better lives 
for their families.

Dalecha, a project manager for the Rift Valley 
Children and Women Development Organiza-
tion, or RCWDO, knew that for the farmers 

of Dawe, the water was like gold: combined 
with improved seeds and fertilizer, it could 
more than triple the value of their yields. 
In partnership with Oxfam America and the 
Global Water Initiative, RCWDO had built 
the system—a 16.8-kilometer network of 
concrete-lined and earthen channels—to 
irrigate 494 acres.

But now, all of that was threatened. The 
earthquake struck just as improvements 
recommended by an independent consultant 
were under way on a diversion weir up-
stream and on some of the channels below 
to protect the system from flooding. A major 
investment in rural infrastructure and the 
future of more than 3,000 people hung in 
the balance.

That’s when Oxfam's grant to RCWDO kicked 
in to high gear, helping the community clear 
what could have been an impossible hurdle. 

The grant was already funding the repairs to 
the weir and channels, and it was available 
to help with the quake damage, too.

Lessons learned
On an October day—about a year after 
the quake hit—Dalecha marched visitors 
along the newly routed channel. It wrapped 
tightly along a ledge of rock, the soft earth 
sloughed off during the quake heaped on 
the slope below.

One clear lesson in all of this, said Dalecha, 
is the need for more complete geological 
studies before major infrastructure improve-
ments are made. In this case, sample tests 
were taken along the route, but a complete 
study was not done.

ABOVE: With irrigation, Jibo Guduru grew a bountiful crop of onions and potatoes, and used some of his earnings from 
their sale to buy a donkey and cart, which he then rented out to others. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America
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“We didn’t know about the fault line,” he 
said. In the future, funding geological stud-
ies before the work starts on new infrastruc-
ture will be essential for the partners,  
he added, and the government can play  
a role, too.

“That is a good lesson for us,” Dalecha said. 
“We should not repeat the same problem.”

Water makes all the  
difference
Irrigation is vital to the well-being of people 
who make their living off the land. A reliable 
source of water for crops can mean the  
difference between hunger and hope.

For Jibo Guduru, when water flowed into his 
half-hectare plot from the new system, he 
was able to harvest onions and potatoes 
that he sold for 46,000 birr—while still hold-
ing some of the potatoes aside to feed his 
family. That was in 2011, the first year the 
irrigation network was in operation.

“It’s a new opportunity. We have never seen 
such things before,” said Guduru, adding 
that he was happy to have the chance to 
benefit from the system. “I have my own  
vision—to change my family. I want my  
family to live a better life.”

His earnings have helped him keep his 
children in school, and he also bought a 
cart and donkey—a propitious investment, 
it turned out, because the next year his in-
come plummeted when the irrigation system 
was shut down for repairs that took a great 
deal longer than expected because of the 
earthquake damage.

That year—2012—Guduru put his donkey and 
cart to frequent use, renting them out as 
transportation for people and goods. Still, 
after expenses, the enterprise netted him 
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Bati Saworo shows off a bed of tomato seedlings he is 
nurturing near a field that will be irrigated. Eva-Lotta 
Jansson / Oxfam America
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just a little more than 2,000 birr a year—a far 
cry from what he was able to earn from his 
irrigated land.

Now, with the system back in working order, 
Guduru is full of hope for what’s possible 
when he sows his next round of seeds.

“I am expecting to earn more,” he said. “Now 
I have the experience (from the first season 
of irrigation). I will improve. Now I want to 
include tomatoes because they have  
a good market.”

Improving market  
opportunities for farmers
Linking to those good markets has been 
one of the challenges farmers in Dawe have 
long faced, especially when they are deal-
ing with perishable produce. To help tackle 
that problem, the grant funded a workshop 
aimed at bringing together those interested 
in ensuring the market system works well. 
Farmers, traders, representatives from  
cooperatives and unions, and government 
officials, among others, all participated. 
After teasing out the key issues such as 
brokers who fix prices to the detriment of 
farmers and farmers who fail to diversify 
their crops, flooding the market with just  
a few crops, the group agreed to develop  
an action plan.

In the meantime, farmer Bati Saworo said 
the training he has received in marketing his 
future harvests has been good, even though 
the lack of irrigation in 2012 affected his 
plans to grow vegetables. As a member of 
the Homba-Ejersa farmers cooperative,  
Saworo also gets advice on what to grow 
from a union that his co-op is part of. In ad-
dition, the union, which acts as a mediator 
with the buyer, looks for better markets for 
its members’ produce.

Before joining the co-op a couple of years 
ago, Saworo used to deal directly with  
brokers, who worked closely with the  
traders, cutting farmers a raw deal. With 
the irrigation system up and running again, 
he’s now looking forward to a robust harvest 
of cabbages and tomatoes and, with the 
union’s help, a good return in the market  
for his efforts.


